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	“This is a fresh and exciting new story that addresses realistic themes set in a fantastical world. Teens will be able to connect with Lia and be immersed in Easton’s world-building.”—School Library Journal

	 

	“We love this book about the descendants of The Little Mermaid! EMERGE has romance, humor, adventure and an amazing setting among the mansions of Malibu!”—Justine Magazine
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	IMMERSE

	“Immerse transports readers into an ocean of beautifully crafted words and riveting storytelling. It is a wonderful end to a truly magical series.”—Sasha Alsberg, #1 NYT bestselling author of Zenith

	 

	“Easton’s incandescent finale to her Mer Chronicles sparkles like the glittering scales of a mermaid’s tail. When you dive into her world under the sea, you won’t want to come up for air until you’ve read every last magical word. Fans will love this final installment of the Mer Chronicles!”—Jennieke Cohen, author of Dangerous Alliance

	 

	“A triumphant conclusion to the Mer trilogy. This is a series finale that has it all: sigh-worthy romance, nail-biting adventure, and a gripping story of two very different girls navigating the shifting tides of family and societal expectations.”—Kathy MacMillan, author of Sword and Verse

	 

	 

	SUBMERGE

	 

	“Romantic, enthralling, lyrical. Submerge is nothing short of magical.”—Adriana Mather, New York Times bestselling author of How to Hang a Witch

	 

	“Expansive world-building and heart-thumping romance combine to make Submerge a delightful and gripping read. Fans of Tobie Easton’s Emerge won’t be disappointed, while new readers will love jumping right into the deep-end.”—Jennifer Brody, award-winning author of The 13th Continuum

	 

	“Tobie Easton is a master at creating compelling and vivid underwater worlds. Following her lovable heroine through another addictive mermaid tale was a pure joy.”—Emily France, author of Zen and Gone, and Signs of You, an Apple iBooks Best Book of the Month.

	 

	“Submerge dives deep into exploring right from wrong, good from evil, and the depths of eternal love. Readers will be hooked by the rich and believable Mer-world Easton creates.”—Jennifer Bardsley, author of Genesis Girl and Damaged Goods
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	“Romance, fantastical lore, and adventure—the most fun I’ve had reading in a long time!”—Wendy Higgins, USA Today and New York Times bestselling author of the Sweet Evil series

	 

	“Clever, well-written and insanely unique, Emerge brings us deep into the lives of mermaids, where coming of age has never been so magical.”—Award-winning author Jennifer Gooch Hummer

	 

	“An unforgettable siren song of characters who will hook your heart”—Skylar Dorset, author of the Otherworld series

	 

	“This clever twist on an old tale will hook readers with its humor and lure them in with its heart. A charming story filled with rich world building, authentic characters, and an irresistible and surprising romance”—Lori Goldstein, author of Becoming Jinn



	




	 

	 

	 

	To Daniel, who is an anchor, and who could teach us all a thing or two about being forever young.
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Chapter One 
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	Lia

	 

	 

	I can almost pretend I’m at home. Even though the curtains are drawn, I’ve left the window open a crack, and the sea air breezes in off the Pacific Ocean. If I breathe deep and focus on my laptop screen, I can almost trick myself into believing I’m back in my room at home, working on some homework assignment. But I’m not. I’m hiding out. This isn’t my room—it’s the den at the back of an abandoned mansion, which is the only place secret enough for me to visit the love of my life. And the document on my laptop screen isn’t just some homework assignment—it’s my college application.

	Well, one of them.

	I stare at the glowing screen.

	Philosopher and humanitarian Hubert Hill once said, “Uniqueness is the salt of life, for without it, human interaction would be without flavor.” Please explain how you feel your upbringing has made you someone who stands out from other applicants, and tell us what “flavor” you believe you would add to the campus community of our university. In short, what makes you unique?

	Seriously, who comes up with this stuff? And what could I possibly say?

	I grew up as a Mermaid who had never lived in the ocean. Being a part of Malibu’s hidden Community of land-dwelling Mer means that, for years, I had to keep a huge part of myself a secret from the kids at my human high school. Hiding all the time made it hard to get close to my human classmates, but it was worth it to live in safety on land while the Mer world in the ocean was embroiled in war. This unique upbringing has given me an acute understanding of, and appreciation for, the interplay between cultures as well as the importance of adaptability and self-discipline, both of which I’ll apply to my academics in college. On campus, I’ll share the “flavor” of my heritage with the student body by hosting Mermaid-style galas, teaching my fellow classmates to make necklaces out of traditional nassa shells, and hosting Mermese sing-a-longs at alumni events.

	Yeah, that’ll work. I roll my eyes, rein in my wandering thoughts, and stare at the blinking curser on the still-blank page. If I can’t be honest, how am I supposed to get these finished in the next … I glance at my computer’s clock … three hours?

	“Why don’t you write about your family for that one?” Clay asks, reading the question over my shoulder, the worn toe of one of his Doc Martens pushing against the wheel of my chair. “Something about how being the middle child with a lot of sisters means you’ve, um … ‘grown adept at understanding the perspectives of others and learning from their strengths’?” He rests his chin right in the spot where my shoulder meets my neck, and the light stubble on his jaw grazes my skin.

	My fingers fly across the keyboard, taking notes on what he’s said before the words disappear out the window on the salty ocean breeze.

	“Pretty good, right?” he says, tone cocky.

	I know he’s smirking before I even turn around.

	When I do, I try to suppress my own smile. “You think you’re pretty smart, huh?”

	“I don’t think—I know.”

	“You’re ridiculous.” I keep my tone teasing, but now that I’ve turned to face him, he’s so close I have to hide the catch in my breath. He must hear it anyway, because his smirk widens to a full grin that lights his hazel eyes.

	My gaze darts to the door. It’s closed. And locked. No one knows we’re here, but we’re being extra careful, just in case. We can’t get caught together.

	Clay places a hand on either armrest of my swivel chair, and suddenly his strong frame surrounds me on all sides, enclosing the two of us together in our own private world. A world bordered by tan, muscular forearms. My gaze moves from the thin cotton of the vintage band T-shirt covering his broad chest up to the expression on his face—one filled with want. For me, I realize with a rush of excitement. The same rush I get every time he’s this close to me. Within seconds, he’s leaning in, his mouth taking mine in a kiss that makes my college apps a distant memory. His denim-clad legs press against my bare ones as his lips press firmly against mine. I wrap my arms around his neck as our kiss deepens.

	Beep. Beep. Beep.

	“Lunch time,” I murmur against his lips, then lean in for just one … two … three more kisses before I rise from my chair.

	Beep. Beep. Beep.

	“I hear you, I hear you,” I say to the microwave before popping open its door and taking out the steaming bag. I pull the corners away from each other, and a whoosh of warm, buttery goodness hits my nose for the first time since I started living beneath the waves three months ago. Tides, I’ve missed popcorn.

	Clay has settled onto the floor, so I join him there on the pile of blankets and couch cushions we’ve built in front of the fireplace. It’s more comfortable than making ourselves at home on some stranger’s furniture. I barely knew the family that used to lease this house from the Foundation. All I do know is they moved back Below as soon as the wars ended. Since then, most of the other families on this street have done the same. But every time we sneak here—me from the newly renovated palace under the ocean, Clay from his mom’s house in another neighborhood of Malibu—I worry someone will see us. If anyone from the Community catches me within sixty yards of Clay, I’ll be thrown in prison for fifty years. Longer if they find out I’ve restored his memories of me—his memories that I’m a Mermaid. Still, not sneaking here, not seeing Clay as often as I possibly can, that would be worse. When we’re in this little den, with its pine-paneled walls and thick-woven rugs, I want time to freeze.

	I hold the open bag out to Clay, but he gestures for me to go first. I grab a kernel and pop it into my mouth. Yum. Definitely better than college apps. Once I’ve grabbed a few more, Clay reaches in for a handful.

	“Want some water?” he asks as he munches. I nod, and without getting up, he leans back, his T-shirt riding up his toned stomach as he swings open the door of the mini-fridge and grabs a water bottle. A couple weeks ago, I found the fridge up in the attic and brought it in here. We knew if we kept wandering around the house, we’d up the odds of someone seeing us; camping out here is safer.

	A yellow kernel arches toward my face, and I dodge away from it without thinking.

	“Hey!” Clay says, scandalized. “Don’t waste it.” Luckily, it landed in my hair, so it’s not a total loss.

	After popping it in my mouth, I grab another and launch it at Clay. Of course, he manages to catch it in his mouth. “And that’s how it’s done,” he says, looking very satisfied with himself. I throw the next one and he swerves to the right to catch it. Three more slam dunks, then he finally misses one. It bounces off his chin and into my lap.

	“Looks like this one’s all mine,” I say, holding it up and dancing it around in front of his face before tossing it into my mouth.

	“Not fair,” Clay says. He lunges toward the bag of popcorn, but I hold it back, out of his reach, a laugh escaping my lips at his mock-ferocious expression. He leans across my body as he makes another grab for it, and this time he falls (maybe not so accidentally?) against me, catching himself with his arms so that he hovers over me.

	The air between us thickens with electricity. I tuck a strand of my long hair behind my ear right before Clay dips his head down and catches my lips in a kiss. Our mouths fused together, he shifts his weight so his hands are free again—free to skim up and down my arms, to my cheeks to my neck to my waist, where they hold me, firm and solid, fingers spread wide. One of my own hands runs along Clay’s back, across his shoulder blade. My other still holds the popcorn bag, which a small part of my brain finds ridiculous, but the rest can’t focus on popcorn because … Clay. So close. Hands and lips and—

	“You should get back to work,” he whispers, pulling his mouth just far away enough to form words but no farther.

	“Can’t. Busy,” I say, tilting my head up and kissing him again. Several minutes later, he pulls back for a second time.

	“I am not going to be the reason you miss your deadline, Nautilus,” he says. This time when I tilt my head up, he covers his mouth with his hand, palm out. I try to pout but laughter spills out instead.

	“Mean,” I tease. He untangles his body from mine and stands up, helping me to my feet.

	“Yes, I’m a terrible, terrible person who wants you to get into college.” He puts his hands on my shoulders and steers me back to my chair.

	I sit, staring again at the intimidating screen. “Am I even going to get to go to college?”

	“Not if you don’t send in your applications.” Clay stands behind me, his hands still resting on my shoulders.

	“I’m serious.” I’ve always pictured myself going to college. Carrying a stack of books toward some beautiful brick building. College-Lia is supposed to wear one of those cool college sweatshirts and be smarter and more mature than High School-Lia. Up until eight months ago, my post-high school plan was all set: like my three older sisters, I’d be attending Pepperdine University and making the ten-minute commute from home, so I could still relax in my tail in the evenings and on weekends. But now … “After tomorrow morning, everything will change—again—and who knows what my life will even be like by the time college acceptance letters come in spring?”

	The hands on my shoulders begin a reassuring massage. “If you want to go to college next year, I’m sure your parents will support that.”

	“I’m not. I didn’t want to move Below, and they made me do that.” Sure, they did it to garner public support for our family so they could ascend to the throne and ensure Merkind didn’t fall into anarchy. But the result’s the same.

	“Yeah, but after tomorrow they’ll be queen and king, officially, and they won’t have to worry so much about winning the public’s favor,” Clay says, still kneading my tense shoulders.

	Tomorrow is the coronation. An image rises in my mind of me riding alongside my sisters down the glittering streets in New Meris, toward the gleaming white coral and ice palace where my parents will be crowned in a spectacular ceremony in front of thousands of assembled Mer. My shoulders creep up toward my ears even as the pads of Clay’s thumbs and fingertips skillfully try to press them back down.

	“Or maybe it’ll get worse and the orstitii”—that’s Mermese for the council or parliament—“will insist I continue my education Below, and my parents will agree because they won’t understand why it’s such a big deal that I study on land next year.” It’s not like they know I want to share my college experience with Clay; they don’t even know that he remembers who I am. “After all, in their minds, I could go to a human college anytime.” Now that all Mer have our immortality back, I could go a hundred times. But Clay can’t.

	His thoughts must drift to the same place mine do—what it means that he’s human and I’m not—because his hands stop moving on my shoulders as his gaze grows unfocused. I don’t know what to say to comfort him, so I tilt my head against his hand.

	“Well,” he says, and I can practically hear him muster his optimism, “that’s why we have to find a way to make Project Mud work.”

	I came up with the name. ’Cause what happens when you put clay in water? It turns into mud, get it? Okay, so it’s not the sexiest code name ever, but it makes me laugh.

	With my head still tilted, I look up at him, at the hopeful smile on his face, and I don’t have the heart to remind him that I’ve been researching every day for over a month—since the very first day he asked me—and I’m no closer to finding a spell that will make him Mer. My stomach churns. I haven’t even found so much as a mention of it being possible to turn a human into a Merperson.

	But the hope shining on Clay’s face … “We’ll find a way,” I say, conjuring up a small smile for him. We will. We will.

	As I rally my hope, his seems to fade, his expression turning pensive. “Better finish your apps,” he says, voice distant and distracted. He drops a kiss on the top of my head, then retreats to the pile of blankets on the floor. He submitted the last of his applications a week ago, so now he picks up a book on film composer Hans Zimmer, but a few minutes later he’s staring at nothing instead of turning pages, lost in thought again. When he catches me watching him, he nods toward my laptop screen. “You got this, Nautilus.”

	I face forward in my chair. Time to focus. I’m the kind of kid who’s always turned her homework in on time, so it’s hard for me to believe I missed the deadline for the UCs and for some merit scholarships. I was too busy studying advanced magic at a Mermaid boarding school on a remote island out in the Pacific, getting Clay his memories back, and stopping a group of sirens intent on brainwashing countless humans with evil magic. That has merit too, so I refuse to feel bad. But it does mean I can cross UCLA, UC Santa Barbara, UC Long Beach, and all the rest off my list. I won’t miss out on any more schools.

	Now that I finally have some quality time with my laptop, I go to the box marked “Major” and scroll down to select “Undeclared.” Unlike my sisters, who have always known what they wanted to study, I still don’t. I threw around the idea of studying marine bio because I thought if I learned more about the ocean I might figure out more about myself and how I connect to it. But if I majored in bio, it would be more because it’s the expected choice than because it’s what I’m passionate about. To be honest, I don’t know what I’m passionate about yet. Noooo idea.

	The supplemental questions may be kicking my butt, but at least I finished my main essay last week. I reach into the kelp net bag I brought from Below and pull out the rolled-up scroll of waxed red algae leaves I wrote my essay on. See? I’m not a slacker. The essay is covered in corrections and edits that my best friend Caspian added in blue squid ink (“Blue is kinder than red,” he told me as he slashed through another of my unnecessary sentences with his fishbone quill in the palace library). I pull my brain back to the present as I type up my main essay. Once that’s finished, I have no choice but to work on the supplemental questions.

	What do you feel is your greatest accomplishment?

	Hmm …

	Seven-and-a-half months ago, I saved my entire species from death. That’s not some poetic metaphor. The Little Mermaid (yep, that one) accidentally unleashed a curse two hundred years ago that stripped all Merfolk of our immortality. Ever since then, we’ve been cursed with human lifespans. The Mer blamed her father the king for her mistake, dethroned him, and executed him. Each subsequent ruler who tried to take his place promised to find a way to restore immortality, but none could, and with each failure, anger rose, until the next power-hungry wannabe king or queen would raise an army to seize power, starting the cycle all over again and keeping the ocean in a near-constant state of warfare for two centuries. That’s why my parents and a few brave others did the unimaginable: They moved on land. They built a Community where their children could grow up in safety, but they couldn’t break the curse. We all knew that, eventually, we would die.

	What we didn’t know was that another power-hungry Merman and his daughter Melusine planned to use an evil, ancient ritual to give themselves control over the curse, so Mer would have no choice but to accept their rule if they wanted to live. That ritual involved killing a human boy I love more than anything—and killing me, too, once I tried to interfere. In our efforts to save each other, that human boy and I risked our lives for one another. Only later did we learn our true love broke the curse, restoring immortality to all Merkind. Most days, I still can’t believe what we did. The strength of that love and all the good it’s done for my people is my greatest accomplishment.

	Now that would get me into the Ivy League. Too bad it would also get me taken into government custody and locked in some laboratory tank to be studied and experimented on. I shudder. Maybe I’ll write about the time I turned my grade around in my self-defense class.

	By the time I’ve tackled the last supplemental question, I have just enough time to click submit and do a little victory dance with Clay in the middle of the den before I have to kiss him goodbye—long and lingering.

	“I wish I could come with. I wish I could be there tomorrow,” he whispers against my hair.

	“I know.” I swing my backpack over my shoulder and sneak out the door, heading toward the home I haven’t been allowed to live in for months and toward my family waiting there.

	Time to go become a princess.



	
Chapter Two 
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	Melusine

	 

	 

	I would have been a princess. Then a queen. If it weren’t for her.

	Hard to believe, isn’t it? Not that I could have been a queen—that part makes perfect sense. What’s hard to believe is how far I’ve fallen. Four walls of gray stone surround me on all sides as I swim from one room of my cell to another.

	They tell me it’s not a cell. They call it a suite. They tell me I’m lucky not to be imprisoned like my father. But just because I can swim out that porthole and go to school or use the underwater tunnel system doesn’t mean I’m not their prisoner.

	I push aside a curtain woven from coarse kelp threads and enter a room that, even after almost five months, I still don’t think of as my bedroom. At least no one could consider it small; it’s built on a grand scale, with water flowing for at least two tail-lengths above my head and an entire second living area above that.

	These rooms originally housed visiting dignitaries from Below or families who had just moved to the Landed Mer Community and whom the Foundation had yet to place in one of its beachfront estates. Whatever architect first designed these rooms, deep within the Foundation headquarters, intended the underwater section—where I swim now—to make newly arrived Mer feel at home. In the upper section, they could swim with their torsos out of the water and begin to acclimate to the lifestyle Above. There are even protrusions in the rock to offer seating in the upper level. But I rarely spend time up there. What’s the point?

	Bare indentations dot the gray walls where, once, embedded jewels or crystals must have gleamed. Rough-hewn, simplistic furniture now huddles where I imagine hand-carved, gilded masterpieces used to stand proud.

	The powers that be stripped away all of it. Because of me.

	After all, they couldn’t have a convicted criminal living like a queen, could they? Well, sink them. They couldn’t get rid of me either.

	I dive forward in the surrounding water, angling my body downward to reach under my thinly padded sea-sponge bed, and pull out the one piece of luxury in this dreary place. The ornate iron chest slides across the floor into view. Curling my coral-colored tail beneath me, I sit in front of the chest, running a hand over the raised anemone design on its surface.

	Foundation officers delivered this to me when my initial three-month restriction period ended and I regained some of my liberties, like supervised nightly ocean swims and access to my own belongings. But I didn’t open it. When it got here, I slid it under the bed and haven’t looked at it since. Until now.

	I click open the lock and lift the lid.

	A smile sneaks onto my face at the sight that greets me. So many colors! Scarlet seasilk and purple satin, bright blue organza, and celadon lace, all embroidered in silver threads or studded with gemstones, abalone, or mother of pearl. My siluesses shine up at me like long-buried treasure, each chest-covering more beautiful than the next. The siluess that currently hangs from my shoulders is beige, boxy, and too long, hitting me almost at my bellybutton. It looks identical to the one I wore yesterday and the day before that and every day since my conviction. Clearly, whoever runs the department of corrections for the Foundation has no taste.

	But I do. They can’t take that away from me. I unlatch the vullrin—the thin slab of clear quartz that sits on top of the folded clothing, keeping it from floating out when the chest is open. Running my fingertips along the lush fabrics makes me long to slip one on, feel its kiss on my skin. Like I used to every day.

	In another life.

	But I won’t. What was I thinking? I won’t be wearing one of these. Not today. Because I won’t be going anywhere today. No. I’ll stay right here in this building. Any other decision would be idiotic.

	As I set the quartz cover back in place, a knock clinks against the glass portal in the next room. It doesn’t sound like one of the guards—they usually pound their fists harder, and they never wait for me to answer before swimming in. But no one swims in now. When I don’t answer, a second knock sounds. Who could it be? Since Ondine disappeared, it’s not like anyone comes to see me. Why would they?

	“I’m back here,” I shout, the Mermese words musical as always, even as I infuse them with as much nonchalance as I can. If someone wants to come here uninvited, I won’t rush to meet them. Who would you ever invite? a bitter voice asks in the back of my head. I ignore it and lift myself into an upright position. In the next room, the portal creaks open.

	“Hello? Melusine?”

	It can’t be. Why would he come here? Why would he come here today?

	“May I come in?” His deep baritone is hesitant. The tips of silver fins peek out from below the kelp curtain.

	“If you must,” I say, maintaining that same bored tone. My thoughts race. What’s he doing here? Is there some emergency? Is he here to warn me out of some overly noble sense of reciprocity because I warned him about Ondine’s plan to force … his best friend … into sireny? I brace myself as best I can for bad news as he swims out from behind the curtain.

	My gills flutter as my breathing speeds up—and not out of nervousness. There’s no denying a fine piece of tail when it’s floating in front of you. The boy’s easy on the eyes under normal circumstances, but today …

	“Hi,” he says. “How are you?”

	His blond hair floats around his head in the surrounding water like a crown, and he wears a strand of what must be his most formal limpet shells strapped diagonally across his chest. He’s polished them to a high sheen, and they shine almost as brightly as his tail. Decked in his finest, he looks like one of the princes of the Mer royal court in the fairytales my mother used to tell me. Like some girl’s dream come true. But not this girl. “What do you want?” The words come out as harsh as I intended.

	“I …” Just when I think he’s going to wither, he says, “I’ve been doing well, thanks.”

	A point to Caspian for rallying. Still, I raise an eyebrow, unamused. I don’t speak, letting the silence stretch and his discomfort mount.

	He runs a nervous hand through his hair. “Um …” Ha! Two points to me.

	“What are you doing here?” Since we became … friends (his word, not mine), he’s visited me several times, even after he moved Below with his family, but I’ve always made sure we met in a Foundation conference room or near the all-Mer high school in the grottos. I don’t want him seeing me here, in this dull, forgotten place, like I’m someone unimportant. Not just him—anyone. This isn’t who I am.

	Is it? It’s not.

	But he doesn’t seem to see the surroundings; his focus rests solely on me, and I resist the urge to adjust my hair or siluess under his gaze. Instead I fix him with a glare, one I know makes my sapphire eyes sparkle. “Well?”

	“I hope it’s all right that I’m here.”

	“How could you question it in the face of my effusive hospitality?”

	“I brought you something, and I thought it was something you’d want to open in private.”

	“Aw, did someone finally discover Victoria’s Secret? Bring me a present? Thought I’d give you a show?”

	“What? No, um …” A blush darkens his cheeks. It’s too easy. “I’ve been meaning to give you this for a while, but it never seemed like the right time.” He reaches inside the woven sea-palm bag slung over his shoulder and pulls out a small but deep nickel box.

	“What is it?” I say as I take it.

	“Open it.”

	I purse my lips and stay still for a long moment, staring at him instead of at the box in my hand like he wants me to. He doesn’t say anything else, just waits. What could be in this box that he felt the need to come here to my rooms and withstand such a frosty reception just to give to me in private? And on today of all days when he’s apparently had it for a while? My curiosity crests and I capitulate, flicking open the clasp with my fingernail.

	Pearls stare up at me. All I can think is, are they his? His tears? Since our tears harden into pearls, some Mer use them to make the occasional bracelet or necklace. But that’s usually for yourself or a family member … or maybe for a girlfriend or boyfriend. No, it can’t be that. He’s still laughably in love with Lia, even though she won’t give up that grubby human. So, what is he thinking? What does this gift mean?

	I reach into the box, picking up the strand of pearls. “Are you seriously giving me—” but the words die on my lips. The strand keeps going, longer and longer, and a small but lovely red coral bead slides into view. This isn’t a bracelet or necklace. It’s an esslee—a chain.

	Esslee are long chains of pearls made from tears shed over a specific incident or at a specific event that a Mer wants to commemorate as a way to mark it as special. To never forget why those tears were shed. Mer make esslee out of tears cried by all their loved ones at a wedding or funeral. As a child living Below, I knew a neighbor who’d made a chain after losing an eye when raiders attacked our village. He said that way, it was like having that lost piece of himself with him always.

	Stupid. It didn’t bring his eye back.

	Esslee constitute a longstanding tradition. Tears are saved and strung together with specifically selected charms or precious jewels, then cherished for years, displayed in the home or worn wrapped around the body on special occasions.

	I rub the smooth pearls and delicately cut beads between my fingers. What is—

	“They’re from the trial,” Caspian says in a quiet voice. “When you took the stand and … and talked about your mother and … what happened to her.”

	He means when I had to tell the entire Community of Landed Mer and all the visiting nobility about how my mother died. People don’t like to say that word. He doesn’t say it now. He doesn’t say murdered, either. Even though she was. Murdered by violent looters on her way to the marketplace to buy sweet shrimps for me.

	People like the word murdered even less than the word died.

	He doesn’t use either word as he keeps talking. “The experience was a significant one to you.” Which experience? My mother being murdered or my confessing under oath that after she died, I carried out the plan she and my dad had for me to siren a human? To commit the greatest crime known to Mer by taking away a human’s free will? He doesn’t specify. He just says, “I thought you might want to keep the tears.”

	“How?” is all I manage to force out.

	“How did I …? Well, in the courtroom, when I saw your tears just floating down the aisle, it … it didn’t seem right. Tears that important shouldn’t go to waste. I was sitting on the end of the row, so I caught them in my shoulder bag.” He fixes his gaze on the gray stone floor. “Everyone was listening to your confession; no one was paying attention to what I was doing.”

	“You made me an esslee.” I could slap myself for stating the obvious like some little idiot, but I’m too stunned.

	“If you don’t want it or you don’t like it, you can change it or throw it out.” The words spill out of his mouth in a rush. “But at least this way, it’ll be your choice. They’re your tears. It wasn’t right.”

	I don’t say anything. What would I say? I just keep staring at the glimmering chain as I pull more and more of it from the box. Did I really cry this many in public?

	“I wasn’t sure how to give it to you or when, so I put it away for a while, but I thought you might want to wear it today.”

	“To the coronation?” I say, finding my voice, and looking up from the chain lying across my palm. “I’m not going.”

	He stares pointedly at the open trunk by the bed, and the elegant siluesses visible under the clear quartz slab. Observant, isn’t he?

	“I’m not going,” I repeat. I may have been toying with the idea when I opened that trunk but …

	“That’s the wrong decision,” he says, voice more decisive that usual.

	“Enlighten me.”

	“Today is history in the making. You don’t want to miss it.”

	I roll my eyes. I don’t need that patriotic whaleshit, and he should know better than to try it with me.

	“It is,” he says when I scoff. “That’s just fact. You might not be happy about who will be taking the throne,” he concedes, even though it looks painful for him to say it, “but either way, this is the first time after over two hundred years of war that the crown will be peaceably granted by the people to someone with a rightful claim instead of forcefully seized by some temporary dictator. It marks a new start for all of us.” He swims a fin-length closer. “Don’t you think you could use one?”

	Please. He’s so optimistic it’s annoying. No “new start” is going to erase what I did from people’s minds. No way it will wipe what I’ve done clean.

	When I don’t answer, he says, “You’re Mer. It’s your right to be there.” He takes a turquoise invitation stone and presses it to my palm. “This will get you into the palace ceremony and the ball afterwards.”

	“No one wants me there.” Not a convicted criminal who only escaped jail because I’m a minor who the court thought had been manipulated. I wasn’t manipulated. I never have been.

	He floats there on his silver tail and his blue gaze meets mine. “Since when do you care what anyone else wants?”
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	The sharp metal glints in my hand. I have to do this quick—everyone will be expecting me downstairs soon. I should have done it sooner; it was stupid of me not to, but …

	I set the large, steel scissors down on my bathroom countertop and check the door one more time to make sure it’s locked. I’ve learned my lesson about the importance of locked doors. Then I slip off my thick headband and let the curl of hair coiled up beneath it tumble free. My parents and my sisters think my new penchant for headbands is a fun fashion statement I picked up Below while I was at Sea Daughters Academy, the boarding school beneath a remote island in the Pacific Ocean. The truth is, I did start wearing headbands like this one because of Sea Daughters, but only to hide the aftereffects of my time there, and of the powerful, illegal magic I should have known not to trust.

	With the headband gone, a strand of sparkling metallic gold shimmers among my long, natural brown waves. It’s the exact shade as my tail is when I let it free. If I didn’t know what caused that strand to turn gold, I’d probably like it. I’d probably think it was beautiful.

	Instead, all I see when I look at it are my own mistakes. My willingness to follow someone because she told me what I wanted to hear. My rush to join a group of girls who hid what they really wanted from me behind glittering magic and the guise of friendship.

	My tutor Ondine was the most magical, exquisite person I’d ever seen, with shimmering, ice-blue streaks in her hair the same shade as her tail that I soon learned she’d gotten by performing ancient magic. She introduced me to her students—a group of friendly, powerful girls who welcomed me—and promised if I granted them access to my magic, together we could restore Clay’s memories. The choice seemed easy.

	I sigh and run my fingers over the golden strand in my hair. Soon after we successfully completed the spell, this strand turned gold and I finally felt like a true member of their circle. Like I belonged. That’s when they revealed that they were sirens. That they planned to use the access I’d given them to my magic to force me to siren, too. When I refused to use sireny to steal humans’ free will, they threatened to kill not only me, but Caspian, too.

	Even now, months later, fear still slithers up my spine at the memory of how much danger Casp and I were in. We managed to escape when I used what Ondine had taught me to seize the group’s magic and release it into the ocean, but the fact that Ondine has disappeared and could return means I still wake at night with my heart skittering.

	I can’t afford to make any more mistakes that put people’s lives at risk. That’s why I haven’t cut the strand out yet. Keeping it there reminds me how important each decision can be.

	“Aurelia!” My oldest sister, Emeraldine, knocks on the door. “They’re ready for us. Are you coming?” Anxiety makes her usually measured tone sound strained.

	“I’ll be right out.”

	“Hurry up.”

	No more time to waste. Cold metal presses against my temple as I position the scissors right where the brown roots turn to gold. One steadying exhale and a slice of the scissors later, and the golden hair falls away, leaving only my memories to keep me in line. They’ll have to be enough.

	Soon, I’m heading down the stairs to our entrance hall, then swinging open the door to an innocent-looking closet. Since no one is home but us, the coats that line the back of the closet have been pushed aside, revealing a narrow corridor. As I wind my way down the stone stairway at the corridor’s end, voices drift up to me, echoing off the damp walls. The antechamber at the bottom of the stairs is hidden from view of the rest of the grottos, its walls lined with shelves and hooks for shoes, skirts, shorts, and pants. I slip off my flip-flops and floral skirt then sit on the sloping floor at the edge of the deep canal cut into the center of the room. It flows outward around a bend, the satiny salt water calling to me.

	But I don’t launch myself into that water the way I want to. Not yet. I close my eyes and embrace the familiar, magical sensation of imaginary ocean tides crashing over my legs. My muscles and bones shift and fuse in what feels like the most satisfying stretch ever. When I open my eyes, my tail lies before me, my fins uncurling, and I slide forward on my golden scales into the welcoming water.

	The voices grow louder as I swim down the canal and around the corner into the grottos. My parents—along with hair, makeup, and wardrobe specialists—have transformed the cave we use as our main ballroom into a giant dressing room. My eyes widen. A team of professionals swim around what is now coronation prep central, their tails below the waterline and their torsos above it in the cool air, setting up silver trays of Mer-made, waterproof makeup, fishbone combs, and delicately wrought hair accessories of the finest gemstones. The cavernous room seems larger than ever now that mirrors in ornate, tulip shell frames hang from the ceiling, reflecting walls that glimmer like the inside of an abalone shell.

	“There you are!” Emeraldine says from across the room, barely visible behind three Mermaids who each hold up different jewelry options against her gauzy siluess. They look to my mother, who swims nearby, for approval.

	“I like the emeralds,” I say, nodding toward the hanging teardrop earrings that match the deep green of Em’s tail.

	“They’re pretty,” my mom says, “but not regal enough for the occasion. Go with those instead.” She gives her opal fins a decisive flick toward a pair cut from aquamarine, the symbol of royalty.

	“I liked the emeralds, too,” someone whispers to me.

	I turn to see my cousin Amethyst sitting behind me on one of the portable, raised stools brought in for the day, its wide base preventing it from toppling in the water. “Amy!” Wow. “You look gorgeous.” There’s no way I ever looked that put-together when I was fourteen. The hairdressers have drawn her strawberry blond locks into a sophisticated, half-up, half-down affair. Mossy green eye shadow complements her light purple tail, and a pale pink lip keeps her from looking overdone.

	“Thanks,” she says with a little bounce of excitement that betrays her real age even under all that makeup. “This is nothing compared to what they’re going to do to you.” Amy was raised with my family on land since she was a baby, and she feels like one of my sisters, but she’s actually my cousin. So, while she’ll have a place of honor in the procession, she won’t be included in the coronation ceremony itself. Instead, she’ll look on alongside her parents, who have returned from Below now that the wars are over.

	As if to prove Amy’s prediction correct, two hairstylists introduce themselves and usher me onto a stool of my own next to where my mother drapes a massive aquamarine necklace around Em’s neck. I’m struck by how alike they look now that my mother has her immortality back. Centuries ago, before the Little Mermaid’s curse, Mer stopped aging in their mid-twenties or early thirties—we call that reaching stasis. When Clay and I broke the curse and made Mer immortal again, all adult Mer reverted back to their stasis ages. Em, with her thick chestnut hair and elegant features, always took after our mother. But now that my mom looks just a few years older than my twenty-one-year-old sister, the resemblance is uncanny. Aside from their tails, they’re nearly identical.

	Platforms and heeled boots clatter against the stone steps, followed by the telltale rustling of shoes and skirts being removed. “Are we late?” a voice calls out from the antechamber.

	Speaking of identical …

	My mom sighs in relief as my twin sisters swim into the room.

	“It was Lazuli’s fault,” Lapis explains, throwing her long blond hair over her shoulder. “She had a stupid sorority brunch thing.”

	“It’s-not-stupid,” Lazuli sing-songs. She’s still wearing her candy-pink Delta-Alpha-Whatever T-shirt, which stretches tight across her enviable chest and quickly darkens as it dips into the water. “We’re planning an eighties-themed mixer.”

	Lapis rolls her blue eyes, but Lazuli misses it, choosing that second to peruse a rack of siluesses. The twins commute between home and college. Unlike Lazuli, Lapis spends more time hanging with the indie rock kids than at toga parties.

	“Of all days to be late.” Em’s eyes narrow and the twins both flash her innocent grins that make Amy hide a laugh behind her hand.

	One of the hairstylists begins brushing my hair, and I relax under the repetitive motion. It’s almost meditative—that is, until her surprised voice breaks my calm. “What’s this?”

	“What?”

	“This short piece on the left?” she holds up the brown stub of hair where the golden strand used to be.

	My heart rate quickens, but I keep my face casual. “Oh … um … I had a hair wrap. I cut it out.”

	“When did you have a hair wrap?” Amy asks.

	“Don’t worry,” the hairstylist says, patting my shoulder. “We’ll hide it under your crown.”

	“Crown? I’m wearing a crown?”

	She raises an eyebrow at me like the answer is obvious. I guess it is.

	One hour and ten pounds of makeup later, I’m still not ready for the crown. Even after years of dressing up for my parents’ Community galas, I never knew getting ready could take this long. When my mother said she was bringing in professionals from Below, I thought it was overkill. After all, my sisters and I have been doing each other’s hair for years. But now I understand. The coronation procession will culminate in the town square at the palace in New Meris, the new capital city Below, which means our hair needs to look good not just here in the grottos but once we’re completely immersed.

	To that end, the twins’ blond tresses are being coated with a thick clear gel made of a whale blubber and wax mixture that will ensure their elaborate hairstyles hold underwater. My stylist’s nimble fingers carefully curl my own hair around a heated walrus tusk. I can’t help thinking it would be easier to go upstairs and plug in my curling iron, but whatevs. Once the curls are done, they too are dipped in wax.

	After the wax mixture has dried and I feel more like a candle than a soon-to-be princess, it’s time to get dressed. Unlike Em, the twins and I don siluesses that match our tail colors because, as my mother explains, those colors suit us best and we don’t need to worry about wearing a regal color, the way Em does.

	I’ve never worn such a fancy siluess. The golden, iridescent fabric shimmers on the hanger like it’s made of liquid. It laces up the back, so it doesn’t disturb my hairstyle, and once it’s on, the dip of the sweetheart neckline mimics the bottom of the garment, which comes to a point right below my chest, a weighty crystal hanging from it above my navel.

	Wearing similarly extravagant siluesses in blue, the twins sit back down, and a hairstylist places delicate diamond tiaras on their heads.

	I’m expecting something similar for myself, so when my hairstylist swims forward with my crown, my jaw drops.

	“That isn’t mine, is it?”

	My dad picks that second to swim into the room on his copper-colored tail, wearing not one, not two, but three strands of star-shaped limpet shells slung diagonally across his chest. Several more dot his slicked-back hair. It’s the first time I’ve ever seen his hair neat. “Everybody just about ready?” he asks, rubbing his hands together and shooting us all a look of bolstering excitement. “Wow! Don’t you all look beautiful.”

	He moves toward my mother, and his smile transforms from one for everyone else to one just for her. The skin around his eyes crinkles the way it did before he regained his immortality. “Stunning,” I hear him whisper as he kisses her on the cheek. She melts into him for a moment, warmth radiating through the dressing room.

	Then he catches sight of my crown. “Tides! Look at that thing.”

	Atop a cushion of midnight blue silk sits an ornate headpiece with long, golden spokes. It looks like a giant sunburst.

	My mother lifts the crown from the cushion and holds it between her hands. Putting it on shouldn’t be a big deal; after all, my crown is purely decorative. My mother and father are the reigning monarchs, so they’re the only ones who will be literally crowned at the coronation. But I still swallow as my mother swims toward me with that golden headpiece.

	“You are the ray of hope,” she says. “You broke the curse for our people and gave them a future, and now you represent the bright, shining hope they have for that future.”

	In the second before the crown touches my head, I expect to feel like I’m in some fairytale. Like she’ll place it on my head and I’ll suddenly stand taller, as majestic music swells and I rise to the metaphorical challenge the crown poses, imbued with wisdom and pink-confetti princess powers … or something. But as it settles on my head, it just feels like it might fall off.

	Two hairstylists add two dozen tiny crustacean claw clips to keep that from happening. Then they back away and my mother guides me over to one of the hanging, tulip shell mirrors, my father following right behind.

	I gasp.

	I may not have had some mystical King Arthur moment when she put that crown on my head, but between the classic cut of the siluess, the jewels hanging from my ears, neck, and arms, the makeup shimmering all over my skin, and the golden sunbeams shooting from my hair, I really do look otherworldly. No, that’s the wrong word, I correct myself. I have to stop thinking of the world Below as another world. It’s my world, even if I wasn’t raised there.

	If that’s true, a tiny voice inside me whispers, then how come after months living Below, this house, this neighborhood, even Clay’s house, feel more like home than the coral palace at New Meris? I stare at the glittering, glamorous, and utterly unfamiliar reflection.

	“You’re lovely,” my mother says, her own reflection sliding into view as she squeezes my shoulders.

	“Inside and out, seashell,” my dad adds, carefully dropping a kiss on my head behind the crown.

	My sisters gather around the mirror, doing final makeup and hair checks. In the glass, we look like a real royal family. And whether I’m ready or not, we’re about to become one.
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	“Of course I’m ready!” I snap at the muscular, hairy guard in the prison’s entrance. “It’s not like I haven’t done this before.” Maybe the guards expect people to need a few minutes to collect themselves before being searched for contraband and led into a cellblock, but by now, this whole procedure is routine for me. That’s what happens when your father is a convicted felon with an eternal sentence.

	“You’re only allowed in while accompanied by an adult with a clean criminal record,” the guard recites. “Do you have anyone with you or are you alone?” He leans over his podium and takes an exaggerated look from left to right, searching for someone he knows he won’t find. He fights to hide a smile. The sick fuck.

	“No. I’m alone,” I answer. The same answer I’ve given him every week for thirteen weeks. Ever since Ondine disappeared into the sea. “Where’s Galia?” I ask, glancing around for the female guard who usually accompanies me on my visits these days.

	“She’s been reassigned for the day to help coordinate crowds over the Border for the coronation.” Now he does smile, big and toothy. “Guess you’re stuck with me?”

	He phrases it like a question, like a challenge he thinks I’ll back out of. I’d grit my teeth, but I don’t want to give him the satisfaction. “Let’s go then, shall we? I’m on a schedule.” That’s as much cheek as I allow myself; after all, this man is one of the officers in charge of my father’s meals.

	I follow him inside and, after a too-handsy search that I plan to scrub from my memory, we head deeper into the bowels of the Foundation to the cells.

	As we swim, my thoughts keep drifting back to Caspian. To his invitation to attend the coronation and the ball. I roll it over in my mind the way I rolled that smooth invitation stone over in my palm after he left.

	But I push the thought aside when I reach the row of small caves, each one fitted with a steel-wire net covering its mouth. There aren’t many of these caves, and all of them stand empty except one. In this small, peaceful Community, originally created as a sanctuary from the wars Below, my father is the only Mer under a prison sentence. Two guards gripping spears wade on either side of the cave at the end of the row.

	I’m not as sensitive to magic as someone with more training would be, but as I approach my father’s cave, the hairs on the back of my neck float up at the ripple of magic emanating from it. That sharp wire net isn’t the only thing blocking him from swimming out.

	Before I can catch a glimpse of him, the hairy guard accompanying me leads me to the right, away from the caves and into the glass-encased visitors’ room. He motions to one of my father’s guards outside, who swims off and returns with a small vial of brown liquid.

	Since spells require so much energy output, modern Mer rely on potions whenever possible. Like the potion that took my voice, making me unable to speak above water. I push that thought away, too. It’s unproductive. My father’s guards go through an elaborate procedure, locking his wrists behind his back in bronze cuffs, giving him the potion so he can pass through the magical shield in front of his cave, then attaching a third cuff to the base of his tail, which they secure between his wrist cuffs with a long bronze chain. Immobilized, my father waits there until the guards take him by the upper arms and escort him into the visitors’ room. They loop a chain on the floor through a ring on his fin cuff to keep him in place.

	Each time I see my dad in chains, see such an elegant Merman at the mercy of lowly, craggy-finned guards, my stomach plummets. Each time, I fight a wave of nausea and tell myself next time will be easier. Seeing him as a prisoner isn’t the only part that’s shocking; I still haven’t gotten used to how startlingly young he looks now. His angular face, pointed features, and black hair are the same, but with the curse broken, he appears about twenty years younger. A bitter laugh almost breaks its way out of me. This time last year, how we yearned for his immortality. Now he has it, and he’ll spend it locked away.

	With my father’s restraints secured, his guards swim outside, leaving just him, me, and Hairy in the empty room. There isn’t a single piece of furniture in here, so we wade in the middle of the glass room like fish in a bowl. No real privacy. If it were only him and me, maybe I’d let my shoulders sag just a little. Maybe I’d tell him how alone I feel upstairs in my rooms, how even though we’re living in the same building, it feels like they’re keeping us oceans apart.

	But with the guard eyeing us, what I say instead is “Dal deet roliiga.” “All the good,” short for “All the good of the new day be with you.” As I speak the traditional Mermese greeting, all I want to do is wrap my fins around him like a little girl, but physical contact isn’t allowed. Will I ever be able to hug my dad again?

	“What’s so good about it?” he asks, twisting his wrists in his cuffs.

	“I’m glad to see you,” I say, hoping to help shake off his sour mood.

	“What are you doing here?”

	I cock my head. “It’s our scheduled time.”

	“I assumed you’d skip it today.” My father’s gaze snaps over to our chaperone, a different guard than usual. His sharp eyes take in the change, but he doesn’t comment.

	“Why would I skip it?”

	“So you’d have more time to get ready for tonight.” Now his gaze focuses on me, running up and down. “You certainly need it.”

	I fight the urge to duck my head and hide my face. He’d like that even less. “I …” I would tell him that I haven’t really been sleeping—that that’s the reason for the bags under my eyes, the reason I look so drawn—but that’s not something I want to confide when there’s a guard listening to every word that comes out of my mouth. It was so much easier when Ondine was here to chaperone instead. I may not have known her well, but at least she was family. At least I could talk to my father the way I wanted to. I wonder again if she survived. If Lia killed her, I swear I’ll make her pay.

	When I don’t finish my sentence, my father continues as if I haven’t spoken. “You look like a piece of refuse someone dragged across the ocean floor. When was the last time you put on makeup?”

	I drive my left thumbnail into the side of my pointer finger and keep my face impassive. He’s right. I don’t look my best. I haven’t in a while. Not since … It’s good of him to tell me, even if his words make the backs of my eyes prick.

	My silver-tongued father manipulates everyone else—and he’s taught me to do the same—but with me, he’s real. Would it be nice if he told me I was beautiful no matter what? That if I work hard and try my bestest, the world will reward my efforts? That if we’re all good to each other, we’ll live happily ever after? Sure, it might feel pleasant to hear those words, but he’d be doing me a disservice if he fed me pretty-sounding lies the way some parents do. I’m grateful for his honesty. I am.

	I should be trying harder. But it’s not as bad as he thinks. “I wasn’t planning to go to the coronation like this,” I clarify. “I’m not going at all.”

	I expect him to swell with pride at my show of solidarity, my refusal to celebrate the victory of our enemies. Instead, his lips thin. “Of course you’re going.”

	“But I thought you’d want—”

	“I want what I always want: for you to use your brain.” He taps his temple twice and narrows his eyes. “Despite your recent decisions, I know you still have a good one in there somewhere.”

	I dig my fingernail in harder.

	“What have I taught you since you were a guppy?” he asks.

	I make sure to meet his critical gaze as I say the words that come as naturally as breathing. “Always have a long-term plan.” Though my voice is steady, my heartbeat picks up. Is he going to ask me for my plan? I’ve always had an answer before, but now we’re both convicted criminals, and everything has changed, so I didn’t think the old rules still applied. I should have known my father wouldn’t see it that way. I chide myself for my stupidity.

	“Right now, all your focus needs to be on overcoming this setback, so you can make something of yourself.”

	Setback? He makes it sound like I came down with a minor case of scale spots or got turned down for an internship, not convicted of a high crime, stripped of my voice above water, banned from the human world, and made a pariah in the eyes of our entire civilization. “Palian,” I say, using the most respectful term for father. I choose my next words carefully. “I don’t see how I can still make something of myself that you could be proud of. In the eyes of Mer society, I’ll always carry the shame attached to my conviction.” And yours, I think, but don’t say.

	Unlike humans, with their short lifespans and their belief in clean slates, Mer have long memories. Once shame has befallen a family, it lasts generations.

	My father’s face grows hard as sandstone. “You may not have a good chance at rising in society again, but you cannot afford to squander what chance you do have with petulance and self-pity.”

	The accusation bites into me. How can he say that, especially when we’re not alone? “That’s not why I’ve decided against attending the coronation. I did it out of loyalty to you.” Surely he can respect that.

	“Don’t delude yourself,” he snaps back. “You’re scared and you’re hiding yourself away. I haven’t said anything on your past visits, but I cannot hold my tongue any longer. This is my last chance to say something before,” he pauses, “before you’ve taken it too far and missed a crucial opportunity.”

	His top lip is uneven, the left half of it twitching up in a sneer to rest slightly higher than the right. I tilt my head. He only ever looks like that when he’s lying about something or hiding the truth. It hardly ever happens when he’s talking to me. What is he keeping from me? With the guard hovering, I don’t dare ask.

	My father straightens his spine, the movement making his chains clink. “You will attend the coronation today.” He voices the command with full expectation that he’ll be obeyed, as if his current state of imprisonment makes no difference. Because he knows it doesn’t. “You will go out in public today, and on every possible occasion hereafter, and you will show remorse for your crimes.”

	A show of remorse is what led the court to grant me a lighter sentence. Though he doesn’t actually expect me to regret what I did for an instant, pretending I do is my best shot at regaining any kind of respectable life. He doesn’t say anything so unscrupulous in front of another set of ears, but I hear him loud and clear.

	“By attending today’s coronation, you will show everyone that you recognize the authority of the new monarchy.” As if to prove my father’s point, the guard’s eyes shine with approval. I wonder, as I do several times a day, how people can be so laughably gullible. “Prove you are no threat,” my father says, and I hear his voice continue inside my head: so you can be the biggest threat of all.

	The thought of going to the coronation and subjecting myself to the entire populace’s gossip, glares, and insults makes my stomach swim into my throat. My next words are hard to force out. “Surely, all anyone will care about today is the Nautilus family. My presence won’t make a difference one way or another, so I might as well not go.” His nostrils flare; he hates when I disagree with him, so I rush to make him understand. “If I show my face at that ceremony, all I’ll be doing is opening myself up to ridicule all over again—and opening our family up to ridicule all over again.”

	“Let people think what they want about me,” my father says with a shrug that sends his chains clinking again. “I only tried to create the future your mother and I wanted for you. And now I’m being punished for it. So be it. But I will not have you punished or shunned any more than you already have been. I want to see you forge a life for yourself in this new era.”

	His words touch me, and for a moment it’s like the guard doesn’t exist. It’s just me and my dad, like it was before we came to this accursed place.

	“Ten more minutes,” the guard says, breaking the spell and puffing up with an authority he takes too much pleasure in. The potion that allows my father to move through the magical shield at the mouth of his cell will wear off soon, so we need to wrap it up.

	My father doesn’t acknowledge him, probably out of principle. Instead, he keeps his focus on me. “You do whatever you have to in order to resurrect your future,” he says, and there’s an urgency there he hasn’t had during our previous visits. Then, perhaps to make this advice more palatable to the guard, he says, “Make friends. A very tight spot requires a very good friend.” He spaces out his next words as if he wants to ensure I hear each one. “Everyone needs friends, Melusine. The more well-placed, the better. Start making some today at the coronation.”

	“If we’re being realistic, I don’t think—”

	“It doesn’t matter what you think. You’ll listen to me. If you’d listened to me before, we might not be in this situation.”

	He means with the human boy. When he told me I should sleep with the human boy to cement my siren bond. I remember every word he spoke back then: “Don’t be so prudish, girl. Sex magic has a long and venerable history. The ritual to get back our immortality and make us the rightful rulers of Merkind requires that he be in love with you when we kill him. The further you take your relationship now, the more likely it is to pass as love during the ritual, like siren bonds have in the past. Do you have any idea how much I’ve sacrificed to make this ritual work?” He swam closer then. Stroked my hair like he had when I was a little girl. “You’ve done such an excellent job of sirening him. I’m so proud of you. Don’t you want to finish what you’ve started, hmm? Do it. Trust me, it’s the right decision.”

	Now, as I look at him, at the face of the only person who loves me, I know hiding somewhere behind his eyes is resentment. I tried. I want to assure him now. I tried so many times to obey you. But I just … couldn’t do it. I told my dad it was because he was human, because humans were lesser life forms that disgusted me. My father said he understood, but that he still recommended I swallow my distaste and take the boy to bed.

	My mind flashes to the image of that boy begging me to do just that after I’d sirened him. “Come on, Mel, don’t you want me? I’ll be gentle, promise,” he’d say, but his eyes … his eyes would be dead. I’d stare into them, and I just couldn’t …

	I clench my teeth. I couldn’t because of how weak and human and susceptible to magic he looked. Disgusting. That’s why I couldn’t. Like I told my father.

	When Lia managed to siren him and I couldn’t siren him back no matter how hard I tried, my father was livid. He blamed me. It was the first time he ever really yelled at me. Screamed in my face. “How could you be so stupid? So weak?”

	Is he thinking the same thing now? If he is, is he right?

	If I had listened to my father and slept with the human, would that have kept Lia from sirening him away from me and foiling our plan? Would we be decked out in our finest for our own coronation today?

	My father shifts in his cuffs again.

	“You listen to me this time. You go to that coronation with your head held high, like a Havelock.” Without another word, he nods to the guard, who calls in the others to retrieve him.

	As he disappears back into the cave of his cell, I wish I could collapse right here in this glass room. The emotional crests and troughs of our conversation have left me feeling like a mussel whose insides have been scooped out and swallowed.

	Next time will be easier.

	On the way back to my rooms, I inform the security outside the residences that I’ll be attending the coronation and will be back by the curfew imposed as part of my probation.

	I don’t know if, by going, I’m listening to my father or to Caspian.



	
Chapter Five 
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	We step into the black, moonlit ocean, one after another.

	“Not so fast! I’m going to trip,” Amy warns Lapis.

	“Speed up already. And hold it higher!” Lazuli tells the rest of us.

	“Not all of us are that tall, y’know,” I grumble, going up on my toes to inch the slippery plastic higher over my head, trying to get it even with Lapis and Lazuli’s side.

	“Just a little farther,” Em reassures me. That’s easy for her to say; she’s next to her fiancé Leomaris, who’s taking up all her slack.

	The only way for us to make it out into the ocean behind our house without any of our human neighbors seeing our crowns and elaborate hairdos was to huddle beneath one of those inflatable rafts. It’s turned upside down, so it arches above us; from far away, it’ll look like we’re carrying it out for some stargazing on this mild night. My parents, Amy’s parents, the event coordinator, and our guards are under another, larger raft right ahead of us, and my sisters and I hurry to keep up.

	It smells plasticky and damp under here, like the inside of a shower cap, and the air has grown warm with our trapped breaths. Glamorous, right? Ah, the life of a princess.

	“Lia, you’re letting the back end sag. Hold it—”

	A loud pop! interrupts Lazuli when one of the spokes of my crown punctures the raft. Air escapes in a hiss.

	“Sorry!”

	By the time we’re far enough out in the ocean to avoid being seen, the raft hangs limp and heavy around our shoulders, and my sisters want to fillet me. With my parents’ help, we manage to get the raft off us and stowed away in its bag without ruining our coifs.

	“All right, everyone,” my mother says with a nod.

	Eyes fall shut all around me, and I let my own close. I connect to the whispering call of the ocean that beckons me deeper out to sea. The familiar sensation of crashing tides pushes and pulls against my legs until my tail stretches beneath me. I wiggle out of my skirt, which my mom then stuffs in a bag along with my sisters’. In the moonlight, my tail gleams gold against the rippling black satin of the water. No matter how fancy-shmancy my hair, makeup, and outfit might be, at least my tail looks the same.

	“This might sting,” says the event coordinator, before her brunette head disappears below the water in front of me.

	“What? Ow!” I yelp as something bites into my tailfin. Curling my tail forward, I flick my fins into the night air in front of my face. Pinched to the corner of my right fin is a polished oyster. Undeterred by my sudden movements, and apparently my pain, the coordinator pops out of the water clutching her lidded pail of oysters. Ow, ow, ow! She attaches seven more in quick succession, four on the edge of each fin.

	“Stop shaking your tail, Lia,” my mother calls. “You’ll dislodge them.”

	“And that would be bad?” I ask. Through the biting pain, a factoid Caspian once told me floats to the surface of my memory: wearing oysters was a long-ago symbol of royal status. Oh, great. I’m not going to have to wear these from now on, am I? Because that might be a deal breaker.

	As if reading my thoughts, my father swims over and rests a warm hand on my shoulder. “They’re just for today, angelfish. For the ceremony.”

	This is archaic and suuuper creepy. And I thought high heels hurt!

	“Don’t worry, Your Highness. Soon the oysters will cut off the blood flow and the rims of your fins will go numb. Then you won’t even notice they’re there.”

	I’m still reeling too hard at the coordinator’s use of what will soon be my new title to show adequate shock at how uncomforting her words are. Before I can speak, she and her pail have moved on to the twins, who shoot me an apprehensive look before they start cursing—and my mother starts scolding their colorful language.

	When the basket lies empty, the twins each wear eight oysters on their tails, same as I do. As heir to the throne, Em wears ten, and my parents each wear twelve.

	“The highest possible that etiquette allows,” the coordinator informs us with a satisfied smile.

	Even Amy’s fins smart with the sting of six oysters, as do her parents’—a so-called honor as members of the extended royal family. Leo also wears six on his topaz tail as Em’s betrothed and the future king. The American in me wants to protest all this royal-status B.S. as needlessly hierarchical and unfair, but I know the Mer Below will take these traditional visual cues as signs of stability and respect for our shared heritage.

	“Am I going to have to wear these to your wedding, too?” I ask Em and Leo, as they swim up next to me.

	“Most likely,” Leo answers, adjusting the double strand of striped umber limpet shells across his chest. It complements his wavy, latte-brown hair. “I’m betting we’ll all have to dance in them.”

	I shudder.

	“Our wedding still may be a P.R. circus, but at least it won’t determine whether Mom and Dad get the throne,” Em says. “We have you to thank for that.” She squeezes me from the side in a little half-hug.

	That’s kind of true. Because my parents left the ocean for the world Above so they could found the Community of Landed Mer nearly twenty years ago, many Mer Below questioned whether they still valued their Mer culture enough to be the new monarchs. Em and Leo agreed to have their wedding Below as a big show of Mer tradition even though Em had originally wanted something much simpler and more intimate. When I enrolled in Sea Daughters Academy and moved Below, what appeared to be my parents’ preference for a Mer education spiked their approval ratings. Mer take education extremely seriously, so when Ondine, the school’s headmistress, vanished without a trace and I continued to study traditional Mer subjects Below with a new tutor at the palace instead of moving back Above, the public took it as a sign that my parents had a vested interest in re-embracing Mer ways.

	MerMatron Zayle, Caspian’s grandmother and my parents’ campaign manager (or as I like to call her, their monarchy manager), advised them to take advantage of the all-time high in public support and hold a vote of the nobles’ council earlier than planned. With war still so recent in the nobles’ memories and their unwillingness to disturb the new, tenuous peace by going against the tide of public opinion, the council approved my parents’ bid for the throne. And here we are, on the way to their coronation.

	Now the plan is to use the anticipation of Em and Leo’s wedding to keep morale high and ensure that the public’s much-needed support doesn’t wane in the months following today’s ceremony.

	“The designs for my beluess are getting more elaborate by the day,” Em says, referencing her wedding siluess.

	“You’ll be beautiful,” Leo says. Then, with a small smile meant just for her, adds, “You always are.”

	He gazes at her with such unguarded, honest love. It makes me miss Clay. So much.

	A glance over my shoulder at the dark, sparkling water surrounding us tells me how far I am from shore. How far I am from him. From his arms and his lips and his whispered reassurances that we’ll find a way.

	Leo touches his tail to Em’s under the water, topaz meeting emerald. If Clay only had a tail … I look away. The truth is, no matter how hopeful Clay is and how badly I want to make all our dreams come true, I can’t silence the voice inside telling me I won’t be able to find a way to make him Mer—because that way doesn’t exist.

	The voice telling me that all the research can’t be wrong. The voice telling me it’s impossible.

	That voice grows a little louder every day.

	Holding her crown with a steadying hand, Em kisses Leo, their lips pressing together like their tails.

	Tears prick my eyes.

	“What are we all waiting for?” I call out. Before a single pearl can roll down my cheek on what is supposed to be so happy an occasion, I raise my hands above my head, push off with a powerful kick of my tail, and dive into the cool, cloaking water.

	One by one, the rest of the party follows suit. We bid goodbye to the surface and swim deeper, immersing ourselves in the waves.
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	Swimming over the Border will never feel natural. My whole life, the laws of my Community forbade me from crossing this row of blue, phosphorescent coral five thousand feet from the coast into the war-torn ocean beyond for my own protection. Once, this marked the end of my world.

	That the Border now serves as nothing but a landmark for Mer to cross over freely on their journeys to and from land strikes me as inconceivable. Like the rest of today.

	With so much traffic back and forth for the coronation, the Foundation has had to get creative to avoid navy sonar picking up unusually high activity in the area, like they did when Mer from Below poured into Malibu for Melusine and her father’s trial.

	The thought of the navy brings memories back in a rush. Sneaking onto the naval base. Knocking on Clay’s father’s door in the officers’ quarters before sunrise on that terrible morning. Fearing for Caspian’s life, and for my own, if I didn’t follow Ondine’s orders to siren Mr. Ericson and a slew of other humans after him in her twisted plan to ensure Mer secrecy and safety. I came so close to doing it. To sirening him. To stealing someone’s free will all over again.

	“Lia?” I jerk out of my scales when Amy touches my arm. “Sorry. You okay? They’re almost ready for us to cross.”

	You didn’t do it, I remind myself. You didn’t siren again. Sireny is in my past now, and I know I need to move on, but that’s hard to do when I have no clear picture of my future. So, I do the next best thing: I focus on the here and now.

	“It’ll just be one more minute,” Em says. “We’re the last ones leaving.”

	“The security team devised all sorts of ways to ensure coronation-related travel doesn’t draw attention,” Aunt Rashell tells us. She and Uncle Kai have worked closely with the Foundation’s security department and police force since they arrived Above after the wars to spend more time with Amy. “Mer who want to attend the coronation Below have been heading out at a slow trickle for the past two weeks. We spaced everyone out, and even had some Mer cross among schools of large, striped bass on migration or in a raft of sea lions.”

	“But for you,” Uncle Kai says, a smile sneaking onto his face as he looks at my parents, my sisters, and me, “the security team thought something a little more … celebratory was in order.”

	“Wait here!” Em practically squeals. She’s usually so composed that her excitement makes me shoot Leo a questioning look.

	“She planned a surprise for you guys,” he whispers, his face filled with affection as he looks at her.

	Em disappears behind a large, craggy limestone formation. When she returns, I gasp so sharply that the extra water rushes out my gills. “We’ll be swimming across the border with these!” Em announces. She’s leading an entire pod of jaw-droppingly beautiful, pale pink dolphins.

	“They’re albino dolphins,” Leo says, nodding at their scarlet eyes and skin the shade of rose quartz.

	“Wow,” I say. Amy bounces in the water, a huge grin on her face. With her affinity for animals, she’s by far the most overjoyed of all of us. But even the twins are wiggling their blue fins like excited five-year-olds.

	“Breathtaking,” my mother murmurs. My father lets out a low whistle.

	As if sensing our admiration of them, the dolphins swim closer. One of them nods at the others, and suddenly they all glide gracefully through the water, forming a circle around us, then lift their bodies until they’re floating vertically. At the same moment, all of them arch backwards in a series of synchronized summersaults.

	“It’s like they’re welcoming us,” Amy says. Right then, the dolphins emit an array of friendly sounding whistles and clicks. Keeping her body language calm and open, Amy holds up a hand to the dolphin across from her and says, “Hello,” which elicits another set of clicks.

	The pink dolphins swim inward, toward us. Soon, I’m face to face, belly to belly, and fin to fin with one of my closest genetic relatives. I smile at her and, following Amy’s example, say, “Hello.” Nodding her head, she blows air out of her blowhole in a perfect ring, then pushes it at me with her nose until it encircles my wrist like a bracelet. I look on in awe. “Tallimymee,” I say, using the most respectful word for thank you. And even though I’ve never specialized in dolphin communications the way some Mer do, I can tell by her expression that she understands. Together, our group of Mer and dolphins cross the border.

	The journey to New Meris flies by faster than I could have imagined with the pink dolphins at our side. The one I’ve come to think of as my friend speeds up, challenging me to keep pace with her. Laughter, deep and satisfying, spills out of me as we race through the water.

	When we approach the outskirts of the city, where Mer have already gathered to watch our procession pass, the dolphins slow down so we can ride them at a stately pace.

	“We only expected them to help us over the Border,” Em calls out.

	“We’d planned to stop here and get in a carriage,” my dad says, looking to my mom.

	“Dolphins are respected allies of our kind,” notes the event coordinator, swimming alongside the guards just behind us and the dolphins. “No one could fault you for including them in the procession.”

	“Then I suppose we’ll start a new tradition,” my mother says, petting her dolphin’s snout. She and my father guide their dolphins to the front of our group, high in the water so they’ll rise above the crowds, some of whom have already spotted us and started waving and cheering from a distance.

	Atop their dolphins, my parents lead us through the open city gates of New Meris.



	
Chapter Six 
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	They arrive on … you’ve got to be kidding me. What, a carriage isn’t good enough for them?

	They have to make an even bigger show? And the crowd is eating it up. What a bunch of herring.

	The pink dolphins swoop toward us, growing closer to the cheering crowd gathered here behind crystal-studded seaweed ropes to catch a glimpse of the new royal family. I must admit, aside from the ridiculous entrance, the procession appears well-executed so far. They’ve timed it well, arriving at the capital’s central square in front of the white coral and ice palace right as a new day dawns. They must have set out last night, starting out Above and traveling Below to represent the reunification of Merkind, and ensuring the new king and queen will be crowned at the precise moment that best symbolizes the dawning of a new day for our people. Smart.

	All around me, Mer from both Above and Below rejoice, celebrating the reunion and welcoming a so-called new era of peace as they throw bright green bubble algae above their heads. One catches on the current and floats up toward the family on those garish dolphins. Lia is too oblivious to notice it until it’s out of her reach, but one of the twins—I have not a clue which one—grabs it and waves it in the air, blowing a kiss to the crowd with her other hand. To my left, the man who threw it grins stupidly and looks like he’s about to faint.

	Behind the immediate family rides the strawberry blond–haired one Lia has such a soft spot for, who’s growing like a seaweed stalk. Lia’s cousin, right? So, those two flanking her must be her parents then. They’re certainly not what I expected. Strong, muscular bodies with polished swordfish-bill blades strapped to biceps and hips—these two scream bilriika, warriors of the highest caliber. A battle scar decorates the woman’s face the way squid ink tattoos decorate her defined arms and ripped abdomen. Their cheekbones have been shaded to sharp angles and their eyes outlined in black volcanic ash for the occasion, but other than those small adornments, they haven’t donned any finery. Instead of seasilk or lace, her siluess is shark’s leather. The chunk of igneous rock that pierces her husband’s nose looks like a permanent fixture, not a piece of jewelry. His torso could crush even a large man.

	Finally, something interesting to tell my father. He would approve of this display of might.

	Just as Lia, with her over-the-top crown of golden sunbeams, serves as a symbol of light and peace, her aunt and uncle embody military strength. A sign to the crowd that the new reign will protect them from further violence. Why haven’t these two fierce, capable warriors slit their sister- and brother-in-law’s throats and taken the throne for themselves? They could do it in a fin flick.

	A shame, really. I picture them freeing the swordfish blades from their sheaths, the crowd’s cheers turning to screams as the two warriors slice through the rest of their soft, pretty family, painting the ocean with clouds of curling crimson.

	I come at Lia with the dagger, only to have the human block her. He screams in agony as I ram the obsidian blade into his stomach, twisting it deeper as red blood curls into the water around the three of us.

	I squint my eyes shut to banish the image as bile rises in my throat and gills. It’s the same image that wakes me night after night.

	But that’s what under-eye concealer is for, right?

	I need a diversion. Too bad Caspian isn’t here; at least he’s passably interesting. My fingers adjust the esslee made of my own tears that’s wound around my neck and torso and looped around my waist. I can’t believe he made this. For me. And you didn’t even say thank you, a voice inside me whispers. Well, it doesn’t matter now, not when I’m out here and he’s inside the palace, where he’ll have a front-row seat for the ceremony along with the Nautilus’ other close friends and the nobility. That’s where my father would want me to be right now, figuring out how to eel my way back into that crowd. But the thought of watching that crown go on someone else’s head … So, instead, I’m out here with the rabble.

	“Isn’t this glorious?”

	Speaking of rabble … The girl next to me stares up at the passing procession with eyes as round and stupid as a squirrelfish’s. She’s about my age, but that—thankfully—is where the similarity ends. Her colorless hair and plain features make the gaudy ruffles of her cheap, unsophisticated siluess even more jarring.

	I don’t answer her, but she rambles on anyway (in a distinctly lower-middle class accent, the Mermese more punctuated, and less musical). “’M here with my family. My dad and older brothers. We traveled all the way from Hybressl. You know where that is? Took a spittin’ snail’s age to get here, but it was worth it. Aren’t you just so honored to be here? History in the making, this is.”

	I fight hard not to cringe. The simpering fool doesn’t notice, but she does take in my fine siluess and the rubies hanging from my ears, and nods in respect. “How comes it you’re out here and not in there?” she asks, jerking her head in the direction of the palace.

	I rub Caspian’s invitation stone, the turquoise cool against my skin, and come to a decision. “I’m going inside for the reception afterward.”

	“You’re going to the ball? So viriss!” The girl practically squeals the slang word. “You’ll get to see them up close! Look what I have.” She brandishes her arm, bracelets floating halfway up to her elbow. Why is she showing them off when they’re made of imitation stones in garish colors?

	Oh. Oh, no. Blue, green, and right at the top, gold.

	“To match the new princesses’ tails! It was my best friend’s idea. We all have them. I put Princess Lia’s on top, o’course, seeing as how she saved us from the curse.”

	Gag me. Do it now.

	“She’s my favorite. See?” The girl gestures down at the swath of gold fabric she’s tied around her hips and wrapped tightly around the top half of her orange tail, presumably to emulate Lia’s golden scales. Ugh. Unbelievable. Many other women around us have done the same. Here and there, a few wear opalescent fabric for their new queen or green for the heir, but the overwhelming majority wear gold. I fight even harder not to cringe.

	“Want some?” The girl pulls out a bag of candied seaberries and offers me some.

	I’ve missed seaberries! They’re not popular Above. I take a bigger handful than she probably expected. Her problem, not mine.

	While we munch on the sticky-sweet berries, she tells me her entire life story—with her mouth open. “So, we lived mostly in underground caves durin’ the war,” she says, “but now we’re rebuildin’ a house in my father’s hometown. We got the idea when one of the restoration teams visited our village. Nothin’ fancy, but there’s so much space and water flow. Did you live in hiding?”

	“Yes.”

	The silence stretches. I’d swim away, but she offers me the bag again. Keeping my tone casual, I say, “My parents and I moved around a lot for safety. We’d stay with one relative for a while, then when the troops got too close, we’d move in with another who lived farther out. We lived in a bunch of really remote locations until we finally went Above last year.” I take another handful.

	“Above? Like Above-Above?”

	Like, moron-moron?

	“Wow!” she says before I have a chance to answer. “Can’t even imagine that, I can’t. What’s it like?”

	“Small.”

	“But peaceful, right? No fighting? Wow,” she repeats. She gestures to the Nautilus family, now dismounting the dolphins and passing through the arched entranceway to the palace. “Maybe now, we’ll get some of that down here.” She pops one last seaberry in her mouth before putting away the bag. “Everythin’s gonna be different, now. Have you heard about those scientists who were livin’ Above and now they’re workin’ on something called ekelicitry … elekicity …”

	“Electricity?” I raise an eyebrow.

	“That’s it! They’re using sea sponges. My dad says we’re gonna have light at night without usin’ jellyfish. That’s my dad over there.” She points to a bearded man with one young boy on his shoulders and another gripping his hand. “Oh, and I’m Marleen. Look at me splashing on and on without even makin’ proper introductions. Beggin’ your pardon.” She ducks her head and slaps her tail up behind her but then straightens before even fully fanning out her fins in the proper greeting. “What’s your name?”

	I could lie. It would be so easy …

	In one elegant motion, I dip my torso forward, fanning my coral fins out wide behind my head. “Melusine,” I answer simply.

	“Oh, ouch. Sorry. Must be hard now, havin’ the same name as …” Her gaze washes over me, up and down, the sight of my coral tail and black hair registering in her scallop-sized brain. No doubt descriptions of me were transmitted over low-frequency waves that played across the ocean all during the trial. The girl’s jaw drops. She looks like a bucketmouth bass. A scared bucketmouth bass. “I-I, um, promised my brothers I’d take them for a slushy. Gotta swim. Dal’rol!” She doesn’t even spit out the entire Mermese farewell before zooming off as fast as her fins can carry her, leaving a white trail in her wake. At least a few people must have overheard our conversation because whispering fills the water around me and miraculously, the crowd near me thins.

	It doesn’t matter how fancy you dress up—no one wants to be too close to you, that voice inside my head hisses. You might turn on them … might corrupt them. I bite the inside of my lip. Why did I bother swimming all the way out to this frortik place just to end up talking to myself like I do back inside the gray walls at the Foundation? I don’t belong here.

	No, you belong in there, I think as I stare up at the imposing, magnificent palace. I have to tell myself that’s true until I believe it again, so I repeat it in my mind as I make my way through the crowd, past the seaweed ropes, and toward the looming entrance, my invitation in hand.

	At least when I’m talking to myself, I know I’m having an intelligent conversation.


Chapter Seven 
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	I wish Clay were here to see this. The thought flits through my mind again and again. When my family and I swim through the sparkling entrance of the palace, I wish I could grab his hand. As we’re greeted by hundreds of nobles swishing their tails in applause, I imagine the excited words he’d whisper in my ear. And as we start down the center aisle toward the thrones at the other end of the cavernous chamber, I yearn to show him how beautifully this room has been restored since he and I were last here.

	Approaching the thrones, we process over an exquisite mosaic made up of abalone, mother of pearl, and troca shell pieces. It takes everything in me to keep my face neutral, to keep my head lifted and my sunbeam crown upright. This is the spot where, not so long ago, Clay risked his life to save mine. I glance around me at the splendor and the celebration. Clay’s sacrifice made today possible, and he’s not even here to see it. He cares so deeply about Merkind, and I can picture the awe that would paint his face as he watched this moment of history in the making.

	This isn’t fair. He should get to be here—and I should get to have him here at my side.

	With the ceremony about to start, Amy and her parents break gracefully away from the procession, gliding through the water to their seats in the front row. Around the room wade Mer who have waited all day … no, who have waited over two hundred years … for this moment. Even those who try to look dignified on such a formal occasion can’t hide the exhilaration and the hope shining on their faces. I’ll focus on them, I decide. I’ll focus on them and everyone they represent from their villages, towns, and cities across the ocean. They are who today is really about. It’s not about my feelings or my oyster-numbed fins or even my parents; it’s about all the Mer my parents can help once they take that throne. It’s about making lives better.

	One of the faces in the crowd stands out as it splits into a welcoming, congratulatory smile. Caspian wades in the front row just a few places away from Amy. Next to him are his parents, grandmother, and seven-year-old sister Coraline, who bounces with excitement, her honey-blond curls bouncing right along with her and her fluttering metallic fins just a slightly lighter shade of silver than Caspian’s.

	I’d love, love, love to join them. After a lifetime spent hiding among my human friends and neighbors, being at the center of all this pageantry makes my tail twitch. I take a deep breath and let it out slowly, so the water around my gills won’t ripple too noticeably. Just as we practiced, my parents, sisters, and I stop before the thrones.

	Members of the council that voted to approve my parents’ reign swim to the center of the room carrying fabric folded under their arms. The musicians stationed in the corners of the massive chamber start playing a steady beat on their turtle shell drums. In the center of the aisle, half the councilors grab one end of the long lengths of fabric while the rest hold the other end. Then they swim in opposite directions down the aisle, spreading the fabric out in long swaths of royal blue and seafoam green. In measured movements, they bring their arms up and back down, as if laying out a freshly laundered bedsheet. The richly dyed fabric undulates in the water on either side of us in time to the beat of the drums.

	We float in a small cluster, turned so our backs touch each other and we face outward. Then, as the fabric bucks faster and faster in time with the ever-quickening beat of the drums, my family and I join hands. We swim forward but keep our clasped hands where they are, forming the shape of a starfish, the ancient symbol of balance and justice. As the beating drums reach a crescendo, the message rings clear: in their new royal family, the people can expect unity and fairness, even in stormy seas.

	Everyone assembled breaks into cheers and only falls quiet once the turritella shell flutes replace the drums with a lighter, more melodious song. The Stromeela, the coronation anthem. The notes linger in the surrounding water, intricate and just slightly pompous. Clay would love listening to this song. My chest constricts, and I fight to keep my smile in place as the councilors swim upward and hang the reams of blue and green fabric from the ceiling behind what are about to become my parents’ thrones. Then the councilors formally bow to my sisters and me, each of them offering an arm and escorting us to our seats.

	I say my thanks to the councilor who accompanied me before he swims off, and then swap my I’m-a-confident-princess-oh-yes-I-am smile for a smaller but more genuine one as I turn to the person next to me.

	“Hey!” I whisper to Casp. “Was I okay? Did it look … official and everything?”

	If I floundered anything up out there, he’d be the one to notice. Caspian’s been studying coronation protocol and quizzing me on it for weeks.

	“It was perfect,” he whispers back. I raise a skeptical eyebrow. “Nearly. Everyone loved it.”

	My shoulders relax. I’ll take it. “How come you didn’t get ready at my house this afternoon? You were still Above earlier today, right?”

	“Yeah, but I had an errand to take care of.”

	“Well, you certainly didn’t need our help,” I say. His smooth-combed hair and the elegant, polished strand of shells across his chest speak to that. “You look fantastic.”

	“Um … thanks.”

	Damn it, did I stick my fin in it? Caspian and I have been best friends forever, and it never used to be a big deal to give him a compliment. But ever since he told me he loved me and I made it clear we can only ever be friends, we’ve been in choppier waters than I’m used to. Fortunately, two of the councilors choose that moment to present the crowns to my parents. “Look!” I whisper to Caspian.

	The councilor takes the larger, more grandiose of the two crowns and holds it high up. The whole room holds its breath. She swoops the crown in a large figure eight to show its oneness with the current, then slowly—deliberately—brings it down to rest upon my mother’s head.

	The anthem swells, and like the heart of every Mer in the room, mine swells with it. My mother is so beautiful. The crown, piled high with pointed cerith shells and precious gems the size of seagull eggs, stretches the length of my elbow to my fingertips, but my mother never wavers. She holds her head high, balancing the new weight with seeming ease, her expression determined and confident. Regal. Everything you’d want in a queen.

	My mom takes the other crown—this one of stately lion’s paw shells punctuated by rare blue diamonds—from the second councilor, holds it up for all to see, then makes the same figure-eight movement before placing it upon my father’s head. He straightens to his full height, and they clasp hands. Together, they swim to the two thrones around which this entire chamber was built.

	Clay should be here.

	They sit, raising their clasped hands up above their crowned heads.

	Clay should be here.

	From the four corners of the room, conch shells blow, deep and resonant.

	Clay should be here.

	My parents are the queen and king of Merkind.

	Even though this monumental moment feels incomplete because I can’t share it with the person I want to, the sight still sends tingles from the top of my head to the tips of my fins. Wow.

	“I never thought I’d live to see this day,” Caspian’s grandmother whispers to me. “And now I’ll live forever.” Tears shine in her eyes.

	All over the room, Mer bear similar expressions. Some who have been living Above embrace family members they probably haven’t seen for decades and who they believed they’d never see again.

	I didn’t expect to get all swirled up in the symbolism, but bright, gleaming hope bubbles up inside of me the way it does in everyone else. My whole life, my parents, my teachers, everyone told me the curse on Merkind couldn’t be broken and that we’d never see a return to peace under the sea in our shortened lifetimes. Now, the curse is a memory, more distant with every passing day, and my parents rule over a peaceful ocean.

	“It’s really happening,” Amy whispers. “I guess anything is possible after all.”

	I nod, still dumbstruck. As lantern light glints off my parents’ crowns and shines on the faces of the joyous crowd, I feel like I’m floating, like the happiness in this room could carry me all the way up to the surface. Another thought strikes me. If the impossible really is possible, then maybe, just maybe, I really can find a way to be with Clay forever. Maybe I really can find a way to make Clay Mer.



	
Chapter Eight 
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	Melusine

	 

	 

	I’ve died and gone to fairytale hell.

	That’s the only explanation for the spinning couples donning their finest jewels and stupidest smiles, the swelling music of the trumpet shells, and the disgustingly joyful royal pair enthroned at the head of the room.

	You belong up there! a voice shouts inside my head. That’s your throne.

	Did my father really sit there, not too long ago, with Lia’s human bound up over there by that column as we readied ourselves for a ritual we would never finish? For a life we would never have … This room looks so different now.

	Instead of lying in ruins across a dirty floor, the smooth columns stretch up to the arched ceiling, standing strong. I resist the urge to bring a hand up to the back of my head, which I almost cracked against one of those columns thanks to Lia and her inane human. Now, the room’s freshly scrubbed walls gleam white and sparkle with ice and crystal. Fish of every color swim in and out through the open amber windows with their troca shell trim, and glowing snail lanterns move across the ceiling, providing both light and decoration. Since the ceremony itself has ended, servants in crisp cream siluesses lay out a grand banquet on one side of the large dance arena.

	Smack dab in the middle of that arena float the two of them. From my spot in a corner by a potted seaweed stalk that winds toward the ceiling, I can glance around a column for a view straight out of one of those cartoon movies human children stare at for hours. Caspian, tall and almost too handsome to be taken seriously, spins Lia under his arm, then catches hold of her again when she faces him, one of his hands pressed palm-to-palm with hers and the other splayed out against the skin and scales of her hip. Their fins flick in synchronized motions to the traditional music, a perfect pairing of her gold and his silver. She says something, and laughter rumbles through his broad chest and puts a smile on his face so genuine it makes my palms itch. All around them, nobles sneak glances and whisper with gossipy smiles, no doubt about how well-suited the new princess and her dance partner are, how they wish the two heroes who restored their immortality would finally kiss and give them a real show to tell their friends back home about.

	“Didn’t I tell you now that the human doesn’t remember her, the princess will finally see what’s been right in front of her all this time?” chatters a woman wearing so much blush she looks like a lobster. Her friend nods eagerly as she stuffs an entire shrimp cake into her mouth. “I told you she’d come to her senses about Sir Zayle’s son.”

	They flit away, and I hide a snort by taking a sip of the kelp punch in my covered goblet. They’re forgetting Lia has no sense to come to. How she can possibly still think she has any hope of making it work with that human when the rest of the world thinks—and must continue thinking—he doesn’t remember her is beyond me. She’s delusional.

	She’s also a better dancer than I would have expected. Better than I’d like. On a triple flip, she finally loses her balance and I smile. Caspian has to save her by moving his forearm closer to support her lower back, but he does it so smoothly I doubt anyone else notices her mistake. The two of them execute the finish flawlessly in sync.

	The music of the allytrill rounds to a finish, and the musicians strike up an allyqall. Caspian bows and brings Lia’s hand up to kiss it, as is the custom before she moves to a new partner, but at the last instant, he angles his head slightly, so his lips don’t actually touch her skin. Interesting.

	He turns to leave the dance arena, and I slide over, putting the column between us as I take another sip of my punch, its tart flavor flowing over my tongue.

	You’re hiding yourself away. My father’s words of censure from earlier ring out inside my head. I stare at the column in front of me; I didn’t swim all the way here to get cozy with a hunk of coral. After taking one more sip, I click the mouthpiece of my goblet closed with my chin to keep any remaining drops from floating out and hand it to a passing servant. I used my chin to close the top of a sports bottle once in P.E. class last year, and a girl gawked at me. Humans.

	I give my head a subtle shake, so my hair spreads out evenly in the water around me, then leave the column behind. I’m going in.

	Unlike outside in the crowded streets with the ignorant masses, here Mer recognize me as I move about the room. Several gasp. More than a few sets of eyes dart between me and the security personnel at the door. No one got in without an invitation stone. I can almost hear their slow brains working it out. Still, their fearful, disgusted stares make my stomach drop into my fins, and make swimming back behind that column awfully tempting. I slap a predatory smile on my face instead. May as well give them something to be afraid of.

	Everyone gives me a wide berth after that. So much for mingling.

	That leaves me with only one option. Caspian wades on the outskirts of the dance arena, oblivious to the gaggle of Mermaids behind him giggling and prodding each other, trying to work up the courage to ask him to dance. The spineless tube worms.

	I glide past them, until I’m floating right behind Caspian. He doesn’t notice. His gaze stays fixed on where Lia now moves with her father around the dance arena. She’s a swirl of carefree laughter and glittering gold, her sunbeam crown catching the light each time she spins.

	“Stunning, isn’t she?” I say as he stares at her with his ocean blue eyes. He jerks, startled out of his trance, and turns toward me.

	“Melusine!” His smile stretches all the way up to his eyes, and I tilt my head. Could it be his real reaction? “I was wondering where you were. When I didn’t see you at the ceremony, I was worried you didn’t come. I’m glad you did.” Is he?

	“Well, you’re the only one,” I say. Most people are pointedly not looking at me—as if the sight of me will turn them to sea foam—but some still glare and whisper, especially now that I have the audacity to talk to their new hero.

	His sculpted features soften with understanding. “The whispers can be hard, I know.”

	He does know. Looking at him now, the recipient of so much adoration since the curse broke, I sometimes forget he’s spent his whole life a social outcast, his family vilified and shamed for his great-great-aunt’s sireny. Unlike me, he never did anything to warrant those whispers.

	“I always tried to tell myself that people’s lives must be really boring and sad if they had to gossip about mine for entertainment. I tried to feel sorry for them.”

	Of course he did. I’d roll my eyes at him like I usually do, but if he swims off, I’ll have no one to talk to. “I’ll keep that in mind,” I say instead.

	He leans in, chest moving closer, sending ripples against mine. When his lips are right by my ear, he murmurs, “It doesn’t really work, but it distracts you long enough for some of the anger to melt away.”

	Why would I want anger to melt when I could use it? “Anger is power,” I say. I instantly regret it.

	He pulls back, the space between us widening, and shakes his head like he should have expected this from me. “No. It’s not.”

	Damn it! What was I thinking? Even if he invited me here tonight and even if he tosses the word “friends” around, that doesn’t mean I can let my guard down. Clearly. Look at his face, all coated in disappointment. Like maybe I’m the villain everyone says I am.

	My mind paddles through things to say, anything to rescue this moment before he drifts off to dance with Lia or one of the simpering dimwits behind me and leaves me alone in the middle of this ballroom filled with people who hate me on sight.

	The hairs on my neck float up as some of that hatred sears into me. Before I turn, I know. Sure enough, Lia has spotted me from where her father now leads her in an allydriss. Her mouth gapes over his shoulder, and I would take pleasure in it except that with one word from her—our new princess, current help us—the guards would escort me off the premises in seconds, invitation or not. I can see my father’s face now, when I report back on my failure to make it through a single night in Mer society. I swallow my dread.

	I don’t want to look like a stunned spookfish, the way she does, so I smile sweetly at her. Ever so casually I sweep an open hand through my black hair, making sure she gets a good glimpse of the turquoise invitation stone I still hold. Then I turn all my focus back to Caspian, so she’ll know exactly who that stone came from.

	I’d love to peek back at the dismay sure to color her face when it dawns on her that her best friend invited me. Lia hates that he even talks to me, let alone considers us friends. I know they’ve fought about it—I could tell by the tense looks that passed between them while she interrogated me last month after I snuck out to save Caspian from Sea Daughters Academy. All I can do now is hope her desire not to start another argument with him will be stronger than her urge to have me thrown out on my fins.

	I angle my whole body toward his, shutting her out.

	“She has every right to hate you, you know,” Caspian says. He noticed the exchange. Impressive. He observes people almost as keenly as I do.

	Almost as keenly as I’m observing him right now—observing how he looks back at Lia with longing and just a hint of sadness around his eyes.

	The need to wipe that sadness away rises in me. I want to see him smile. I mean, it’s in my own best interest to ensure he wants to invite me to another one of these high-society events, right?

	You do whatever you have to to resurrect your future. Make friends. That’s what my father said, isn’t it? Here goes …

	I soften my body language, letting my shoulders slope and my eyes widen to convey honesty and openness. He has to be the one to bring up a topic that will take our conversation deeper, otherwise he might think I’m manipulating him.

	I adjust the esslee he gave me, as if I’m fidgeting with nervousness. The movement draws attention to the way the creamy pearls stand out against the deep red silk of my siluess. The long chain wraps around the length of my torso, and I let my fingertips linger on my chest and bare stomach.

	“That, um, that looks really nice on you.”

	There, that wasn’t so hard. “Thanks,” I say, taking the opening I needed. “And not just for saying that. For …” I let my fingers run along the pearls one more time before stopping (wouldn’t want to overdo it), “… giving me this in the first place. I didn’t say thank you earlier.”

	I should have. That part’s truthful. Fortunately, it also reads that way, and his face lights up.

	“You’re welcome.” The little smile he offers me is so heartfelt, I don’t know what to do with it.

	“Wearing it’s kind of like having my mom here with me.” My voice breaks, just at the end. Why did I say that? That’s not his business. At the mention of my mom something pricks behind my eyes. Storms. I’d been doing so well.

	But he doesn’t laugh or grow uncomfortable at my slip; if anything, his tone grows more intimate and honest. “It was an honor to make it for you.”

	I … I don’t know what to say. I have to change the topic—fast, before I lose control of this one. While I’m struggling to come up with something, Caspian presents his hand with a small flourish. “Would you like to dance?”

	Yes, perfect, my father’s voice rejoices inside my head. This is precisely what he’d want: a big show in front of the highest Mer nobility that someone important—a hero at the top of the social hierarchy—deems me worthy. It couldn’t be better. But …

	“Why are you asking?” I narrow my eyes at him. After all, it could be a trick.

	“Because it’s a ball?” He chuckles. “People come here to dance.” He pushes his open hand a little farther forward.

	“No, they come here to watch other people dance,” I say. He tilts his head, his face a question. He’s so naïve it startles me. “And to see who they’re dancing with.” Which is exactly why I should put my hand in his.

	With practiced subtlety, I slowly push his hand down. “You’d have to be crazy to dance with me here, at the biggest, most symbolic event of the century. Think how it would look for you.”

	“I haven’t really cared about that for a while.”

	“You should.”

	He raises his eyebrows, asking one more time with his expression. I let my eyes harden. Someone has to save the fool from himself. “Okay, okay,” he says. “You don’t want to dance.”

	We lapse into awkward silence. I’ve made a mistake. I should have said yes. No, I did the right thing. It was too soon. I’m playing the long game, which means I need him to open up. What’s something friends would talk about? School is boring, the coronation isn’t personal enough … my best bet would be to get him to confide something. Didn’t my father always say relationships are about learning people’s secrets?

	In the corner of my eye, a gold blur moves toward the buffet table, and Caspian follows it with his gaze. His secret’s not so secret—at least not to me. I nod in her direction. “So … how are you feeling about all that? Lia, I mean.” Why am I mumbling? How hard is it to string words together? Be better, I tell myself, as I drift onto a window seat in a nearby alcove, hoping he’ll do the same. He does, settling his silver tail against the plush cushion of red-dyed star grass.

	“It’s … Lia is … we don’t have to talk about it. I know you probably don’t care.”

	That’s exactly the kind of opinion of me I have to kill if I want to follow my father’s advice. “No, it’s fine. Really. She’s certainly not on my list of most favoritest people.” My voice drips with the fake candy coating I loathe in others, especially Lia, but that’s counterproductive, so I tone it down as I continue. “But she’s on yours, so I’m guessing whatever went down between you stings.” I don’t know the details of their conversation, but it was a long swim back from Sea Daughters Academy, and he was still hurt enough to admit that he uttered those three little words that turn Merfolk into morons.

	And she chose Clay.

	“Yeah, it does.” He brings a hand up to his head, then he must remember he’s underwater where he doesn’t need to smooth his blond hair, because he lowers it again.

	“And usually if you were upset, you’d talk to her about it. Which I’m sure isn’t an option. So,” I move in just a hair closer, “you can talk to me.” I shrug. “If you feel like it.”

	“Lia is …” He searches the room until he spots her far on the other side of it, floating by the thrones as she chats with her parents. She tosses one of her perfectly wound, long brown curls over her shoulder. “She’s the one I thought I’d end up with.” His words come out hushed, reverent. “We’ve been best friends since we were guppies, playing in the grottos and imagining what our lives would be like when we grew up. I always imagined her at my side.” He sighs, and I can’t decide if I want to comfort him or slap him. “I really thought one day, when I was finally brave enough to tell her how I felt, she’d open her eyes and realize she felt the same way. That she always had.” He fixes his gaze on his silvery lap. “And that eventually we’d get married, do good work at the Foundation, and live in our own beach house in Malibu in the Community near all our families where we’d raise kids of our own.” The thoughts spill out of him more quickly than his measured, careful words usually do. Once they’re out, he glances up at me again. “I thought we’d be happy.”

	I stare at his open, wistful face. Those were his goals? A lump forms in my throat. So simple. I thought we’d be happy. Happiness never even entered my equation. My father and I spoke of power, of splendor. We talked about rising to the highest point of Mer society and creating a grand legacy that would last millennia. I suppose I always assumed I’d be happy once we reached that pinnacle of achievement, but I never gave it much thought. It certainly was never an end in itself.

	I’m sure he expects me to say something, but all that meets him is my dumbstruck silence, so he continues. “That idea of my future is just so ingrained, you know? I know now it’s not going to happen, but it’s hard to let go of that picture of yourself.”

	My own image of my future self—sitting on the aquamarine-studded throne right over there, wearing a spiked, sparkling crown as I preside over an obedient court—shines blindingly bright in my mind’s eye, as it has so many times. It’s both so beautiful and so irrevocably out of reach. “Yeah, tell me about it,” I say. Then, a whisper, more to myself than to him, “It’s impossible to let go of that picture.”

	I must sound sadder than I intended because he nudges my fin with his. “Maybe not. Maybe it just means it’s time to imagine a new picture.”

	I thought we were talking about him. I shift against the plush fabric of the window seat. “Maybe for you.”

	“It hurts, though,” he says, staring out the open window behind us. “Letting go of the old one.”

	It really does.



	
Chapter Nine 
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	Lia

	 

	 

	Still buzzing with the hope today has inspired and what that might mean for Clay and me, I won’t let anything dampen my mood.

	Not even the sight of her getting waaay too cozy with Caspian in that alcove.

	What could they possibly be talking about?

	Oh, I’m too pretty to be evil, I imagine her saying in high-pitched, mock-innocence. Forget all about how I stole a human’s free will and nearly killed someone. Don’t think about that. Watch me touch my chest and pull down my neckline instead.

	Then, in a deep baritone: I’m so eager to give everyone the benefit of the doubt, I’ll completely ignore the fact that you’re an attempted murderess who’s clearly trying to lure me into some scheme. After all, you had a hard childhood, like no one else ever. Here, let me escort you to the dessert table because I’m such a gentleman.

	They swim over to the food and he hands her a plate, and I begrudge her every salmon puff. She shouldn’t be here.

	But I refuse to let anyone, least of all her, bring me down, not on such a joyous day. My parents sit atop their gleaming thrones, looking confident and happy—like they belong there. Like we’re at the beginning of something miraculous. For once, I really want to dance. With my go-to partner ocupado, I glance around the room. I don’t want to dance with some Merboy I don’t know, but who can I … perfect! I wave to MerMister Pelagios, my tutor now that I’m living in the palace, and he bounces his way over.

	“You did a lovely job today. The sight of those dolphins really tickled my tail.” Pelagios may look just shy of thirty now that the curse is broken, but he still talks like a kindly grandfather.

	“Thanks again for going over all the etiquette with me in class,” I say. “You were really patient. Can I take you up on that dance you mentioned?”

	“Of course. But I’m afraid you’ll need to be the one who’s patient with me. It’s been a long while since I’ve danced,” he says, offering his arm. Despite his words, soon we’re flapping our fins to a lively allyjull. “Can you believe I used to have arthritis?” He does a summersault in the water, his fat, teal tail tucked upward. I do the same, and he laughs as, in my enthusiasm, I accidentally send water careening against his face. “Someone’s happy.”

	“It’s a good day,” I say.

	“It is indeed.”

	The music slows down some and we settle into a rhythm. “So, did that shipment of konklilis come in yesterday?” Okay, okay, so I may have had a teensy ulterior motive when I asked MerMister Pelagios to dance, but there’s no law against enjoying a good groove while asking about potential new Merbooks to follow up on Project Mud for Clay. I can multitask, can’t I?

	He chuckles. “You’re relentless. Yes, yes, it came. I don’t know whether there’ll be anything in this one on ancient history, but you’re welcome to check.”

	MerMister Pelagios and the palace librarian both think I’m some big ancient history buff. The truth is, after everything I learned from Ondine, I figure my best chance of finding any reference to a spell strong enough to transform a human into a Mer is studying records of ancient times, when Mer magic was far less regulated, and powerful spells were more common. If I find—no, when, when I find—a spell to transform Clay, it’ll probably take ginormous amounts of magical energy.

	“Where did this shipment come from?” I ask as MerMister Pelagios gives me a spin, his long, red beard floating toward me on the current and tickling my chin until he throws it over his shoulder. Amy, who has just swum into the dance arena with Staskia, laughs and gives me a little wave.

	For a moment, I’m seized by nerves. Amy didn’t want to have “the conversation” with my parents or hers about her and Stas’s relationship until right before Em’s wedding, where she plans to take Stas as her official date. For most of our history, glei elskee, which translates to same-love, was totally accepted, but once the curse took away our immortality, killing off nearly everyone over the age of ninety, the majority of Mer died. The wars that followed decimated our remaining numbers, and any relationships that couldn’t result in population growth were considered not only selfish, but immoral. We’ve only had our immortality back for a little while, and attitudes like that don’t change overnight no matter how hard I wish they would.

	But one glance around the dance arena relaxes me. Plenty of girls dance with other girls and guys dance with other guys. Lapis and Lazuli are over to my left putting on a grand spectacle of twists and twirls that has the crowd oo-ing and ah-ing. The twins each drop one shoulder as they execute complex sideways dives in opposite directions, followed by a series of pirouettes and dips. When the crowd looks at Amy and Stas, everyone will just see two best friends, the way they always do. It’s not remotely good enough, but at least they won’t be harassed. I refocus on MerMister Pelagios, who’s answering my question.

	“I believe this shipment came from Adinia, near New Lyonesse. They have some fascinating dialects there, so Mr. Zayle might find a konklili or two to pique his interest.”

	“Or twelve,” I say, and he chuckles again.

	Having class with Caspian at the palace now that he lives right off the town square has certainly been keeping me on my toes. And MerMister Pelagios keeps both of us plenty challenged. He’s not mysterious or captivating the way Ondine was, and he doesn’t let me call him by his first name, but he’s a knowledgeable teacher who cares about his students’ interests, and hey, he’s not threatening to kill me if I don’t siren countless humans for him, so bonus. “I can’t believe we’re getting konklilis all the way from Adinia.”

	“Your parents did say they wanted to amass the largest research library in the Seven Seas and open it to the public to foster innovation now that we’re finally at peace. A grand plan.”

	Yeah, and one that couldn’t benefit me more. “I knew they were bringing in some konklilis from the Foundation, but I didn’t realize we’d get books from so far away. Do you think—”

	Someone gasps. Then someone else. The music peters out as, one by one, the musicians’ eyes widen, their hands falling away from their instruments. I follow their line of sight.

	There, right over the elegant mosaic in the middle of the dance arena, my little cousin kisses her girlfriend.

	It’s a pretty chaste kiss (after all, they are only fourteen), but the assembled Mer gape. The crowd stays frozen, unsure how to react, especially at such a formal gathering, where every move can affect a person’s reputation at court.

	As Amy and Staskia wade in the center of the now-silent room, holding hands and trying to keep their focus on each other as if the entire court isn’t staring at them, movement in the corner of my eye catches my attention. The crowd splits when my parents dismount their aquamarine thrones. Hand in hand, they swim toward Amy, my mother’s impossibly tall crown slicing through the water as she approaches.

	When they are right next to Amy and Stas, I swallow. My mother nods to my father, and he raises his palm. She places hers against it, and they begin to dance in the silent room. The musicians snap to their senses and reclaim their instruments. As the music starts up again, Aunt Rashell and Uncle Kai exchange surprised looks. Then Aunt Rashell loops her arm through Uncle Kai’s and throws Amy a wink over her shoulder as they take to the floor, dancing beside my parents. Amy, her eyes the size of sand dollars and her smile wider than I’ve ever seen it, takes that as her cue to dance with Staskia again, this time next to her parents.

	Looking from their king and queen to the pair of fierce warriors now spinning gracefully on either side of the young glei elskee couple, the assembled Mer follow suit, including MerMister Pelagios and me. A few grim-looking Mer excuse themselves, finding their way to the buffet table, but most go back to dancing as if nothing out of the ordinary happened at all.
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	“I thought you were going to wait to tell your parents and mine until right before the wedding,” I say as soon as Amy and I have a second alone and I’ve released her from a hug that’s left her gasping. We wade in a small sitting room off the hallway to the throne room, but we don’t sit. This is not a sitting moment.

	“That was the plan,” she says once she’s caught her breath. “But, I don’t know, telling you and then Em and Leo and Caspian was enough already. I figure, mod elskee kids,” that’s Mermese for different-loving or straight, “never have to come out and tell their parents and the rest of the world what they feel, so why should I?” She shrugs. “Now they know.”

	Now everyone knows. When did Amy get so brave?

	And she’s right. Why should she be expected to announce it if she doesn’t feel the need to? She should just be able to be.

	Without comment, if that’s what she wants.

	So we don’t comment on it anymore. Well, I sneak in one more squeeze of her hand to show how proud I am of her, but that’s it.

	“How are you doing?” she asks. “I saw that … that she’s here. Did you know she was coming? Are you okay?”

	I don’t know how to answer that question. I can’t set eyes on Melusine without feeling ill, but I don’t want to bring Amy down. Not tonight. “I didn’t know, but I’m okay.”

	“You sure?”

	“Caspian gave her an invitation, so what am I supposed to do?” I can’t help some bitterness seeping into my voice. What, can you blame me?

	“I so don’t get that. He’s so smart usually.” Amy bats away a strand of hair floating in front of her face. “Want me to beat him up for you?”

	“I’ll think about it,” I say with a laugh. “I just wish he’d—”

	“Ah, I missed you,” a seductive voice says as the door on the other end of the sitting room opens.

	“I figured you’d be up to your gills in brat boys by now,” jokes a second, deeper voice.

	“Frat boys,” Lapis corrects him, swimming into the room with about 185 pounds of palace guard wrapped around her. “And no. They don’t do it for me. You on the other hand, have a talent for—Lia!”

	“He has a talent for Lia?” Amy asks, trying to suppress a smile.

	“Aims! You looked good out there.” Lapis raises a hand, and Amy high-fives it. “Now get out. Thanks.” She looks at the two of us and jerks her head in the direction of the ballroom.

	“Hi,” says the guard with a sheepish smile. I remember him from our detail during the trial and after, too, at the house. The one with the cleft in his chin. But I still can’t remember his name. Was it Brook?

	“Hey, Beck,” Amy says.

	Beck! I offer a quick wave.

	“Bye,” Lapis says.

	“You know, it’s our parents’ coronation ball,” I say.

	“I’ll close the door. Promise.” Lapis says.

	Amy and I share a look as we leave.

	“You gonna go find Stas?” I ask.

	“Yeah, we promised we’d dance with her parents. You coming in?”

	“In a minute.” I need some … not air … more water? Fresh water? Alone water.

	Seeing everyone coupled up is hard. What I wouldn’t give to share one dance out there with Clay. Not that he’d be able to breathe. Once Amy swims back through the double doors to the throne room, I head down the hallway in the opposite direction, my sights set on a small, empty balcony.

	As I approach the translucent amber doors, someone rounds the corner behind me, and I turn. My spine stiffens.

	Black hair snakes out around her head, and her slender coral tail flicks back and forth, back and forth. “Hello, princess,” she says in that syrupy voice that still sometimes haunts my nightmares. “Would you like me to bow?”

	“Save it,” I say, pushing out the words with as much resolve as I can. “Why are you sneaking around alone? What are you up to now?”

	She raises a perfectly sculpted eyebrow. “I was just leaving.”

	“Like I believe that.” My brown eyes lock onto her sapphire ones.

	“Believe whatever you like,” she says, drawing out the words and swimming closer. It takes everything in me not to back up like a fraidyshrimp. “It doesn’t change reality. You know, like the reality that a relationship between a Mermaid and a human she’s legally forbidden from seeing will never work out.” She’s whispering now, protecting my secret while also reminding me she knows it.

	Damn her. Why did she have to be there right after I restored Clay’s memories? I still don’t believe she was trying to help Caspian. Not for a second. She was up to something then, and she’s up to something now.

	“But go ahead and believe whatever you have to to feel like some special fairytale princess who gets a happily ever after.” She runs her gaze up to my golden crown and snorts, making me feel even more like some six-year-old playing dress up than I have all day. It’s not like it was my decision to wear this.

	My self-consciousness must find its way onto my face, because her red lips—lips stained the same shade as her silken siluess—curl up in victory. Every time I’ve seen her since the trial, she’s worn the lumpy, beige clothing issued by the Foundation and forgone any makeup. Fixating on these small changes in her appearance helped me remember that our positions had shifted. She was no longer the predator and I was no longer the prey.

	But tonight, she floats in front of me decked in finery. It might as well be last year; the only difference is the esslee draped around her torso, accentuating every curve. She’s probably only wearing it to elicit sympathy.

	Well, it won’t work on me, and neither will her power trip. She can’t treat me like some plaything anymore, and I need to remind us both of that. “You breathe a word about Clay to anyone and they’ll know you’ve seen him. That you’ve been on land. You’ll be imprisoned for your immortal life, just like your father.”

	“I’m well aware, thanks. Did you think I was keeping your little secret out of sisterhood?” A little giggle erupts from those red lips, and it’s menacing. “What would your sisters think, I wonder,” she glides closer still, the tips of her fins just grazing mine, “if they learned about the naughty things you’ve done?” Then, right in my ear, “I always said you were a bad girl, Lia. We’re just the only two who know it.”

	No. No, it’s not true.

	She slides past me. “It’s been so lovely catching up, but I really must be going.”

	“Good,” I retort. “Go back to your cell, where you belong.” I know it’s not strictly a cell, but I’ve been inside, and with its bare gray walls, it feels like one. She must think of it as a cell too because her eyes narrow. I’ve hit a nerve.

	Instead of heading down the hallway to the exit, she squares her shoulders toward me again. “Does it bother you?” she asks.

	“Does what bother me?”

	“Knowing that while you’re down here, I’m so much closer to Clay than you are.” She pouts in mock-contemplation. “Now that they think he doesn’t remember the Mer, are they still guarding him twenty-four hours a day? My guess is no.”

	Hearing her sickly sweet voice say Clay’s name makes me want to strangle her. “Wh-who are you kidding?” Stay calm, stay calm. “It’s not like you’re even allowed to set a scale on land without going to prison.”

	“Just because I’m not allowed, doesn’t mean I wouldn’t risk it. You’ve seen how much respect I have for following rules.”

	My anger rises at her veiled threat. “Stop it. Just stop it. There’s no way you’re going up there. You can’t even talk on land.” I grit my teeth to keep myself from screaming the words for everyone in the neighboring ballroom to hear.

	“There are plenty of things you can do without a voice.” The words drip innuendo. “But maybe you’re right. Maybe I’ll set my sights Below. Who knows what I’ll get up to?” She smirks. “Caspian looked rather dashing tonight, don’t you think?” she says slowly, letting the question linger in the water between us.

	My blood turns to lava. “I told you, stay away from Caspian.”

	“Right. And how did that work out the last time you told me?” She shakes her head, the rubies that stud her hair catching the light. “I like Caspian.” Something swims in the depths of her blue eyes before they turn cold. She runs a hand from her throat down her chest and abdomen. “We always have … a lot to talk about.”

	That’s it. I can’t take it—can’t take her—anymore. “I wish your voice didn’t work underwater, either.”

	The cruel words pierce the space between us.

	Tides, did I just say that? Melusine fought so hard against those guards in the courtroom as they took her voice against her will. Even watching it happen was traumatic. I can’t imagine going through it. Guilt instantly fills my throat. “I … I didn’t mean—”

	“Oh yes you did.” She brings her hands together, starting a slow clap that echoes its way through the water, sending out ripples. “Brava. I knew you had it in you.”

	A rush of water and she’s next to me again, whispering against my ear, “And you think you’re not like me.”

	I take a deliberate stroke backward. “I’m nothing like you.” I’m not.

	A memory erupts in my mind of her father on the stand at the trial saying that committing sireny planted a seed of darkness within any Mer who did it. Darkness that could grow in me as easily as it grows in Melusine. I fight a shudder.

	That memory revisits me more often than I’d like. Was he telling the truth or lying just to get in my head? I may never know, but either way, I need to be careful. I’ve crossed lines before, and if I’m not vigilant with myself, I could slip across them again. I need to hold myself to a higher standard, every day.

	Melusine’s next words slither toward me. “I’ll let you in on a little secret: you’re no better than the rest of us, Lia. Some of us are just honest with ourselves.”

	She flips around and heads down the hallway, her black hair floating behind her.

	“Guard,” I say, flagging down one stationed at the end of the hallway. He comes over at once. “Please make sure Ms. Havelock finds her way out.”

	Once she’s gone, my insides deflate, but my hands are shaking. I can’t go back in the ballroom, not like this. I make my way out onto the balcony, gripping the railing until my hands turn white and willing myself not to be sick at my parents’ coronation ball.

	I replay Melusine’s words in my head. Replay my words. She cast the line, but I’m the one who bit the bait. Over and over.

	Why does she always bring out the worst in me? I suck a deep breath of oxygen-infused water in through my gills then let it out slowly. In and out, in and out, until I regain some shadow of calm. I stare out over the balcony’s ledge at the dark blue water stretched before me. Soon, she’ll be back at the Foundation, barred from going on land and far, far away from me, Caspian, and my family.


Chapter Ten 
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	That was the most fun I’ve had in a very long time. The image of Lia’s face twisted with fear and rage entertains me on the long swim back.

	I left later than I would have liked, but it was worth it. I’ll still reach the Foundation in plenty of time to check in with my probation officer by sunrise, as ordered. I flip over, careening through the dark water on my back for a while to keep my muscles from tiring.

	“Ride, miss?” asks a passing Merman driving a large crab shell cart pulled by eels. I shake my head. After so much time cooped up in the Foundation and the Community tunnels to and from that horrid school, I relish the opportunity to stretch my fins.

	I turn right, behind a towering rock formation, to get away from the crowds so I can have peace to reflect on the evening’s events.

	My father will enjoy hearing that I took his advice and am putting my efforts behind building a friendship with Caspian. My mind flashes to the open, excited expression on Caspian’s face when he first saw I’d taken him up on his invitation. And the way he offered me his hand when he asked me to dance.

	I’d better not mention my conversation with Lia to my father, though. He’d lecture me to no end for continuing to stay on the new princess’s bad side, especially when he purposely worked to engender her goodwill by keeping quiet about her sireny when he took the stand in court.

	He’s right, of course. I know I shouldn’t antagonize her like that. It isn’t smart, but she’s so fake and annoying and self-important. It makes me want to rip her scales out. What can I say? She brings out the worst in me.

	I never intended to speak to her tonight. I knew she’d be busy following her family’s every command like an obedient little schooling fish and sucking up to the new royal court with that goody-goody act of hers, so I’d decided to avoid her entirely.

	But when I ran into her alone in that hallway … it was too delicious a moment to let slip through my fins. She’s still so afraid of me, even after everything. It pours off her skin in waves. And I feed off it.

	I never feel as powerful anymore as when Lia’s close by. With every flinch and timid little utterance, she serves me another bit of power. It makes her addictive.

	I dodge around some kelp stalks, ripping off a leaf and munching it as I go. Although I’d be stupid to breathe a word of our conversation to my father, I’m glad it happened. I have to enjoy her fear while it lasts. No matter how dense she is, it’s only a matter of time until she figures out it’s not me she’s afraid of.

	Blue light filters through the dark water as the Border comes into view. In minutes, I’ll be sequestered in that stifling Community again. With my short-lived freedom coming to an end, I bring my hands up to my chest and grab hold of the loops of my esslee, the pearls pressing against my palms. “Thanks for coming to the coronation with me, Mom.” Whispering to my mother is sentimental foolery. It’s not like she can hear me, and my father would rebuke me if he knew. But I do it anyway.

	Then, bringing my arms in front of me, I swim toward the Border and I—

	Scream.

	Dark, coarse fabric covers my head, and someone—multiple someones—grab my arms in bruising grips. I lash out with my tail until a needle pierces the side of my neck and ice chills my veins.

	My body falls limp.


Chapter Eleven 
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	Lia

	 

	 

	It’s a bright, shiny new day. The first day of my parents’ reign and a better era for all Merkind.

	And I’m going to make it count.

	Aside from that brief incident in the hallway that I refuse to think any more about, yesterday was a swimming success. And best of all, I have the day off from classes and plan to spend every second of it exploring that new shipment of konklilis for a way to ensure my future with Clay.

	Go ahead and believe whatever you have to to feel like some special, fairytale princess who gets a happily ever after.

	Her melodic, malevolent voice fills my mind before I can banish it, echoing the doubts that have plagued me since Clay first asked me to make him Mer.

	I shake my head. Did yesterday teach me nothing? If ever the impossible were possible, it’s now. Time to say a quick hello to my parents and wish them luck today, then head to the library and get into full-on research mode.

	Like all the other new, magical dry rooms in the palace, my parents’ office has a wall outside with a row of golden hooks where sarongs hang at the ready for anyone who wants to enter, but I’ve come prepared: I’ve tied a wrap-around skirt above my tail. It clashes horribly with even my most casual siluess, but whatcha gonna do? Closing my eyes, I focus hard until two legs swim beneath me in place of my tail. If you’d have told me a year ago I’d be able to do that while fully submerged …

	With my legs in place, I grab hold of the two levers on either side of the entrance and bring my feet down onto the threshold so that I stand upright. At the doorway, the gentle flow of water shifts, growing stronger and splitting direction. It flows up, down, and to the sides as if the room in front of me doesn’t exist or were blocked by a giant rock face. Making a dry room takes a boatload of magic, so my parents and the council have selected each one with the utmost care. My parents need one for their office, since they have important paperwork from the upper levels of the Foundation they need to reference and it’s, well, paper. Caspian’s grandmother is the one who figured out how to do it; she based the spell on a potion used to keep wounds dry underwater. The new spell, combined with a system of drains and pipes, creates a few rooms in the palace where you can almost forget you’re underwater.

	Squaring my shoulders, I step forward on a rubber floor painted with a wave motif to disguise its practicality. My skin prickles all over as every water droplet on it evaporates at once, redirected to the flows of water outside by MerMatron Zayle’s magical shield. My hair puffs out at the loss of moisture, frizzing around me. I blink my eyes and lick my lips, both a little dry.

	When I open my eyes again, my parents are nowhere to be seen. Huh, odd. Even more unexpected, Caspian stands waiting in front of my parents’ desk.

	At the sight of him, I giggle.

	“What?” he asks.

	I switch to English, since we’re not underwater now—or, technically, we are but … Anyway, what I want to tell him doesn’t translate well. “You look like you’re in a punk rock band,” I say, gesturing to his blond hair, which, as a result of the drying spell, sticks straight up.

	“Punk rock?” he asks. Since Caspian’s parents are more traditionalist than mine, he never attended a human school and he hasn’t watched many human movies or TV shows, so some references swim over his head.

	“Don’t worry about it. It’s a good look for you.” No, bad Lia. I’m not supposed to compliment Caspian’s appearance anymore, even when we’re joking around. Our friendship’s still recovering from me choosing Clay over him, and I don’t want to make it harder for him to move on, because he really needs to. “So, what are you doing in here?”

	“I’m not sure. A messenger stopped by my house and said your parents wanted to ask me something, but they’re not here yet.”

	“What would they need to ask you about this early in the morning?”

	He shrugs.

	“Your grandma did an amazing job in here.” I run my fingers along the edge of the bone-dry desk.

	His gaze roves the office, a touch of awe in his expression. “It’s pretty incredible, isn’t it? She’s transforming another research lab today.”

	“Wow.” I wonder if I’ll ever get used to the dry rooms. MerMatron Zayle and her helpers have even turned one of the ballrooms into a large dry space where Mer can practice their leg control. Since so many from Below have never tried walking but will need to be good at it to pursue opportunities on land, we’re setting up classes and practice hours for anyone interested. I’ve asked MerMatron Zayle to come up with a way to equip the rooms with Wi-Fi next, but I’m not holding my breath.

	“I’m glad we have a few minutes to ourselves, actually.” Caspian takes a step toward me. “I wanted to make sure you’re not mad at me about yesterday.”

	He doesn’t need to specify. “It would have been nice if you’d told me she was coming.” I don’t want to tell him how much seeing her still sends me into a nosedive. How she scares me, how she … makes me scared of myself.

	“I honestly didn’t know if she would. But I think it’s good she did.”

	“Uh, why-ya?” I ask, drawing the word out. I want to shake him.

	“Look, keeping someone you perceive as an enemy entirely isolated isn’t a good idea. Your parents, the council—they’re building a whole new society here. We all are. I think it’s smart if she feels like a part of that. Otherwise, how can we expect her to ever be rehabilitated?”

	“Rehabilitated?” Is he crazy? Breathe. “She can’t be rehabilitated. You can’t rehabilitate evil.”

	“She’s not evil.”

	I cross my arms and raise an eyebrow.

	“If she were evil,” he lowers his voice even though we’re alone, “why would she risk imprisonment and maybe even getting killed to help me escape from her own cousin and the sirens?”

	“I can’t believe we’re having this conversation again. I told you, because she’s up to something. Just because I can’t prove it doesn’t mean it isn’t true.”

	“Lia, I don’t want to fight.” He puts both hands palm out in front of his bare chest. “I invited her because I thought it would be good for her. That’s all.”

	“I don’t know why you even care.” I let my head fall back and stare at the ceiling, where a series of barely noticeable vents work along with the spell.

	Caspian and I lapse into silence. I can’t stand it. “Whatever,” I say. “Last night’s over, and she’s gone now.” I’m not going to waste another second thinking about her. She’s the past, and today is the start of a whole new future.

	Without anything to talk about, Caspian and I both look toward the entrance; now that we’re inside the room, the entranceway looks like a giant glass window with water rushing against it, almost as if we were in a car during a downpour. “Tell your grandma I think she’s pretty cool,” I say, attempting to resuscitate the conversation.

	“She’s still excited she pulled it off. Now she’s decided she wants to try adapting more potions into spells we could use as we reconstruct. She just proposed a new bill that would lift some of the regulations so she and others in the palace could experiment more freely with new spells based on older magic, but—oh, there they are.” Caspian bows as my parents transform and step into the room, pulling it off much faster than I did. Am I supposed to bow? That would be weird, right?

	“Aurelia, there you are. We’ve been looking everywhere,” my mother says, grabbing me up in an uncharacteristically urgent hug. My father places a hand on her shoulder as she releases me.

	“I came in as soon as I woke up to wish you a happy first day in … office? A happy first day in monarchy? You get it. You rule over a peaceful ocean! Hooray!”

	They share a look, tight-lipped and cringey-eyed.

	“Guys? Hooray?” I try again.

	“We received some news this morning just after sunrise, seashell,” my dad says.

	I glance at Casp. What’s going on?

	My mother clasps my hand between both of hers. “Yesterday, during the coronation, Filius Havelock escaped from prison.”



	
Chapter Twelve 
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	Melusine

	 

	 

	Cold seeps into my skin, down deep to the bone. It draws my awareness before the pounding in my head or the all-too-familiar press of metal against my wrists and the base of my tail do. For a Mer to be this cold underwater, wherever I am must be freezing.

	I stay still as stone. If my captors lurk anywhere nearby, the last thing I want to do is alert them that I’ve woken. I need to assess my situation. What do I know? I’m underwater, I feel like I’ve been smashed under a shipwreck, and I’m freezing my frortik fins off. I take a shallow breath, still feigning unconsciousness.

	What else? No discernable smells reach my nose. I lie on my side on a smooth floor, meaning I’m inside a building, not outside on sand or rocks. A door shuts somewhere far away, heavy and metal. Make that a big building. Not a lot to go on.

	Who could have taken me? Some old enemy of my father’s? Possible; it would be a long list to choose from. Some psycho fanboy who listened to the news of my trial from some dark cave and got a bit too obsessed? Could be, but unlikely given the large building with institutional-sounding metal doors. Lia? Maybe she finally snapped and has dragged me down into the depths of the palace to punish me herself.

	But no, one captor strikes me as far more likely than any other. Someone who disappeared without a trace and could make me do the same.

	Ondine.

	If she survived and has learned that I’m the one responsible for revealing her plot against Lia to Caspian, and on top of that, that I lied to her students to try to free Caspian, she could want revenge. Or maybe she has some other plan for me. After all, she is the one who taught my father the siren song and planned to put me to use singing it—until the Tribunal took my voice above water and rendered me useless to her. If she’s found some other use for me—

	Another door clanks open and closed, this one much closer. If it is Ondine, what’s my best bet for survival? Play on her family loyalty, her maternal instincts, her … what else? Her obsession with preserving Mer secrecy for the greater good of our species? Her hatred of humans because of everything she’s endured? Good, good. I can work with all that.

	But when bruising hands grab me roughly by the arms and I finally open my eyes, it isn’t Ondine who drags me from the room.


Chapter Thirteen 
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	Lia

	 

	 

	The steaming mug of sugar kelp tea warms me from the inside out, but it doesn’t calm the fear gnawing at my stomach. I shift in the chair across from my parents’ desk, unable to get comfortable.

	“We still don’t know how he did it, Your Majesties,” says the head prison guard from the Foundation, who has just joined us, along with several of his officers. “He must have planned it for quite some time. The bubble surveillance went out—we have our experts working on it now—and he somehow managed to get through not only the wire netting but also the magical ward blocking the entrance to his cell.”

	I can’t believe this is happening. I sip my tea, little bit by little bit, letting it sear my tongue. I focus on the pain instead of on the terrifying news searing deeper into my consciousness with every word the head guard speaks.

	“What else do we know?” my father asks.

	“Not much, I’m afraid. I wasn’t there when it happened, and neither was most of my staff. He timed it masterfully. I’d relocated many of the other guards out of necessity, just for the day.”

	“For our coronation,” my father says, shaking his head. “I approved that order.”

	Sip, sip, sip. Running hot down my throat.

	“We needed all fins on deck at the travel checkpoints and on crowd control,” the guard says. “He still had three guards stationed at his cell. All of them were drugged unconscious and are currently in questioning, in case they remember anything. I beg your forgiveness for my grave error.”

	My mother’s lips press together. Then she says, “Our officers are spread too thin. We need greater numbers in the guard force, both Above and Below. We’ve known so for months.”

	“The bilriika,” the guard says, using the honorific term for warriors to refer to Aunt Rashell and Uncle Kai, “have enlisted many new recruits and are doing an excellent job of training them, but it’s too soon for them to be on active duty.”

	“What leads do we have on his current whereabouts?” my mother asks, voice strained with her need to exert control over the situation.

	The head guard looks at the ground before remembering himself and snapping back to attention. “None, Your Majesty. He could have all too easily slipped across the Border with the crowds traveling to the coronation.”

	“So, he could just as easily be anywhere in the ocean as he could be in hiding Above?” my father asks. The resignation in his voice tells me he already knows the answer.

	“I’m afraid so, Your Majesty. We’ve already conducted a thorough search of the palace—every corner—and are sweeping the city.”

	Sip, sip, sip. My cup runs dry. I clutch it between my palms, absorbing the last bit of heat before it grows cold.

	“Did he have help?” my mother asks.

	“We’re trying to ascertain that now.”

	“Melusine,” I offer, voice quiet.

	“What, seashell?”

	“Beg your pardon, Princess?”

	“Melusine,” I say again, louder. “She visits him regularly.” I snuck behind her and Ondine once through the Foundation tunnels, and they led me right to the prison. “I bet she knows the whole set-up by now.”

	Caspian speaks up from his chair next to mine for the first time. “That doesn’t prove anything. He’s her father; of course she visited him. He was awfully angry with her at the trial. For all we know, she’s in danger now.”

	My head turns and I stare at him. Just stare.

	The guard clears his throat. “She did visit him yesterday morning, merely a few hours before the escape.”

	“You see?” I say to Caspian. “And to think she came to the coronation afterwards. That’s probably why she showed up, as some kind of cover.”

	Caspian bites his lip, no doubt realizing that he was the one who provided her that cover the second he handed her the invitation stone.

	“Do we know where she is?” my mother asks.

	“I sent a Foundation retrieval team late last night, as soon as we found his empty cell. They apprehended her just past the Border and are questioning her as we speak.”

	“At least that’s something,” my father says.

	“At least she’s safe,” Caspian whispers. Unbelievable.

	“Any other leads?” my mother asks, keeping her voice stern and emotionless.

	“Only one.” He gestures to an officer behind him, who steps forward holding a glass box that contains a single, crumpled piece of a red algae scroll. “We found it jammed in a crevice in the back wall of his cell. Looks like a note of some kind. We’ve sent for Ervin Zung to translate it, but he took a few days off from the Foundation to visit family down here for the coronation, so it could take a few hours to locate him. That’s why I requested Mr. Zayle be here.”

	“Me?” Caspian asks.

	“Why, yes,” my father says. “Good idea, Calder.” I don’t know who looks more relieved: the guard for finally having done something right or my father for finally having something positive to comment on. My dad shifts his focus back to Caspian. “You’ve translated ancient Mermese symbols before. Mr. Havelock’s, in fact. I remember you testifying about it at the trial. What do you say? Are you up for it?”

	“With Havelock at large,” my mother adds, “every moment that he could be getting farther away or putting someone in danger counts.”

	“I understand.” Caspian turns to the guard. “Let me see it.”

	No one speaks as Caspian reads. One of the officers gave him human-style latex gloves to wear. He holds the red algae in one hand and a pencil in the other as he hunches over my parents’ desk scribbling in a notebook.

	“I can’t make out all of this, not without consulting some supplementary texts.”

	“Whatever you can tell us while we’re waiting for Mr. Zung to arrive will be a great help,” my mother assures him.

	More silence. More reading. More scribbling.

	And every second, Mr. Havelock is out there. Somewhere.

	“Almost done,” Caspian says. “Oh!” Alarm rings through his voice, and everyone lurches forward.

	“What is it?” I ask.

	“This is only a rough translation, but, um …” Caspian’s blue eyes peek up at us through hooded lids.

	“What is it?” I ask again.

	“It’s a letter. I don’t know to whom. Maybe a family member or close ally? The verbs don’t use the second-person formal conjugation. It seems unfinished, like maybe he had to stash it in a hurry.”

	“And what does it say?” my father asks with more patience in his tone than I could muster.

	Caspian clutches the algae scroll in his hand, looking between the intricate, ancient symbols etched there and his own notes, as if double-checking one last time. Then, his rich baritone laced with nerves, he gives his answer. “It says Mr. Havelock is planning a powerful ritual. And to cast it, he’s going to kidnap Lia.”



	
Chapter Fourteen 
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	Melusine

	 

	 

	“Tell me again.”

	I’ve said it three times already. I’d like to spit in her face. Instead, I straighten my posture as much as I can with two guards holding me by the arms. “I swam directly from my visit with my father to the security station in front of my room to inform them of my intent to travel to the coronation. Then I …” I list it all again, from changing my clothes and meeting with my probation officer, who told me to check back in with her office by sunrise, to leaving the coronation ball early so I could do precisely that. “The Border had just come into view when I was so politely and gently escorted here.”

	The Mermaid in front of me narrows her cold eyes. I’d better watch it. This isn’t the time to let my anger surface. It’s a time for tight emotional control, as my father would say, which would be easier if my head weren’t swimming. Why are they asking me all these questions? Something must have happened. Something big. Was there an attack at the coronation ball after I left? Was Caspian still there?

	What do you care? I ask myself. Focus on their questions. Whatever happened, they’re trying to implicate you. Wade carefully.

	At least now I know where we are. The illuminated blue-glass walls prove unmistakable. But I’ve never seen this room of the Foundation’s underwater stories before. What must be several hours ago now, the muscular guards on either side of me pulled me from the holding cell where I woke up and dragged me here, to this small office, to face this small, square-jawed woman with her sharp, shark-like eyes. My interrogator. The five rows of striped heliacus shells wound around her upper arm mean she’s high up—higher up than any other members of the guard force I’ve encountered. The thought sends fear as icy as her gaze shooting through me. I hate it.

	“You only gave notice you’d be attending the coronation yesterday, correct? Odd. What made you decide to attend so last minute? I would think you’d be out of place there.”

	“I wasn’t planning to go, but then Caspian Zayle came here to give me an invitation.”

	The corners of her mouth turn down as surprise registers. That’s right, bitch.

	“We’ll check the visitor logs,” she says, “and verify with Mr. Zayle.”

	So, he must be okay. Whatever happened to prompt this investigation, Caspian wasn’t harmed. A breath flutters out my gills. Then, because they might ask the guard who supervised my visit with my father, I add, “I was planning to turn down the invitation, but then during our visit afterwards, my father insisted I go.”

	She tries to keep her face unreadable, but her eyebrows creep up. “Your father instructed you to go to the coronation?”

	Is she deaf? I nod.

	“What did he say exactly?”

	I try to remember each word as accurately as I can; no doubt they’ll question him, too, so our answers need to match.

	Every detail I give prompts another strident inquiry, until finally she swims so close to me I can smell the tuna she ate for breakfast. Lunch? What time is it? “Miss Havelock, I am going to ask you a question, and I urge you to tell me the truth. May I first remind you that you are a convicted felon on probation who could at any time be imprisoned if I sense I do not have your complete cooperation?”

	I nod, fighting to keep my composure as one of the guard’s grips on my arm tightens to a vice in warning.

	“Has your father ever said or done anything on one of your visits that would suggest he was planning to escape?”

	Escape? Escape!

	“Miss Havelock?”

	It’s all I can do to stay upright in the guards’ hold. “He escaped?”

	She studies my reaction, assessing the authenticity of my shock. I should be calculating how wide to open my eyes, how far to lower my jaw, how hard to tremble my fins, so they believe my innocence. But all other thoughts cease as one unfathomable truth kicks me in the stomach: my father has left me.


Chapter Fifteen 
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	“Are you certain?” my mother asks Caspian. All eyes focus on me, as if by staring hard enough they can keep me from being kidnapped by the attempted murderer who has just escaped from prison.

	“Nothing will be certain until I cross-reference some of these symbols,” Caspian says, brow furrowed, “but he makes reference to, wait, let me get this right … ‘the foolish young girl who caused power to slip from my grasp.’ And he says he’ll”—he swallows, glancing at me with apprehension—“‘make her pay.’”

	My father’s fist slams onto the desk. “Sorry,” he mumbles.

	“Aurelia, there’s no need for you to be frightened,” my mother says. “The palace is by far the safest place you could be right now.” She turns to the head guard again. “Obviously, Havelock could have planted the letter, intending for us to find it after his escape, but it could just as likely be genuine, so we must take every precaution. I want all the guards that can be spared working here at the palace until we know more about Havelock’s whereabouts, with the most experienced guards assigned to the entrances and the family quarters.”

	“No.” It’s the first word I’ve spoken since Caspian read the letter.

	“No?” asks my father, cocking his head.

	“No,” I repeat. “You can’t station all the most experienced guards here. You need to send some of them—some of the most qualified—to protect Clay.”

	A furtive look passes between my parents. I purposely haven’t mentioned Clay’s name around them or my sisters since I returned from Sea Daughters Academy, so they’ll think I’m healing and moving on—instead of secretly searching for a spell to help him.

	Now, however, I kick that plan aside with both fins. Clay’s safety is way more important. That letter may say Mr. Havelock plans to kidnap me, and yes, those words make my throat constrict in panic, but there’s one person he has kidnapped. “Mr. Havelock went after Clay before. Now that he’s free, he could do it again.”

	My father nods. “Of course we’ll protect him.”

	“We’ll station plainclothes guards around his house,” my mother says. Then, to the head guard, “Make sure he and his mother don’t notice them, but have them take every precaution to ensure their safety.”

	“Yes, Your Majesty.”

	“Now,” I say. “Please.”

	At my mother’s nod, the head guard says to me, “Yes, Your Highness.” I’d be thrown off by the title if I wasn’t so intent on watching as he gestures to one of the guards behind him, who leaves at once to carry out the order.

	At least that’s something. But it’s not enough. Unlike everyone else in this room except Caspian, I know Clay remembers Merkind and every horrific thing Mr. Havelock and Melusine did to him. What’s more, Ondine revealed her plans about the memory spell to Mr. Havelock and Melusine during her visits to the prison, so he probably suspects Clay has his memories back, which means it’s likely he’ll use Clay to get to me. Clay needs to know the danger he’s in. With the threat of that letter hanging over my head, there’s no way I’ll be allowed to travel Above anytime soon. Maybe Caspian …

	“Caspian,” my mother says, “as soon as Ervin Zung gets here, I want you to work alongside him on translating the finer points of the letter.”

	“S-surely he won’t need my help,” Caspian says.

	“You’ve translated Havelock’s written Mermese twice before; you know his style. I’m certain you’ll be an asset.”

	“Thank you, Mrs. N-Your Majesty. It would be an honor.” At the thought of working with the Foundation’s leading linguistics expert, Caspian looks more than a little starstruck.

	But disappointment pricks me at the news. So much for Caspian getting a message to Clay. Could I tell Amy? She’s scheduled to return Above with her parents later tonight. I haven’t told her or any of my sisters Clay has his memories back because I wanted to shield them from any culpability for keeping my secret. But I can’t leave Clay oblivious to the danger he’s in. Would she judge me for going against the Tribunal’s order, or would she agree that the ruling itself is wrong?

	“Put the rest of the palace on lockdown until further notice,” my father orders the guards.

	“What about Amy? And the twins?” I ask. “They have to get back to school. And Em’s supposed to go back to work at the Foundation tomorrow.”

	“We can’t spare the guards to watch them Above. Em will just have to work from here for a while longer. As for Amy and the twins, well, safety is more important than school.”

	“Until we know more, we’re turning this palace into a stronghold for you girls. No one leaves,” my mother says.

	My whole face sinks, both at the heavy knowledge that my very existence is putting everyone I love in danger and at the awareness that I now have no one who can pass a message to Clay.

	Wait. “Can I go to my room now?” I ask. I keep my tone sad and a little scared when really, urgency buzzes through my every pore.

	I only have one option left to alert Clay, and I need to find out if I can pull it off.
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	Six guards escort me to my room, two on either side of me, one in front, and one behind. They do a full sweep when we get there. Once the arched double doors to my bedroom lock behind me, the guards wade outside. More watch the hallway and the vertical portholes in the floor that lead to the other stories. Others float outside each of my windows, their backsides visible through the amber glass, which is stained in a myriad of bright colors and at odds with my somber mood.

	The sight of each guard brings reassurance that helps me fight the slithering fear of Mr. Havelock lying in wait for me. I feel silly when I check inside the bureau again. And childish. But I do it anyway. Then I peek under the slowly drifting fabric of my vanity.

	With shaking hands, I draw the embroidered curtains closed. As much as seeing the guards helps calm me, I can’t risk anyone witnessing what I’m about to do.

	I tuck my tail beneath me and settle on the antique rug, weighed down by heavy agate gems sewn into its fringe to keep it on the floor in front of my bed. I place my hands palm up on my gold scales and let my eyelids flutter shut.

	When I released all the magic I’d seized from Ondine back into the ocean, I believed I’d be forsaking spell casting forever. After witnessing the harm it can do, the unexpected consequences it can have, forswearing seemed the safest course. But that plan washed away as quickly as sand in a storm the moment Clay asked for my help. Ridding myself of Ondine’s magic was the right decision—her magic was dangerous and insidious in its ability to swallow up everything I am—but that doesn’t mean I should rid myself of everything she taught me about my own magic.

	“You must learn to harness power on your own,” she said to me, her voice tinkling like fine-cut glass, the ice-blue streaks in her blond hair catching the light.

	Finding a spell to turn Clay into a Merman isn’t my only challenge by far. Once we find one, I need to be strong enough to cast it. And let’s be real: right now, I haven’t got a chance. That’s why, every day since Clay asked me that daunting, thrilling question, I’ve carved out secret time to practice my magic. To let it grow stronger using all the techniques I learned under Ondine’s tutelage. Now, I’m hoping all that practice pays off.

	I pull my focus to my center, sensing the bond I share with Clay. This is the easy part. After all, we’ve shared this same bond since I let my siren spell wear off. Instead of disappearing, our siren bond transformed into something unprecedented, linking us so we can feel each other’s presence, sense each other’s emotions. By tapping into Ondine’s magic, I could strengthen the bond enough to see Clay as if he sat right in front of me, enough even to hear his thoughts. On my own, I couldn’t do either.

	Ondine’s words come back to me: “Eventually, once you have learnt enough magic, it will become a constant that flows through you, and you can use yourself as the power source.”

	After practicing every day, evoking the bond and feeding just a touch more of my own magic into it than the day before, I’m still nowhere near able to see Clay. But ever since the ritual that opened his mind to me so I could send him my memories of the two of us and unlock his own, I’ve been able to hear his thoughts. When I go inside his head, I can pick up blurry images through his eyes of whatever he’s looking at, and the images are getting steadily sharper with practice.

	I can even use my mind to nudge at his consciousness now, so he knows I’m there. It makes me feel less like some sketchy peeping Tom and more like we’re in it together. But I haven’t tried to send him any of my own thoughts yet; it took so much magic during the ritual that the prospect makes my nerves knot up. Nerves or not, though, now that Mr. Havelock has escaped and Clay sits at home oblivious to the danger, I have to try.

	The gentle pulse of the bond thrums at my core. What used to be the thinnest thread now winds thick as the yarn my human friend Kelsey bought in different colors when she took up knitting. I miss having Kelsey to talk to.

	Focus, I tell myself. Time to rein in the brain.

	Yes, the bond is thicker now—not the rope it was when I used Ondine’s power, but I’ll get it there. I latch on to it, and mirth engulfs my senses. Clay is laughing at … I’m not sure what. The feedback is fuzzy, more like an Impressionist painting than the livestream I used to have access to. He’s out somewhere. Other people mill around him. I can’t make out their faces, but the combination of familiarity and quiet happiness they inspire in Clay tells me they’re friends. Smooth brown wood surrounds him at sleek, modern angles. No other details reach me, but that’s enough. He’s hanging out at the Lumber Yard mall with the guys.

	His laughter warms me, opening my chest and easing the tension in my shoulders as if it rumbled through my own body. I could float on it for a while, give in to the relaxation and comfort. So nice, so—No. I came with a purpose. I can’t let the magic carry me away.

	Hey, Nautilus. Then, I love you. The words come easier to him here, in his own mind, than when he says them aloud. He thinks them much more often than I would have expected, and it makes my fins curl. Call it a perk of strengthening my magic.

	Filius Havelock has escaped. Guards are on their way, but you need to be vigilant. Stay safe. More soon. I think the message as forcefully as I can, pushing from my mind, across the bond, to his.

	I wonder what you’re wearing, Clay teases. Tides, Clay—this so isn’t the time. He must not have heard me. I breathe in, breathe out, try again.

	Filius Havelock has escaped. Guards are on the way. Stay vigilant and safe. More soon. This time, as I push the words through, I focus on how important each one is and how much I love Clay.

	An emotion flares up in him and rushes into my chest. Alarm? No, confusion.

	Lia? Lia, did you … did you say something. Can you do that? The teasing note returns. Was it what you’re wearing?

	Oh, enough. If Mr. Havelock finds and kills you before the guards get there, you won’t give two cowries what I’m wearing because we’ll never see each other again. Boys!

	Okay, it’s not Clay’s fault. He has no clue anything’s wrong. But why didn’t transmitting my thoughts work? Isn’t focusing on love supposed to be, like, a catch-all magical solution?

	Muffled voices permeate my mind. Clay must be talking out loud to his friends. The background changes from brown wood to bright white.

	I went into the restroom so I could focus. He thinks. Want to try again?

	My energy is already draining. Maybe I’ve overestimated my magic. Maybe I’m just not ready for this.

	Nautilus? You gonna try?

	Or maybe … maybe it’s not all or nothing. What if I’m overcomplicating things? Something simpler? Sucking in another breath of oxygen-infused water, I let it flow through me, connecting me to the sea that surrounds me, bringing me in tune with the magic that ebbs and flows in me like the tides. Diving deep into that small reservoir of magic I’ve been building up inside myself, I push everything I can behind four simple words.

	Just four words. One at a time. Come on, come on.

	Filius. Escape. Guards. Coming. My head—my whole body—spins, but I hold my magic as tightly as Ondine and the others taught me to, as tightly as I did during the memory ritual. Even as my body screams, I thrust every ounce of that magical energy behind the words, propelling them forward to Clay.

	Something shatters, deep and everywhere and all at once. The words sink into Clay’s mind like a ship settling onto the ocean floor, the sand molding to embrace it, the seawater eager to explore its treasure. Filius. Escape. Guards. Coming. Relief and exhaustion flood through me. I did it.

	That’s all I can manage. Clay will have to figure out the rest on his own. My own voice reverberates inside my skull: Trust him. It’s the last thought I hear before I pass out.
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	My entire family sits reunited around the dinner table in a sparkling palace for the first time. But silence lies on the marble tabletop alongside the untouched fillets of sole. Without discussing it, we all moved our chairs tonight, so instead of being evenly spaced down the long, regal dining table, they’re squooshed together at one end.

	I woke up on my bedroom floor with a crick in my tail and just enough time to get ready for dinner, but the energy drain was worth it. Clay’s not in the dark anymore. But now that I’ve taken every action I can to help keep him safe, I don’t know what else I’m supposed to do in the face of this looming threat. My fingers tap the table.

	“At least I get to skip my Mermese oration test next week,” Amy says, mustering a smile that barely reaches her cheeks let alone her eyes. Em pats her hand in a “nice try” sort of way.

	“Don’t worry, Lia,” Lapis says. “It’s not like we blame you for disrupting our lives.”

	“Oh, like you’re upset about it,” Lazuli replies, elbowing her. Lapis’s glare practically shouts “shut up!”

	“I’m surprised, too, Lapis,” my mother says, tone even. “I would have thought you’d be over the waves to spend some more time with Beck.” Lapis’s mouth drops open. “What? You think I don’t have eyes?” My father chuckles at my mom’s words. “Just don’t distract him when he’s on duty.” She raises her eyebrows expectantly until Lapis nods. My mom takes a sip of seaberry juice and snaps the mouthpiece closed with her chin in a way I’m still getting used to, then adds, “Why don’t you invite him to dinner next week?”

	A grin spreads across Lapis’s face, and she nods. Amy and I share a look. On any other night, this would be a huge development. It’s been a long time since either of the twins was serious enough about a boy to have him over. Lazuli and my dad begin teasing Lapis, and even Em joins in, saying Lapis should hire her wedding planner. It starts to feel like a normal family dinner again. I take my first bite of sole, and it tastes better than I expected.

	At least now, I get to have my sisters around me again. Fear, cold and creeping, still lurks at the base of my spine at the thought of Mr. Havelock out there somewhere, plotting to come after me, but … I’m going to be smart this time. I’ll listen to my parents’ every word, I won’t go sneaking around without guards, and I won’t leave the palace for any reason.

	I glance out the windows at the backs of the guards floating there, then at the ones outside the doors. So many more than at breakfast this morning, and even more throughout the city armed with the best weapons. This afternoon, the council members in charge of magical reintegration set up a committee that put up protective wards, and now work in shifts to ensure those wards stay strong around the clock. Nothing’s getting in this castle.

	I roll my shoulders and take another bite.

	“Your Majesties?” Ervin Zung swims into the room, Caspian at his side. “I apologize for interrupting your dinner, but you said you wanted to know as soon as we finished the translation.”

	“Yes, yes, of course,” my mother says. Wiping her mouth with her napkin and replacing the hole in one corner of its fabric around its hook at the table’s edge before folding her hands like she’s at the most important of business meetings.

	“Please, sit,” my father offers. They don’t.

	“Caspian did a superior job in his preliminary translation,” says the linguistics expert.

	I’d expect Caspian to beam, especially considering the source of the compliment is a man he’s idolized for years. But Caspian’s pale face remains as drawn as Mr. Zung’s brown one.

	“Each symbol meaning he assigned proved correct upon further analysis. Splendid really, quite astute. But, erm …” The linguistics expert runs an unsteady hand over the black spirals of his hair. “After spending the day interpreting and reinterpreting possible meanings, we’ve something to add to his original assessment.”

	My mother leans forward in her high-backed chair. “A hint at Filius Havelock’s whereabouts, I hope?”

	“Unfortunately not.”

	“What then, vuditi?” asks my father, using the traditional term of respect offered to scholars.

	Caspian swallows as Mr. Zung points to a section on the red algae letter he has pored over for hours. “Filius Havelock does indeed intend to perform a ritual that he says will have, and I quote, ‘an indelible impact on our species and its future.’” What does that mean? I shake my left fin nervously under the table. “Aside from that, the details of said ritual are unclear, but undoubtedly, preventing it must be of the highest priority. The good news is, it appears that the ritual requires the presence of the girl he refers to.”

	“So, if we keep her safely away from him, no ritual?” my mother clarifies, her eyes darting to me as if to ensure I haven’t been kidnapped in the last twenty seconds.

	“Precisely,” Mr. Zung replies.

	Okay. Okay—I can stay inside this palace until they capture him if that’s what it takes to protect my entire species from some terrifying ritual. It means I won’t get to see Clay, but it’s just temporary and I can keep researching in the library as new konklilis come in, so I’ll have plenty to keep me busy.

	I nod at my parents and sisters, and a fraction of our tension dissipates.

	“There’s, um, one more thing.” Caspian’s eyes meet mine before sliding away, staring unseeing off to the side.

	“Caspian here was correct in his translation of this description: ‘the foolish’ or possibly ‘the naive young girl who caused power to slip from my hold and who will now pay for her mistake.’”

	“Yes, we remember that part,” my father says, forehead lined.

	“After meeting with your law enforcement officials today, reviewing the court recordings from the trial, and listening to the notes on Havelock’s recent visits, we can’t be certain this letter refers to Lia at all.”

	What is he talking about? Who else could it refer to?

	At Mr. Zung’s signal, five more Mer swim into the dining room: four more guards and …

	No. Please no. Hard, sapphire eyes lock onto mine as Melusine’s cloying voice asks a terrible question. “Guess who’s your new roommate?”



	
Chapter Sixteen 
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	Yesterday, all I wanted was to live in this palace. To replace the gray walls of my cell at the Foundation with the sophistication and finery of these white coral ones, sparkling with crystallized ice and hanging with fine paintings. But it means nothing now.

	From long years of practice, I kept my emotions in check throughout the remainder of my interrogation, then during the long carriage ride here—and even in the presence of that family, as Lia threw a tantrum like a little guppy when she found out we’d be under the same roof. All the little snot cared about was keeping me as far away from her as possible. Like I want to be anywhere near her.

	But now, as armed guards lock the doors behind me, I’m finally alone for the first time since those frortik officers threw that bag over my head last night. I pull my thumbnail away from the indentation I’ve dug into the side of my finger, the salt water stinging the raw open moon it leaves in its wake. The instant it does, wave after wave of rage crashes through me.

	Why?

	Why didn’t he give me some clue? Some warning? I’ve run through every word we spoke yesterday morning, and all the times before that, and there was nothing. Nothing! Even if this is all part of some intricate plan of his to get me into the palace, he should have found a way to tell me. He shouldn’t have just left me in the dark with no warning and no idea how he wants me to play this. No idea what I’m supposed to do now. How could he do this to me? How could he … how could he …

	I scream, over and over, letting this tsunami inside me storm out until my vocal chords are raw. So what if the guards outside hear me? I won’t have to face them. They won’t give a cowrie what I do as long as I don’t try to leave.

	I throw a chair hard, then sweep my arms across the vanity, sending ornate bottles and carved combs everywhere. But it doesn’t help. Their clattering doesn’t drown out the thoughts cycloning through me. How could he … why didn’t he … what am I supposed to … “Ahhhhhh!”

	The door creaks open behind me. Was I wrong about the guards? I can’t care enough to turn around from where I float, one hand on each side of the vanity, clinging to it with white knuckles. Whichever musclehead poked his head in will see I’m not in danger and leave.

	The door clicks shut again, but ripples brush my back as someone approaches. “I came to check in and heard … Are you all right?” Caspian’s smooth baritone rolls through the water.

	Why? Why is he here? Why is he here now? He just heard … everything. In case he wasn’t scared enough of me already.

	“Perfectly fine, thanks,” I grind out through gasping breaths. “You can paddle on home now.”

	“I’m actually staying here for a while. Since I helped Lia and Clay escape from … your dad and you … the authorities think I might be a target used to get to Lia.” He spaces out his words, overly careful, like any one of them might set me off.

	“Are you staying near here?” I don’t know why I ask, why the idea of having him—of having anyone I know—nearby tonight takes a little of the edge off. An edge I might fall over any instant.

	“I’m on the other end of the hall, in the east wing,” he says, haltingly again. “And up two stories.”

	“Right.” Because why would they house any good, upstanding citizen anywhere near a dangerous criminal like me? I bet he’s staying near her. And why shouldn’t he?

	“Wherever you’re staying tonight, just … go there.” Any second now, I’m going to break apart.

	No ripples. He doesn’t move, just floats there. Silent. Constant.

	Fine. I gave him an out. I don’t give a frort anymore. I can’t do it anymore. I can’t … I can’t …

	Still gripping the edges of the vanity, I shake it as hard as I can, but it’s heavy, weighed down, so it doesn’t budge. I shake harder and harder, until my arms give out. I let go and pound my fists on the polished surface until it’s all too much. Huge, unstoppable sobs wrack my body. They tear through me, and I convulse like a wounded animal. In the back of my mind, I know that giving into this is ugly, weak, disgusting. But I can’t stop the anguish twisting through my stomach, shuddering through my chest, and pouring out my mouth in gasping cries—because the rest of my mind can only focus on a single thought.

	“How could he leave me? How could he leave me? How could he leave me?”

	I don’t realize I’ve said the litany out loud until Caspian swims closer, right up behind me. He doesn’t touch me, just wades there.

	I don’t know how long I keep going like that, degrading myself. Until the exhaustion outswims the rage and I collapse, floating limp on the water because I can no longer even hold myself up.

	Somehow, I make it onto the bed. I think Caspian guides me there, but my brain is too far away to be sure of anything. Time passes, and when I lift my head, it’s from the softest of pillows, made from what must be a high-quality sea wool sponge.

	Caspian has pulled a chair up to the edge of the bed, like humans do in a hospital. Or a mental ward.

	“I don’t know why he did it,” my voice scrapes out, hoarse after my display.

	“Escape?”

	“Not take me with him.”

	We’re silent for hours or minutes or days.

	“Maybe he couldn’t,” Caspian says. “Maybe he couldn’t figure out how.”

	He figured out how to avert multiple guards, a surveillance system, metal wire, and a magical barrier to escape a high-security prison. “Or maybe he hates me for …” For not listening to him about Clay, for letting my sireny wear off, for not regaining control over him, for “… failing.”

	“He doesn’t hate you.”

	That’s one of those things people say without any evidence because they’re trying to be nice. I hate nice. Nice is worthless. “How do you know? Everyone else does.”

	“I don’t hate you.”

	I turn on my side, my head pillowed on my arm, and peer up into his face. “You probably should.”

	“No. I’ve thought about it.” He shifts so his forearms rest on his silver tail, and he stares down at his clasped hands. “I shouldn’t hate someone for doing exactly what I might have if I’d been raised somewhere else, by someone else. Thinking other things were important. It wouldn’t make sense.”

	More complexity dwells in those thoughts than I know what to do with right now. “Or you think I’m really hot.”

	His cheeks darken. Well look at that. It wasn’t some big mystery, but I like having my suspicions confirmed. It makes me smile, just a little. On a whim, I grab the other pillow and toss it at him.

	He catches it. Silence again, but it’s calmer this time. I turn on my back and stare up at the intricate carving of an octopus on the ceiling.

	“If you, um, want to see his letter,” Caspian says after a while, “I can ask Mr. Zung to show it to you. I know you won’t be able to read it, but—”

	“I can read it.”

	“You can read written Mermese?”

	“You thought you were the only one?” His dropped jaw tells me he did. Mermese has been an exclusively oral language since we learned to seal our voices in seashells centuries ago and forwent the complex problem of preserving writing underwater long term. Only a few scholars and historians still know written Mermese—and those who study ancient, forgotten magic, like my dad. “My father taught me. I asked him about it when I was little.”

	“Me, too. After I started learning the English alphabet, I asked my teacher in the Community about the Mermese one. She didn’t know it, but I guess I wouldn’t let it go, so she got me a konklili on written Mermese. When I finished that one, I asked for another and just sort of went on from there.”

	“So, you taught it to yourself?” I don’t know if I could have done that. On second thought, if Caspian did it, I’m sure I could, too. Still, it must have taken a great deal of determined work on his part.

	“Mostly, yeah.”

	“I’ve always thought the characters are so elegant.” I’m talking about nothing, but it feels so much better than thinking about all the awful somethings that have been swirling in my head all day. “My favorite character is the one for tortoise. The crisscrosses look like the pattern of the shell.” Wow that was stupid. I glance over at him, daring him to laugh.

	“They do! I never saw it that way before.”

	“I have this theory that the ancients designed it by drawing the shell first, then adding the wavy line down the center to represent the tortoise’s body. It could have just gotten streamlined over time.” I never told my father that. He’d think it was pointless speculation.

	“Whoa, I can see that. Imagine if that’s really how it was.” An odd note colors his voice, replacing the excitement. “When you look at the letter, maybe you’ll catch something we missed about the spell. It sounds like it could be really dangerous.”

	I don’t want to think about this right now. If my dad is planning to cast a spell that will impact our species, then maybe it’s for the best. Everyone seems to have forgotten that it was our ritual that restored immortality. Lia and Clay couldn’t have done it without the months my father spent preparing, and the years of research he did before that. If he has another spell in mind now, should I be trying to help him? Does he want me to find him? Why didn’t he give me some clue?

	“Did your father tell you anything that might help figure out what the spell is?” Caspian asks, as if reading my mind.

	“No.” Not that I can think of.

	“You visited him every week, right? What did you two talk about?”

	“We …” Wait. I sit up. “Why did you come here tonight?”

	He straightens in his chair. “I wanted to make sure you were okay. I can’t imagine what today has been like for you.” The words ring true, but something flashes in his eyes. Guilt.

	Realization collides into me. “She sent you in here, didn’t she? To get me to admit to something.” Oh storms, I should have known. I was just so tired, and I let my guard down, but I should have known as soon as he swam through that door.

	Caspian doesn’t say anything, but his expression—instantly contrite and pleading—says everything. How dare he? “You want to know the only thing he told me on our visit yesterday? ‘Make friends.’ That’s what he said. What he meant was do whatever I could to manipulate people into caring about me to elevate my reputation through association and forge a future. ‘Make friends.’” I hurl my next words at him. “It’s the only reason I accepted your foolish, puffer-eyed invitation. The only reason I talked to you at that ball at all. That’s the truth.” I cross my arms and level him with my worst scowl. “Are you happy?”

	Hurt shadows his face. “I’m sorry. I really did want to come check on you.”

	Yeah, right. He did this for her. “We’re not friends,” I say. “I’m using you, just like my father wanted me to.” One of my hands starts shaking, but with my arms still crossed, he can’t see it, so I keep going. “But if my father can leave me here, alone with people who despise me, then I’m done listening to him.” I push the next words out before my voice starts shaking, too. “I don’t need to pretend to be your friend. Just leave.”

	He rises from his chair and swims to the door. Halfway there, he turns.

	“If you were pretending … if you only came to that ball to make a big show of our friendship to society … then why wouldn’t you dance with me?”

	I press my arms tighter to my chest. His question hangs in the water between us, unanswered.

	“I thought so.” Caspian wades there for a moment. “I believe you about the advice your father gave you, but I’m not through being your friend. I think you need one.”

	He turns around again, his hand on the doorknob.

	“Don’t kid yourself.” I say to his back. “You came here as Lia’s obedient little spy. You’re not my friend—because you’ll always be hers first.”

	His shoulders tense, and he swims out the door.

	The guards lock it behind him, leaving me alone in this room fit for a queen. Yes, yesterday, all I wanted was to live here, among all this splendor. Now, lying in the luxurious bed with my tail curled up to my chest, I close my eyes and pretend I’m back on my thin mattress at the Foundation with my father sleeping just a few stories below me.


Chapter Seventeen 
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	She lurks just a few stories below me. It makes me want to swim out a window, all the way back to Malibu. Thoughts of Malibu make me miss Clay. At least I can communicate with him more easily through the bond now. Ever since I had to push so hard to get him the message about Mr. Havelock’s escape and that barrier between us shattered, my thoughts have flowed as easily to Clay as his do to me. It kind of rocks.

	And it’s the only thing that’s kept me from jumping out of my scales now that I can’t see him in person. Because the longer it takes for the authorities to find Mr. Havelock, the longer I have to wait to go Above for a secret visit.

	News of Mr. Havelock’s escape last week has spread across the ocean like a sandstorm. The fact that he escaped during the coronation, which was supposed to mark an era of safety at long last, means my parents now have a severe drop in public opinion looming.

	“One rebellion could throw our entire civilization back where it was before—with someone challenging our rule and building up an army. If we don’t find him soon, it could catapult us right back into war.” My mother’s words reach me through the not-quite-closed door to my parents’ bedroom. “Edmar, everything we’ve built.”

	Only half an hour ago at breakfast, they reassured us they had the situation under control. They said they have all the best investigators searching for him; they even pulled investigators from Ondine’s disappearance case to look for him, since hers is at a standstill and she isn’t considered violent, just missing. Damn the Havelocks. Their scheming could endanger our kind—again.

	I’m sure Melusine’s in on it. And right when the palace had started to feel somewhat like a home. Ugh. I shake it off. Today is not about her. Today is about research.

	The library doors are my favorite in the castle. Unlike all the other doors, made of sculpted sea glass in colors ranging from pastels to deep jewel tones, the doors to the varellska (Mermese for library) are made of the coated wood of a sunken Victorian ship. Mounted to the frame between the double doors is a handcrafted mermaid from the ship’s prow, her wooden hair blowing around her in carved curls, her face proud. She puts a smile on my own face as I open one of the doors and swim into the room that may hold the answer I need among its secrets.

	Shelves stretch up the walls high above my head, each lined with shells of every conceivable size and pattern, from short volumes of poetry in tiny sundial shells to hours-long research tomes in giant diadema shells. Between the shells stand various treasures for decoration: an antique spyglass, a bronze-rimmed compass, an old brass lantern. I inhale the scent of shell polish and whalebone styluses.

	I’ve come on the librarian’s day off and have the whole place to myself. I swim up to the highest shelves, where there rests a large, gilded starfish, the symbol of balanced justice. What’s happened to Clay at the hands and fins of Merkind has been anything but just. I’m hoping that means justice is on our side throughout our quest to make him a Merman. I rub the starfish for luck. “Help me find a way,” I murmur into the varellska’s quiet stillness.

	On the way back down, I flip myself into a somersault for motivation. I’ve got this. Unlike at the Foundation, there’s no computer system here, so I start by swimming over to a shelf by the librarian’s desk used for new arrivals before they’ve been sorted. I’ve spent every spare minute since moving into the palace listening to whatever I could get my fins on about ancient history, legend, and (when no one else is around) advanced magic. I could read about advanced magic out in the open—it’s not illegal—but I’ve seen the librarian in conversation with my parents before and I don’t want to raise a single scale of suspicion. If they knew I’d restored Clay’s memories, seen him on a regular basis since I was forbidden to do so, and planned to make him Mer, they’d be forced to choose between reporting me to the Tribunal for immediate imprisonment or breaking the law to protect my secret. I can’t put them in that position. They can’t have any inkling of what Clay and I are planning until we’ve succeeded.

	I pick up a shell from the new arrivals shelf and smile as I turn it over to reveal a small, circular magnet fixed to the bottom that corresponds to a matching, larger magnet on the shelf. A little eddy of pride swirls in my chest. That was my idea. Mer have long used many methods to store fragile konklilis—baskets, bags, roped-off shelves—but one strong seaquake or tsunami can still destroy countless shells, wiping out centuries of knowledge. I thought about the way Clay’s mom still has his second-grade finger-painted dinosaur masterpieces on her fridge, stuck in the same spot after over a decade of Clay’s afterschool-snack-door-slamming, and it struck me how useful magnets could be to us under the waves. My parents loved the idea and even presented it to the council as an example of the type of innovative thinking we should be putting into practice as we rebuild.

	Now, every time I hold a konklili to my ear to hear the recorded words inside, my fingers stray over the magnet on the bottom and I get a little rush of happiness knowing I contributed something important, even if it’s something as small as a fridge magnet.

	The first konklili I lift to my ear is a blue-gray moon shell. Instead of the ocean waves a human would hear when placing this shell to her ear, I’m met with a pleasant, professional voice speaking formal Mermese. “Magic of the Ancient Mer, first recorded by Circe Cyan and voiced here by Sarassa Mollo.” Oooh, promising! With the shell still pressed to my ear, I grab a whalebone stylus from one of the lidded bowls on a nearby table, then settle into a tufted sea captain’s chair tucked in an alcove to listen.

	I run the tip of the stylus along the shell’s natural spiraling groove until I reach the first small indentation, then press the Merbook back to my ear, having skipped over the introduction. “Chapter One: Moon Magic.”

	After listening to chapters on tidal spells, enchanted talismans, and ritual modifications, I rest the konklili on my golden lap and roll my neck.

	I need a break—and I know the best kind. Since I’m still alone, I close my eyes and let my consciousness sink into the bond at my center. Warmth suffuses me—no, heat. Wherever Clay is, it’s hot, but not sunny hot, more …

	Mmm … yeah. Oh, I love you. Clay’s thoughts come through but they’re in … my voice? Huh? Soft, dim light and … me … up close against him, my voice breathy. Yeah.

	Oh! He’s dreaming. Pleasure rushes up my spine at the thought that he’s dreaming about me. About my lips pressed to his neck, and …

	I melt deeper into the softness of the cushioned chair, getting lost in the conjurings of his mind.

	Far off in the distance, waves crash and classic rock rumbles alongside it as the image of Clay and me fades. His alarm coaxes him to consciousness, and instead of my arms wrapped around him all that’s left are his flannel sheets. As for me, my hand has found its way up to my breastbone and I’m biting my lip.

	As the fog lifts from my mind, guilt crawls in. I should have nudged him already to let him know I was here. I just got so swept up in … Clay’s dream. As Clay wakes up enough to turn off the alarm, I do just that.

	He chuckles, rich, deep, and knowing. How long have you been there, Nautilus? When I don’t answer right away, he thinks, I can hear you blushing. He stretches. What a nice way to wake up.

	Hi, I think. Sorry I didn’t let you know I was here earlier, but I got so … caught up.

	I bet you did. Pride wells up in him, although I’m not sure what for. I mean, he was asleep. But if anyone would take credit for his own dreams, it would be Clay. Where are you right now?

	Before I can answer, I try to focus on why I tapped into the bond in the first place. I move my hand down from where it migrated to my chest and place it on my … legs? Oh, Tides!

	What? Clay asks.

	Um, I’m in the library—by myself, but still, in the library—and during your dream I, well, my legs … I need a sec. All Mer get the ability to transform into legs at puberty because we need them for, well, for … mating. So, thinking about Clay’s dream, about being with Clay in the R-rated sorta way, brought out my legs without me even noticing. As what I’ve told him registers, his cockiness achieves tidal-wave status. He thinks something at me that makes me reply, Clay, that’s not helping.

	Okay, okay. I’m in the same boat, Nautilus. The innuendo in his words means that the next burst of pride I get is all my own. How about we each take a couple minutes?

	When I disconnect from the bond, I’m blushing harder than ever. Detached from Clay’s presence, it’s much easier to call up my tail. In my eagerness to talk to Clay now that he can hear me back, I’ve gotten sloppy about accessing the bond. I’ll have to be more careful and only do it from my room from now on. With the door locked.

	Decision made, I go replace the konklili on the shelf and listen to the titles of several more that prove of no use before I risk nudging again.

	Now okay?

	Yeah, I’m all done. I mean, all set. His tone turns more serious. Any news on Havelock?

	No, nothing yet. Are your guards still there?

	Yeah. That pool-cleaning service truck is still parked right across the street.

	And you’re sure it’s them?

	They keep tugging on their shirts like they’re not used to wearing ’em.

	Yep, that’s them.

	There’s another truck near school, and I spotted one of the same guys the other day when I went to my scuba diving lesson.

	I breathe a sigh of relief. That’s good.

	How about you? Are you being safe?

	Absolutely. I haven’t left the palace at all, and there’re guards at every doorway and window.

	What about … Tension rolls off him through the bond.

	Melusine? I haven’t seen her since the night they moved her in. My parents refused to have her in the family wing even though it’s the safest, so the security team added extra protection to some room in a different part of the palace.

	I hate that she’s there with you at all. If anyone hates Melusine more than I do, it’s Clay. Protectiveness saturates his words, and a feeling rolls across the bond: longing. To be here, to hold me.

	Me, too. But at least she seems smart enough to be staying away from me. Try not to worry. The idea that I’m under the same roof with that scheming, manipulative sea slime makes me … ugh. But I don’t want Clay stressing about it when there’s nothing he can do, so I change the subject. Okay, so, I’ve been researching Project Mud all morning, and I was wondering if you have any new leads on your end.

	Yeah, he thinks. I stayed up late last night on one of those myths and legends message boards, going through a whole backlog of past posts. That’s why I slept in so late today. Anyway, I found one human myth from the Alps about a Merman who could transform into a fish and back again, and one from the UK about a Mermaid who turned into a fairy, which is kind of closer to a human, I guess? Maybe not. He grabs his laptop and reads me his notes. There aren’t many details. It’s not a lot to go on, but at least they’re about transformation.

	Those are both good. I’ll see if we have any myths that correspond to those down here. Then, because I can feel our conversation coming to a close, I think, I wish I were with you.

	I do, too.

	Clay leaves to jump in the shower, and I leave with two new leads to follow. But hours later, neither myth has held water. I couldn’t find a single record of the one from the Alps, which means its origin must be human make-believe, not Mer magic. And while Mer records from the waters near Somerset do shed light on the one from the UK, it turns out to be a reference to the Lady of the Lake from Avalon, the ancient land of the Fae. So she was a fairy all along, not a Mermaid—she never transformed at all. Another dead-end to add to Clay’s and my growing list. Thinking of Clay brings a flashback of slipping so effortlessly into his dream, of the two of us holding each other in a way we can’t with miles of ocean separating us.

	“Are you okay?” Caspian asks as he swims into the room. “You’re all flushed.”

	I jump, my hand flying to the konklili in my lap, so it doesn’t fall. “Oh, yeah. I’m fine. I’ve just been at this for too long.”

	He throws me a kombu-wrapped ball about the size of a bagel, and I catch it. “I brought you this. I thought you might have forgotten to take a break for lunch again.”

	Lunch already? What time is it? “Thanks! I didn’t realize how hungry I was.” I take a giant bite of the kombu ball. The seaweed wrapper is filled with sweet crab and spicy dulse. Yum!

	“Any progress?” he asks, nodding at the strombus shell konklili I’m holding. It’s the size of my head.

	“Well, I’ve learned all about what the fairies of Avalon liked to eat for breakfast but not a drop about magical transformation.”

	The corners of his mouth dip downward. I can tell he wants to say something encouraging but doesn’t want to lie. “You can’t blame yourself if you don’t find anything. There may just be nothing to find.”

	I don’t know what to say to that. Clay is counting on me. I’m counting on me.

	“I don’t mean to be discouraging,” Caspian continues, “but don’t you think, if a human had ever turned into a Merman or Mermaid, we’d all have heard about it. I mean, that’s …”

	“Major. Yeah, I know. It’s just, if I give up hope, then what?”

	I study Caspian’s face, searching it as if it could provide an answer.

	“Then you’d stop being an idealistic dolt and set some real goals.”

	My head snaps up, and Caspian’s snaps over his shoulder. How did she get in here without making a sound? The door is shut behind her, but I never heard a thing. That sneaky reef snake. And now she’s heard more than I ever wanted her to.

	“You’re not supposed to be here,” I blurt out.

	“Aren’t your parents restocking this library so it serves as a resource to the public?” She raises an eyebrow and says, in the most condescending voice imaginable, “You do know the meaning of the word ‘public,’ right?”

	“Did you need something?” Caspian asks her, his voice unusually frosty. Did they have a fight? Maybe he’s finally coming to his senses.

	She stiffens. “The dull-as-smelt new tutor they assigned told me to get Criminal Punishment through the Ages before next week. Subtle, right?”

	My parents didn’t want me to have to spend any more time near Melusine than necessary, so while Amy and the twins have joined Caspian and me in our classes with MerMister Pelagios, Melusine has her own tutor somewhere downstairs.

	“All recordings about the legal system are down that row on the top left.” Only Caspian spends more time here than I do, and he does it out of sheer enjoyment. But his tone as he speaks to her now holds no joy. It’s odd to hear Caspian sound cold.

	Something almost human, like hurt or regret maybe, passes over her angular features, but she wipes it away with cool indifference. “Aren’t you helpful? First giving Lia advice, and now helping me.” Her sapphire eyes skewer me to my seat. “He’s wrong, though, princess. You should blame yourself.”

	She swims toward me, and I brace myself for whatever she’s about to sling at me.

	“Blame yourself all you want for letting some fantasy cloud your judgment. I should have known you’d be looking for a way to make your loverboy human. Putting all your hope in some grand gesture that will never work. Did you tell him you could do it just so he’d stay with you? So he wouldn’t dump you for some human girl who could give him a real relationship? What do you do, wake up every morning and ask yourself how you can prolong his suffering? And you claim you love him.”

	She hurls insults at me like knives, each one sharper than the last. “You’re the one who made him suffer,” I throw back at her. She’s the one who stole his free will with her siren spell, then stabbed him.

	“At first, maybe. But who went to meet with his naval officer father and made the Tribunal nervous enough to steal his memories? Who cast a dangerous spell on his mind to get those memories back? Not me, that’s for damn sure. You’re lucky that memory spell worked. If it hadn’t, he’d be in a constant state of torment and confusion because of a risk you took. And now he remembers you, and you string him along with the hope of a future together instead of accepting reality and letting him move on with his life.” She shakes her head. “You say I’m cruel.”

	I find myself stunned into silence. It’s Caspian who says, “Melusine,” in the same tone my mother uses when the twins talk to her disrespectfully.

	“Tell me you disagree with me,” Melusine says. She purses her lips as she awaits his response.

	Of course he disagrees with her!

	“I disagree with the way you’re speaking to Lia about a topic that—”

	“You disagree with the way I’m speaking but not with what I’m saying. You think she’s feeding the human false hope.”

	Caspian looks from her to me, then down, rubbing the nape of his neck with one large hand. She smiles at me, triumphant.

	“You both don’t believe I can do it? Fine,” I say, rising from my seat and pulling myself up to my full height. “Tell me I’m wrong all day long. It won’t matter. I’m not going to stop trying when I know I can do this.”

	Do I know that? Just last week, and even this morning, didn’t I have all the same doubts they do? Yes, but if freeing Clay from sireny was possible and getting him his memories back was possible and getting my parents to reign over a united Merkind was possible, then I have to believe this is possible, too. And if it is, then who’s to say I’m not the one to accomplish it? I turn to Caspian, resting my hand on his upper arm. “I understand why you’re skeptical, I do. But with all the magic and possibilities at our disposal, if we haven’t found a way to make this work yet, that just means we haven’t been creative enough.”

	He rests a hand on top of mine.

	“You’ve got to be kidding me,” Melusine says. “Please don’t try to convince yourself you’re going to pull some kind of reverse Little Mermaid. We all know how well that worked out the last time. What will it take for you to get it through your head that fairytales aren’t real?”

	Reverse Little Mermaid? What does she … tides!

	“Lia, what is it?” Caspian asks.

	“Nothing.” But my head spins with the possibility. How did I not think of it before? “Nothing,” I repeat. I can’t let Melusine guess that she may have just given me the answer I’ve been searching for. She’s taunting me because she thinks I have no hope of succeeding, but I wouldn’t put it past her to sabotage me out of spite if she thought I had a real idea for how to make this work.

	A real idea that, right this moment, foams and froths inside my brain.

	I don’t have time to go back and forth with Melusine. Not now. “I’m not going to stay here and be spoken to this way,” I say, swimming over to replace the konklili on the shelf. Without another word, I swim out of the varellska.

	The instant my bedroom door closes behind me, I tap into the bond with Clay. Stop everything you’re doing. We need to read the Little Mermaid.



	
Chapter Eighteen 
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	“Here’s your konklili.” Caspian places a harpulina shell in my hand, then swims to the other side of the varellska and sits on a stone stool that looks far less comfortable than the cushioned captain’s chairs right here.

	I follow him, waiting for him to start talking to me the way he usually does. He doesn’t. With a flick of my coral fin, I move in front of him.

	“Was there something else you needed?” he asks.

	“I haven’t seen you this week.” I loathe stating the obvious—words should always have purpose, my parents taught me—but I don’t know what else to say.

	“I’ve been here,” he says.

	“Here in this varellska?” I make my tone teasing.

	He purses his lips. “Here in the palace.” Without another word, he brings his own konklili to his ear.

	“I just thought you might come see me again. You came to visit me when I was hours away at the Foundation, and now I’m just a few floors that way.” I gesture downward with the point of a fin.

	“I came to visit you at the Foundation—”

	“To pass the time while Lia was visiting Clay? I thought that was it. That’s fine. I—”

	“Because I thought we were friends.” His baritone cuts me off before I can say something dismissive. His lips turn down and lines crease his forehead. “But you made it clear the other night that you don’t consider me a friend. I’ve been trying to respect your wishes and not bother you.” Ocean blue eyes shining with hurt meet mine, but in a flash he looks away and places the konklili back up to his ear. Conversation over.

	No. Conversation not over. He’s giving me an out. How many times have I implied, or outright snapped, that we’re not friends? At first, I said we weren’t because I couldn’t believe he meant it. I thought he was just too noble to leave me to those horrible, ego-inflated bullies when I started attending his school. I thought he said we were friends as a way to make himself feel better about eating lunch with me when no one else would, when really he was only doing it out of pity and some deeply instilled sense of righteousness. Which, let’s face it, he probably was, and I wasn’t going to delude myself. But …

	He kept sitting with me at lunch and talking to me in class even after the bullies got the message and stopped acknowledging me altogether. Then, he started coming to see me every once in a while at the Foundation, and he kept it up even after he moved Below and we didn’t go to the same school anymore. I told myself it was because he felt like he owed me for trying to help him escape from Ondine and the sirens, but that was almost two months ago. And there’s no explanation for why he made me the esslee and invited me to the coronation, except if he really does care about me, at least a little.

	He sits there in front of me, his silver tail drifting with the water’s natural flow. I could tell him all that, all the reasons I didn’t believe him before about wanting to be friends, but am starting to. Saying those words, though, would make me feel more naked than pulling my siluess over my head right here in the middle of the library. But I have to say something. “That night, it was … I was in a bad place. Finding out my dad left without a word to me …”

	When I fall silent, he says, “I thought it must be. That’s why I came to check on you.”

	“That’s not true.” My anger spikes, the same as it did in my room, and in a flood of it, I remind myself why I’ve been avoiding him all week, even while I wondered where he was. “You came to interrogate me for Lia under the guise of friendship. Don’t deny it.”

	He lowers the konklili and rises from his seat, looking me directly in the eye. “I don’t deny that Lia asked me to. But I need you to know, I was already planning to come over.”

	Do I believe him? Either way, I scoff so he won’t think I’m gullible.

	“I handled it badly,” he says. “I should have told you up front that Lia had asked me to find out some things from you while I was there. She thought you’d be more open if you thought the questions were coming just from me.” I hate that she was probably right. “But I shouldn’t have gone along with it. Melusine, I’m sorry.”

	How does he do that? How does he say exactly the thing that makes me want to like him, to believe him, to trust him, without any angle toward manipulating me? He doesn’t let defensiveness or rationalization or even humor color his words. He lets them stand on their own, bare and honest. It’s … annoying. That’s what it is. It means I only have one option.

	“Fine. I forgive you.” Something lifts off my chest, and my lips quirk up without permission. For good measure, I add, “Don’t do it again.”

	“I won’t,” he says, that same honesty pouring off his face.

	We float there, across from each other in the empty library.

	“So,” his tone lightens, “we’re still friends, then?”

	I shrug. “You can call it what you want.”

	He laughs and shakes his head. “Want to go play some spillu or something in the courtyard? I’ve been feeling kind of cooped up.”

	“I’m going to beat you,” I say with a grin.

	“I don’t doubt it.”

	Once we’re swimming through the halls, Caspian says, “As your friend, I have to tell you something you’re not going to want to hear. When you were talking to Lia earlier, or even the way you talk to me, well, you can’t talk to people the way you do. Not if you expect them to like you enough to listen to your point.”

	I want to snap back that I don’t care if anyone likes me. I only catch myself at the last second and stop myself from proving his point. All right, I kind of care if Caspian likes me, but only because he’s the one person who talks to me. And he’s still willing to talk to me even after the way I screamed at him the other night. That’s … I don’t know if I could do that.

	“I’m not saying you shouldn’t be clever or that you shouldn’t hold your own. But, sometimes you cross over that line to hurtful. And when you do, you just keep twisting the knife in deeper. It’s …”

	I think he’s going to say cruel or malicious. I take a deep breath, preparing myself for the blow.

	“… unnecessary.”

	Hmm. He might have a point there, but, “It wasn’t unnecessary to tell Lia how irrational and naïve she’s being. I mean, thinking she can turn a human into one of us? It’s laughable. Someone had to say something.”

	“But no one had to say it the way you said it.” He raises an eyebrow at me. “And don’t pretend for a second like you did it with good intentions.”

	I pout my lower lip. “Ruin all my fun, why don’t you?”

	“I’m serious, Melusine. She’s my friend. Think about everything she’s been through this year and have some consideration.”

	I stop swimming and turn to face him. I’m the one who’s been arrested, tried, convicted, ostracized. I’m the one who had her voice stripped from her body, had every movement dictated, found out her cousin planned to use her for her own agenda, and now I have lost the only real family I had left. “Everything she’s been through?”

	“Yes. Not everything has to be a comparison. I don’t expect the two of you to bond over your hardships, but you’re living under the same roof, so you could at least stop rubbing salt water in each other’s wounds.”

	“Have you told her that?”

	“That shouldn’t matter. You should want to treat another person properly for no other reason than that it’s the right thing to do.”

	Storms. He’s serious. He actually means that.

	I don’t have the first clue how to respond to that, so I turn forward again and keep swimming toward the courtyard. I can feel his eyes on me as he swims next to me. Every once in a while the current picks up and we float a little closer together, his upper arm almost brushing against mine.

	I’m not ready to play nice with Lia. I doubt I ever will be. But there is something real I can do for Caspian right now so he knows I’m truly listening to him, not jerking him around.

	“I’m sorry I screamed at you in my room the other night. It was uncouth behavior that was beneath me,” I rattle off.

	Now he’s the one who stops swimming to look at me. “So, what are you sorry for exactly?”

	My fingers drum against the scales at my side, my gaze darting anywhere but at his face. I don’t know how to do this. “I just said. I’m sorry for the screaming.”

	“Just the screaming?”

	“And”—I remember the hurt in Caspian’s eyes earlier, and shame flares up my neck—“for what I said. For calling you names and saying we weren’t friends.”

	A small, warm smile lights his face. I could stop there. He’d accept that. But … the honesty of his earlier proposal rises in my mind. Besides, if there’s anything I’ve learned about Caspian, it’s that he loves precise language. It won’t hurt me to give him the last little piece of what I really mean, will it? I take a deep breath. “I’m sorry for doubting your sincerity.”

	He nods, his blond hair swishing in the water. “Thank you. I forgive you.”

	I can’t remember the last time I truly apologized for anything. It doesn’t feel as awful as I thought.


Chapter Nineteen 
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	I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I tell Clay through the bond. I should have thought of it earlier. I feel like an idiot.

	Slow down, Clay thinks. I just read through the whole story again online and I don’t get why you’re so excited. What am I missing?

	I rub the skin around my ear. In my zeal not to miss a single word of my family’s konklili copy of our cousin’s story, I pressed against the shell way too hard. But I barely have a second thought to spare for the angry red indentation on my face. Instead my mind whirls with the realization of the past hour, and it’s all I can do to string my thoughts into a logical order to communicate them to Clay.

	We’ve spent so much time searching for every obscure mermaid transformation legend we could find, but we overlooked the most famous one. I was raised in the human world, just like you were, so even though the human writer Hans Christian Andersen bungled a few things when he first wrote the story down, I still always think of the human version: a Mermaid getting her legs. Of course, since I know all Mer get legs at puberty, I’ve always considered the real story to be a Mermaid getting permanent legs so her prince would never find out what she was.

	Clay interjects, Right, yeah. I remember you explaining that. I get that her having permanent legs is a transformation, but how does that help us?

	Because what do you call a Mermaid who has permanent legs? A human! She became a human.

	I’ve never thought of the Little Mermaid as a human, but Melusine was raised Below by a family of udells. To her human-hating relatives who told her the story when she was growing up, one of its morals was surely the tragedy of the Little Mermaid using magic to become something as lowly and shameful as a human. I don’t want to offend Clay, so I don’t say that part out loud, but any udell would use the story as a warning to children against the ultimate betrayal—valuing humanity. So Melusine made the connection intuitively, when she referred to transforming Clay from human into Mer as a “reverse Little Mermaid,” without even realizing it.

	The Little Mermaid became human, Clay repeats, trying to piece my point together.

	Which means, by the end of the story, she was no different than you.

	Yeah, but she didn’t turn into a Mermaid at the end, even though her sisters wanted her to. She died.

	Yes, she died because she refused to turn back into a Mermaid. Not because she couldn’t. She chose. Which means there’s a way.

	Oh my God.

	Right? There’s a way. We just have to figure out what it is.

	Clay thinks back two simple words: the dagger.

	The dagger?

	Think about it. In the story, the Little Mermaid’s sisters go to the Sea Sorceress and beg her to turn their sister back into a Mermaid. If the Sea Sorceress—Himeropa, right?—if she could have just transformed her back all by herself, she wouldn’t have needed the dagger. Instead—

	Instead, she made the sisters trade in their beautiful hair for the obsidian dagger! I finish. Ondine explained it all to me when we cast the spell to return Clay’s memories—because we based it on the spell the Sea Sorceress used to imbue the dagger with power.

	The power to change a human into a Mer.

	You’re right, I tell Clay. We have to get that dagger.
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	I wish I could take a bath. I need to think. But since this whole place is practically a bath, I don’t know where to go. We have some high-pressure showers in a section of the palace where two currents collide for whenever someone gets especially dirty, but I wouldn’t call those relaxing. The natural hot springs would be a great choice, but they lie outside of town in the volcanic region, and until we find Mr. Havelock, I’m not allowed beyond the palace walls.

	I miss my house. I miss my bathtub and my fluffy robe. I miss feeling safe.

	But this isn’t the time for a pity party. I just need a place where I can gather my thoughts, and I’m sick of being cooped up in my bedroom. Going out on the balconies isn’t permitted anymore; guards are stationed on each one now, using them as vantage points to watch the surrounding city streets.

	Maybe the little sitting room on the third floor.

	I wind my way there through the labyrinthine hallways of white coral, but after three minutes spread out on the green silk settee, my tail resting over the gem-encrusted edge, I can’t focus. Voices drift in on the water from the councilors’ chamber every time someone opens the door. This sitting room lies in the working wing of the palace, and one of the committees must be in session next door. I wonder which one. There are so many new committees these days, deciding everything from the best way to adapt a human-inspired record-keeping system to which new building projects to fund. I try to block the voices out and narrow in on my own thoughts.

	“Gentlemen, this squabbling isn’t constructive.” Em’s voice reaches my ears. She’s employing the same authoritative tone our mother uses. “Remember, our goal in the coming weeks is to solidify an updated constitution that all of us can agree upon. I suggest we use the original constitution as our base and only revise where necessary. Now, let’s all listen to section 393.”

	Silence falls as the door shuts, but moments later an outburst of muffled argument reaches such volume that not even the door blocks it out. I need a new spot.

	I head back in the direction of the family wing, swimming down through the vertical row of portholes until I reach the ground floor then veering left where the hall arches open into a small, interior garden. Purple vines climb the white walls, and red flowers the size of my torso burst open, their pointed petals blooming wide and spilling fragrance onto the calm current. Tall kelp stalks twist upward, thick as tree trunks, and bright yellow fish nestle among their leaves like birds in trees.

	I let my head fall backward until I’m floating on my back through the garden, staring up at the ceiling of transparent quartz in diamond-shaped panes. I steer my thoughts to the dagger. The last time I saw it was at the trial, when a court official carted it off with all the other evidence. That means now, it lies locked away somewhere in the Foundation’s evidence vault. It’s up there while I’m stuck here at the bottom of the ocean under heavy guard. Could I sneak on land? Maybe pretend I forgot something urgent for my college applications? I stop my mind from even swimming in that direction. I might be able to pull off a trip on land, and maybe even into the Foundation itself, but attempting it would be way too selfish. If Mr. Havelock really does plan to use me in some dangerous spell, I wouldn’t only be endangering myself by sneaking away from my guards but my entire species.

	I can’t risk that, no matter how tempting it is to get my hands on that dagger a-sap. I’ll need to let the dagger sit in that evidence cabinet until the authorities apprehend Mr. Havelock and I’m allowed to visit land again. Regret lances through me at the thought of breaking the news to Clay, but he’ll understand. He wouldn’t want me to risk my safety or anyone else’s by evading my guards with Mr. Havelock on the loose.

	But what about Clay? Yes, he’s under guard, but since he isn’t supposed to remember Merkind, the guards have to keep their distance. Even if he’s being careful, he’s not as safe as I am. If I could make him Mer, he could stay here in the palace where it’s safer until the authorities apprehended Mr. Havelock. Plus, the sooner I can make him Mer, the sooner I can start teaching him defensive magic, so he can protect himself. As a human, he’s defenseless against a powerful Merman like Melusine’s father. It’s my fault he’s a target, and the longer I wait, the higher the risk of Clay getting hurt.

	If I can’t go to the dagger, maybe I can bring the dagger to me … but how? I flip onto my stomach and careen in a circle around the stone statue of a smiling manatee in the center of the garden. Whatever plan I come up with can’t be anything like when I searched the Foundation illegally for restricted konklilis on sireny, or when I saved Clay from Melusine by breaking the law—and my conscience—by sirening him. I trace the face of the statue with my fingers. If I’m going to get the dagger, I can’t break the law this time. I need be smart about this, both for my sake and for Clay’s. Getting Clay immortality won’t mean much if we have to spend it behind bars.

	But how can I get the obsidian dagger—which is not only a piece of evidence in the most famous trial of modern Mer history, but also a dangerous, cursed artifact created with illegal magic—without breaking the law?

	I propel myself forward with a kick of my tail, disrupting a school of damselfish that flurry out of a nearby rocky reef. Time to head back to the varellska. This time, after I glide through the ornately carved doors of sunken ship’s wood, I head to an aisle in the back I’ve never explored before: the section on the Mer legal system.
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	When I swim back out through those varellska doors, I’m bursting with information. A plan starts settling into place, one grain of sand at a time.

	I make my way toward my room, and with each flick of my fins, I change my mind about whether what I’m thinking is even remotely pull-off-able. But if I can pull it off—and that’s a ginormous if—I definitely can’t do it by myself.

	I can start by myself, though. If I can’t get the dagger out of the Foundation and down here to the palace, nothing that comes afterwards will matter.

	I take a sharp left, and my tail steers me straight to Uncle Kai’s office in the working wing of the palace. With Aunt Rashell back Above since the coronation, running the Foundation police and visiting here most weekends so she can serve as our family’s envoy on the Foundation board, Uncle Kai is the one in charge of heading up the new police force Below and training all the new recruits so our officers won’t be spread so thin.

	Unlike my parents’ office, my uncle’s isn’t a dry room. After knocking, I swim into its watery, Spartan interior. He floats on his back above the desk, listening to a besklili (that’s like a konklili but for inter-office memos) and recording his notes into a knobbed whelk shell.

	“Dal deet roliiga, Lia. This is a nice surprise. Everything okay?” He gestures to the bench along one wall then dives to the bottom of the desk, which is more like a round cabinet that stretches halfway to the ceiling and contains layers of drawers in different sizes. He picks two appropriately sized drawers and files the shells away.

	“This’ll just take a minute,” I say, but I sit anyway, and he settles at the other end, facing me. “Have we made any progress toward finding Mr. Havelock?” I ask.

	“Ah, so that’s what this visit is about.” Uncle Kai narrows his eyes at me, like he’s assessing whether to comfort me or give it to me straight. I sit up as tall as I can and try to look mature. “Not much, unfortunately. But we’ve compiled a list of all his known surviving family here Below, as well as of the few places he frequented on land. We have officers stationed in hiding at each location in case he makes an appearance, and we’ve released his physical description to them across the low-frequency waves.”

	“Any sign of him yet?”

	Uncle Kai shakes his head, his expression apologetic. “Not yet. But I’m sure your parents told you they’re offering a substantial reward for his return as well as for any information that leads to his capture, so you can bet your last bonnet shell every bounty hunter in the Seven Seas is on the lookout for him.”

	A memory surfaces of the vicious, thick-muscled bounty hunters I saw looting the remains of a battlefield last year, picking through bloody bodies like it was nothing. I wouldn’t want anyone that merciless and treasure-hungry after me, that’s for sure.

	“We’ll find him.” Uncle Kai reaches out and squeezes my shoulder.

	“I know. It’s just …” Here we go. “… the longer it takes to find him, the more scared I get.” Hey, it’s the truth, so I may as well use it to my advantage. I look up at my uncle with wide eyes and bite my lip. He might be the father of a daughter, but he doesn’t have any experience actually raising one. I’m hoping he’ll be less wise to the puppy-dog face than my dad would be. But he’s still a smart man, so I move on quick. Thinking back to the conversation I overheard between my parents, I add, “And the more critical people will be of my parents’ new reign. It’s important that everyone feels safe if they’re going to trust our family to lead them.”

	These must be among his primary concerns, because his expression turns grim. Time to cast my net.

	“So, I just … well, I had an idea. I thought it couldn’t hurt if the investigative team reviewed all the evidence from his trial again. Not all the officers trying to find him worked on his case—you, for instance. You might notice something by going over the evidence, like his potions and his written Mermese notes on the ritual, that could, I don’t know, offer a clue about where he might be.”

	Once the words swim out of my mouth, I hold my breath.

	If he says no, I have no clue how I’ll ever get that dagger out of the evidence vault.

	“Lia,” his face is serious as he holds my gaze, “I think that’s an excellent idea.”

	Ah! Score! A genuine smile spreads all the way up into my cheeks, but then Mr. Havelock’s conniving, angular face flashes in my mind’s eye and flips my stomach.

	“I really hope you catch him soon, Uncle Kai.”

	“We will, litlee,” he says, using the Mermese word for niece like it’s a promise. “Don’t you worry. I’ll oversee the transport and analysis of the trial evidence myself.”

	“Really?”

	“You bet.”

	I had wanted to keep this conversation low-key, so it wouldn’t feel like a big deal to him, but as I picture the authorities apprehending Mr. Havelock again, I throw my arms around my uncle. He’s so much bigger than I am that, as he squeezes me back in a protective embrace, I feel like a little girl, like someone who all the bigger fish could easily keep safe.

	But now it’s my job to help keep Clay safe by getting Project Mud underway as soon as I can.

	When I pull back from Uncle Kai’s massive arms, I ask, “What will your department do with the evidence once it gets here?” careful to keep my tone casual now.

	“Oh, no need to be nervous. We know some of those items are powerful. Those potions ingredients he was arrested with …” He lets out a low whistle that pierces the water. “With Havelock still on the loose, we won’t be taking any chances. As soon as the transport comes in, we’ll put all the evidence with the palace’s other valuables under our highest-level, multi-pronged security.”

	That’s exactly what I thought he’d say—and exactly what I was afraid of.

	Asking him for any more details would make him suspicious, so I thank him again and leave. But learning what all those security measures entail and how to get through each one to access the dagger now dominates my thoughts. My success will depend on whether I’m willing to take a risk I’ve been protecting myself from for a long time.
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	“Lia! Careful!”

	“Huh? Oh!” On my way to my room, I come to a halt seconds before colliding with Amy and her … big sack of shells? “What are those? Can I help?”

	“Can you get the door?” She nods toward her bedroom, and I pull open a door made of pink sea glass.

	“What are those?” I ask again once we’re in her room and she’s tied the sack to her travertine nightstand. A closer look at the sack now that it’s not half-hidden behind Amy’s arms tells me it’s full of conus shells—some black, some tan, orange, burgundy, spotted, striped, and all different sizes. “Are those shell messages?”

	She nods. “From all over the ocean, and from the Community, too! They started coming in after word spread that Stas and I … about our kiss at the coronation ball and that we’re a couple. To show support for us! We’ve been listening to them together all morning.” Staskia’s family came down from the Community for the coronation, and after news broke of Mr. Havelock’s escape, they decided to prolong their stay at the local inn since New Meris is better guarded right now than anywhere Above. That means Stas has been spending a lot of time here at the palace with Amy—and Amy has been spending a lot of time smiling.

	“Wow, that’s so viriss.” Without thinking, I use the Mermese word for salty, a slang word Below that approximates to “cool.” A twinge of sadness twists my chest at the sound of it; for a moment, I could be back in the lagoon at Sea Daughters Academy telling stories and giggling my fins off with … Is it weird to miss friends who were never really my friends to begin with? Whatever. I focus on Amy. “Really viriss.”

	“It is kinda viriss.” Her smile stretches almost to her ears. “Sure, a few of them call us selfish and unnatural,” Amy says with a dismissive flick of her tail, “but most are sooo sweet. This one Mermaid from Herakaliss said she’s sixteen and she’s known for a long time that she was glei elskee, but now she finally feels like she can stop hiding who she is from her family. There’re a bunch like that from glei elskee and voklell.” Voklell comes from an ancient word for folk, like Merfolk, that means anybody who doesn’t consider themselves strictly a female Mermaid or a male Merman. Like being glei elskee, it was pretty common and accepted for gender to be more fluid for some Mer before we lost our immortality, but once the curse hit and the wars broke out, decimating our population, being voklell was condemned as another potential risk to repopulating our species. “Most are from kids,” Amy continues, “but some are even from adults.”

	“That must make you feel amazing,” I say. “It should.”

	She blushes and ducks her head, but soon enough her excitement to tell me everything wins out and she’s gushing again, detailing one message after another with happy hand gestures and a smile that’s growing impossibly wider. “We recorded a few responses.” She reaches into the sack and pulls out some small, speckled conus shells from the top, slipping them into a smaller drawstring bag from her nightstand. “I was going to send them out on my way to the stables. Want to come?” Amy has been spending every possible minute in the stables since she moved here. My theory is it’s ’cause she misses Barnacle so much.

	“Sure. Wait, didn’t your dad say there are sharks in the stables right now?” The last thing I need is for some shark to bite my face off before I’ve figured out if my plan to get to the dagger will actually work. The thought of my plan makes me peer at Amy … could I really … would she—

	“Yeah, that’s why I want to go!”

	I stare at her blankly. I know Amy loves animals, but sharks? Seriously? They make my scales shake. I sure hope sharks aren’t one of the security measures Uncle Kai uses for the dagger. I shudder.

	“The officers are training the sharks to aid on missions out in the field,” she continues, as if that would reassure me. “My parents introduced me to them last weekend while my mom was here and showed me a few basic training procedures. They’re so awesome. They can see in the dark almost as well as we can, and they can hear prey from up to three thousand feet away.”

	I just stare.

	“Okay, okay. The sharks are in a whole separate wing of the stables, in a large pen all to themselves to keep the other animals safe. How about I visit them, and you stick with the sea horses?”

	Sea horses sound much more my speed. I nod, and Amy slips her hand into mine, practically dragging me toward the stables as she tells me the names of all the sea horses, sharks, and octopuses in residence there, her voice brimming with enthusiasm. Her life is so good right now. So happy and on-track. What right do I have to mess that up? For the next stage of my plan to work, I’ll have to tell her—and Em, Lapis, and Lazuli—everything. I’ll have to reveal that Clay has his memories back, and how he got them back. I’ll have to admit I was foolish enough to trust Ondine, foolish enough to join her circle and give them access to my magic (and my life) to help Clay. I’ll have to tell them what led to all that.

	I’ll have to confess … that I sirened him.

	Amy’s purple tail splashes me accidentally-on-purpose as we swim through an archway and she laughs. Family is supposed to love you no matter what, but “supposed to” doesn’t always hold up. If they know everything I’ve done, will they really still love me? More importantly, will they still like me? As a person? Amy, Lapis, Lazuli, Em, they’re not just my family; they’re my friends. Always have been.

	I need their help for my plan to work, but after months hoping none of them ever find out what I’ve done, I don’t think … even for Clay … I don’t think I can do this.


Chapter Twenty 
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	“You can do this,” my new therapist, MerMatron Estrella, says, leaning forward in her armchair toward where I sit across from her in the snug office. Like all the rooms in the palace, the one I go to for my court-ordered human-sensitivity training has walls of white coral punctuated by amber windows, but it’s smaller and decorated with murals of rolling sand dunes, which makes the space feel calming and intimate. I bet that’s why she chose it—to trick me into spilling my secrets to her in these sessions. I narrow my eyes at her and her overly hopeful yellow tail. Won’t work.

	“I know I can do it,” I say. “The question is, why would I?” Why would I record a shell message to Clay that he could never hear? It seems utterly pointless.

	“Because words have power, and I think it would be a helpful way for you to put what you’re feeling into words. MerMister Seton had you reading human books and watching human movies and television while you were Above, right?” The words for movies and TV don’t exist in Mermese, so she approximates the English words with Mermese sounds.

	“I sat through seven teen television dramas.” I take it I was supposed to learn that human teenagers aren’t so different from me. What I actually learned was that human screenwriters are melodramatic. But I didn’t tell my therapist that opinion during my human-sensitivity sessions Above because it would have led to a negative evaluation. I didn’t tell him that watching Schindler’s List made me cry, either. It was none of his business that it kept replaying in my head for a week. At least it kept other things from replaying for a while.

	“And you’ve been keeping up nicely with the konklilis I’ve assigned.”

	Since I moved down here and stopped having access to TV and movies, this new therapist has been assigning me the few Mermese translations of books written by humans that we have in the palace library, along with accounts by Mer of interactions with humans from before Merkind went into hiding.

	“But now it’s time to get personal,” she says.

	I swallow. “We’ve gotten personal.” I keep my words even.

	She nods. “We’ve talked a lot about what you did to Lia and Clay, and why you did it.” I want to shift in my chair, but I force myself to stay still. “I’m confident that you now understand why what you did was wrong—from a logical standpoint. But I don’t think you feel it yet on an emotional level. I don’t think you’ve let yourself.”

	“Yes, I do—and I have. When we talked last week about the first time I sirened Clay, I cried.” I hold up my wrist, brandishing the bracelet I made from those very pearls as proof.

	Without a word, she raises an eyebrow.

	Damn. Maybe my tears weren’t as convincing as I’d thought. It’s not that I didn’t feel bad when we talked about it. I just thought pushing myself that extra lap to show how bad I felt would help ensure I get a good progress report and don’t go back to jail. A miscalculation, I guess.

	I don’t say anything; if I don’t admit it, she can’t prove my tears were forced. But she holds my gaze with knowing eyes. I’ll have to be more careful with this one.

	“Your father was a smart man,” she says. “Maybe a brilliant one.” What angle is she swimming at? “But even someone brilliant can be wrong. What he taught you was wrong. And I don’t just mean what he taught you about humans. He taught you that the way to get what you want is to manipulate people.”

	I remain passive. Agreeing with her—letting her put the blame for my actions on my father the way everyone does—would be easy, but it feels like … like I’d be betraying him. My stomach tightens. He may have left me here with no explanation, alone and surrounded by people who despise me, but he’s still my father, and I refuse to bad-mouth him to some touchy-feely therapist. Even if she’s right on this one. Because he did teach me to manipulate people—so I could restore immortality to our kind the way my parents had planned and end centuries of warfare. So I could stop innocent Mer from dying violent deaths. Mer like my mother.

	“The sooner you stop trying to manipulate me when we’re in this room together, the sooner you can make real progress.” MerMatron Estrella leans forward, folding her warm beige hands in her bright yellow lap. “These sessions aren’t for me. I’m not the one who needs them. They’re for you. Stop performing like some trained seal. It’s a waste of your potential.”

	How dare she? “I am not a trained seal,” I hiss through gritted teeth.

	“Exactly,” she says. “So stop putting on this act. Stop showing me whatever you think I want to see. It’s not good for you, and it’s hindering you from making the emotional strides I know you’re capable of.”

	Like she knows what I’m capable of. She doesn’t know me. But she keeps talking as if she does.

	“That’s why, you know what? I’m not even going to check your message to Clay. I’ll ask you if you’ve completed it, but that’s all. I don’t want you saying what you think I want you to. It won’t help you. Instead, I urge you to use this exercise to let out whatever you’re really feeling.”

	The solemn timbre of her voice tells me she considers this futile exercise important. So why wouldn’t she check it? I purse my lips. “How do I know you won’t insist on listening to it when I’m finished?” I ask.

	Her face softens. “Because I said I won’t.” I let my doubt seep out of my every pore until she adds, “You can smash the shell afterwards if you want to. Destroy the message completely.”

	If she has no way of checking it, I could just say I did the exercise and then skip it entirely. She knows it, and I know it. “Why should I record the message to Clay at all?” I challenge her.

	She settles against the back of her plush, green chair. “How have you been sleeping lately?”

	I don’t answer.
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	The first thing I do once I reach my room is check the silver mirror by the door. But the makeup I put on this morning to hide the circles under my eyes still looks flawless. Mer-made cosmetics laugh in the face of a little salt water. So how did she know I’m not sleeping? My eye hasn’t been twitching lately, the way it did right after … Did I slump in my chair? My reflection straightens its posture.

	Whatever. However MerMatron Estrella knows nightmares keep me up all night, she knows. That doesn’t mean I’m going to take her little “assignment” any more seriously. She knows I’m not sleeping? That I’m trying to manipulate her? Well, I know she’s trying to get me to record some bogus message to Clay because she thinks it’ll get me to pour out my feelings in some big, emotional purge. Recording what I did into some seashell won’t take it back or make it better. What the storms am I supposed to say? Sorry I drove a cursed dagger into your stomach so you’d bleed to death in agony on the ocean floor? I thought it was worth it? Saying those words out loud into a shell isn’t going to be any different than thinking them inside my head—and thinking them over and over only makes the nightmares worse. Trust me on that one.

	No, my only hope of getting any sleep—without guzzling sleeping potions that will destroy my body, not to mention dull my complexion—is distraction. I push my conversation with MerMatron Estrella out of my mind with both fins and grab the spiny carrier shell that floats at the top of my bedside drawer. I draw a stylus along the bottom to max out the volume, then press the rim to my ear until it bites into my skin, and blaring music blasts away any other thoughts from my mind. The booming tortoise shell drumbeat pulses through me, taking over my body.

	I stay like that for hours, until my eyelids droop and my head falls heavy on the sea sponge pillow. Rolling onto my side, I close the spiny shell back in the drawer, then close my eyes and let sleep claim me.

	Some nights, I drive the dagger into Clay’s stomach over and over, his blood a red cloud around us in the water. Some nights, I drive it into Lia’s instead, the way I’d intended before Clay catapulted in front of her. Her body bows backward with the impact, her long brown hair rushing forward on the current toward my face. I see us both from far away, Lia screaming as I twist the blade in deeper.

	But not tonight. Tonight, no dagger rests against my palm. Instead, Clay’s hand lies there as I pull him up the stairs to his room. I laugh, but he doesn’t. His hazel eyes are cloudy, empty—sirened. In a blink, we’re sitting on his bed with the door closed. I lean toward him, but he doesn’t smile, doesn’t move. He’s stiff as stone. I shake his shoulder, then open my mouth to tell him to talk to me, to say anything, but my voice won’t work. Fear creeps up the back of my neck as I try to speak. “Clay? CLAY?” Nothing. Not a single sound. They’ve stolen my voice.

	Clay smiles at me, sinister as some demon. “You deserve it.” But it’s not Clay’s voice; it’s mine that bubbles from his lips in a sickening syrup, his face contorting into my own. My sapphire gaze bores into me, cold and gleeful, as my hands reach across the space between us and wrap around my throat, strangling me. I cry out, but my voice still won’t work. Silently, I scream and scream and scream.

	I jolt up in bed, gasping.

	Not again. I collapse back in exhaustion, but fear of what I might see keeps my eyes from closing. In the privacy of my room, I let my coral tail curl up to my chest as pearls roll down my cheeks. I can’t keep this up. I can’t stand another night like this one.

	Lying there alone in the darkness, with only my quickened heartbeat to focus on, creating some moronic message to Clay doesn’t seem like such a terrible tradeoff for a good night’s sleep.

	If I knew it would work, I would do it. But I still can’t get over how ridiculous it seems to record a message he could never actually listen to. I don’t think I could take myself seriously enough to finish it—or even start it. But I know something MerMatron Estrella doesn’t: Clay has his memories of Merkind back.

	If I wrote my message in English in a letter, even one I never give him, maybe it wouldn’t feel so fake and pointless. Then it might actually work.

	Wiping my face with my blanket, I make a decision. I’ll do the assignment, but I’ll do it my way instead of hers. There are just a few things I’m going to need.
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	The librarian refuses to look at me.

	“Just a few leaves.” When she doesn’t respond, I fight to maintain a tone that neither bites nor begs. “One leaf. One red algae leaf will be fine.” I can always write on both sides. After she gives it to me, I can bring up the ink, pen, and wax I’ll need to finish the letter. She continues to sort styluses into baskets by size with a sour expression, her gaze fixed firmly on her desk.

	“The crown has instructed me to provide you with the konklilis you need for your schooling while you remain here at the palace. Any other requests you make are not my responsibility to fulfill.”

	I want to shake her until she loses every last hint of that haughty superiority. “It’s for an assignment,” I say instead.

	“It isn’t my job to give you anything other than konklilis, and I have no intention of doing so.”

	“I don’t believe for a second that if Lia came in here asking for writing materials, you’d turn her away.”

	Now she does look at me. Glares at me, with such unconcealed hatred I jerk backward in the water. “If Princess Aurelia asked me for anything, I’d twist my tail trying to procure it for her. That you would even dare compare yourself to a hero—a savior—like her is despicable.” Venom laces her voice. “If it were up to me, up to a lot of us, you’d be in prison, not in this palace. And certainly not in my varellska. Now get out.”

	I open my mouth, but don’t know what to say. All the vitriolic responses that spring to my tongue would make me sound as vile as she thinks I am. I lift my chin high and head for the massive wooden doors.

	As I leave, she draws a turtle shell in the air—an old superstition to ward off evil.

	I keep a tight hold on myself until I’ve swum far away from the library and into a narrow, little-used hallway, where I press my back against the cool wall, breathing hard as I shake the tension out of my trembling hands and fins. If I can’t get red algae leaves and the rest of what I need in the library, where can I get them? Written Mermese is all but extinct now, so it’s not like I can find the supplies lying around an office or common area. Now scrolls are only used for drawing and painting. Does the palace have an art studio? If it does, I wouldn’t know where to begin to look for it. I could ask that linguistics scholar who translated my father’s letter, but I bet he’d greet me with the same scorn as the librarian. The same as the guards and the kitchen staff and the gardeners and anyone else I’ve tried to talk to since I arrived here.

	But the linguistics specialists and I aren’t the only ones who know written Mermese. For the first time since I woke up in the middle of the night too terrified to sleep, a smile tugs at my lips.

	I find him in the same interior courtyard where we sometimes play spillu. Fortunately, he’s alone, clipping leafy tendrils off a winding vine of fairy finger seaweed with large lobster-claw shears and placing them in a satchel strapped across his broad chest.

	“Is that for sore-gill serum?” I ask, nodding at the stock of fairy finger tendrils.

	“Melusine, hey!” His face splits into a smile. For me? As much as I want to think so, he’s probably just relieved to have a distraction from his chore. “I’m gathering some specimens for my grandmother. She’s replenishing some of the family healing potions this weekend while she’s got some time. How’d you guess?”

	“My … father was a medic. Before we moved Above. And afterwards, he—”

	“Right,” Caspian says, before I have to say that once we moved Above, my family’s udell reputation meant he was restricted to the lowly, dangerous profession of deep-sea ingredients collection. “I remember.” Caspian tucks his shears away. “You look like you want to ask me something.” He swims closer on his silver tail.

	For a moment, my mind is blank as windswept sand. “I … oh, um, do you have any red algae leaves I could use? And ink, and maybe wax? I asked the librarian, but … she doesn’t seem to think I deserve them.”

	“What do you need them for?” he asks, brushing a strand of this blond hair away from where it’s floated onto his forehead. His tone is casual, but suspicion slinks beneath its surface. He must wonder if I’m planning to sneak a message to my father or something. The question stings, but I can’t blame him for it. It means he’s smart. Careful. If our positions were reversed, I’d ask the same thing. Of course, my acting would be better.

	“It’s for an assignment,” I say. My voice dips lower. “From my human-sensitivity therapist. You can check with her if you want.” She told me to record the assignment in a seashell, but I don’t think she’d put up a fuss.

	“No.” He shakes his head, and disappointment flares in my chest. Can he really dislike me so much? I thought he wasn’t like everyone else. I thought … I set my jaw.

	“Fine.” I say. “I’ll make do without it.” I spin around quickly so he’s looking at my back instead of my face, because I can feel it twisting into an ugly mess. A strong hand grasps my upper arm, gentle pressure urging me to turn back around.

	“I meant … no, I don’t need to check with your therapist. If you tell me you need the leaves for an assignment, then … I trust you.”

	He trusts me? “You …” I search his face, his unburdened blue eyes and the determined set of his mouth. My own gaze lingers there.

	“I’ll go get you some right now. Wait here.”

	Then he’s gone, but the skin of my arm is warm from his touch.

	It stays that way until he returns with a slender, wireweed bag that he loops around my wrist. Waxed algae peeks out the side, beneath the ties.

	“I, uh, put some ink and a few other things in there, too.”

	“Thank you,” I say. The librarian’s sneer flashes into my mind again. “Thanks.” I press my hand to the back of his, my palm against his knuckles as the bag dangles from my wrist, filled with evidence that he does indeed trust me. Even if it’s just with writing supplies, Caspian trusts me.
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	It isn’t until I sit at my desk and unpack the bag that I realize how generous Caspian has been.

	More algae leaves than I could fill if I wrote every day for months, along with two pots, one of squid ink and another of magically infused wax with a brush clipped to its lid. But it’s the item at the bottom of the bag that makes my mouth fall open. With careful fingers, I pull out a gluss. Since writing went out of style in our culture thousands of years ago, a gluss is hard to come by. It’s like a cross between a human pen and a quill; you dip it in ink like a pen, but it’s made of fish or seagull bone. This one is expertly crafted, light and with an intricate coral pattern that must have been hand carved. It looks like something Caspian would own, like something he would cherish.

	Carefully—very carefully—I dip the tip into the small, suctioned hole in the top of the ink pot, then bring it to the pristine leaf I’ve spread across the desk and weighted down at the corners with a set of heavy, blue larimar stones.

	I write the human date in the upper right-hand corner. Then, gluss poised, my hand freezes.

	I’m struck again by the seeming lunacy of trying to explain my actions, or even just my feelings, to the one person I’ve hurt more than anyone. Why would Clay possibly care what I have to say? MerMatron Estrella implied the whole point of this exercise was for me to voice my emotions freely, without restriction, but she didn’t know I’d be writing the exercise in an English letter that he could really read.

	Well, I tell myself, if it comes out sounding as stupid and sentimental as I think it will, I never have to give it to him. I can rip it up afterwards if I want to. I take a deep breath and let it out slowly before touching the tip of the gluss to the leaf again. I can rip it up afterwards.

	The deep green ink soaks into the crisp algae.

	“Dear Clay,”



	
Chapter Twenty-One 
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	I’ve put off this conversation as long as I can. But if I’m really going to do this, waiting will only make it worse.

	“What are we doing here?” Lazuli asks, futzing with the knot of her pink sarong.

	“I told you. I need to talk to you about something.”

	“But what are we doing here?” She gestures around the lab I’ve brought them to. It’s one of the palace’s new dry rooms, and it’s not hard to see why the dehydration spells were necessary. Electronic human artifacts litter every surface, from an old submarine radio to a battered 80s-looking TV set with a cracked screen that must have been tossed as garbage and settled on the ocean floor. On one long, metal table rests a newish laptop. Does it still work down here? The palace scientists use this space to study human electricity, which they’re working to replicate with eels and sponges. Mega cool. But I haven’t brought my sisters here after the lab closed for the day to marvel at the coolness of the research.

	“I needed to bring you somewhere private,” I say. The dry rooms still wig out most of the palace staff, so they stay far away when they can help it, plus the magical barrier blocks sound really well.

	“Anywhere is preferable to the upper conference rooms,” Em says, sitting primly on a stool, her legs crossed at the ankles. “I’ve just come from six hours straight of negotiating terms for the new constitution.” She rubs her left temple.

	I feel bad for dragging her here—for dragging them all here—after a long day, but her words reassure me further. Since we’re not surrounded by water, we’ve all intuitively switched to English, which adds another layer of protection against potential eavesdroppers.

	“How’s it going?” I ask Em.

	“It’s a long process, but we’re nearing the finish line. We’d be there already if the council didn’t act like a bunch of …”

	“Guppies?” Lapis supplies. She stares at the reflection of her staticky hair in one of the tabletops. “Awesome,” she whispers to herself with a rocker-chick smile, crimping it with both hands so it stands up even more. Lazuli, who has been trying to pat her own blond strands into submission for the past few minutes, raises a disbelieving eyebrow, but Lapis shrugs at her and turns her attention back to Em. “It sounds like a high school group project from hell.”

	“That’s … oddly accurate,” Em says. “But we’ll get it done.”

	“Of course you will,” Amy says, dragging a stool closer to the center of the room. “Your parents never would have put you in charge of it if they didn’t think you could.” She trips, and I offer her a hand. “I’m out of practice,” she says, glancing down at her legs. Once she’s settled on her stool, she adds, “I think this place is neat. Stas is in here all the time for her internship. When Lia said she needed somewhere private to talk to us, I told her about it, so you can all blame me for your hair.” She smiles at me. “So, Lia, what’s up?”

	Four sets of eyes focus on me, and I swallow. Here goes. “I have some things I have to tell you. Big, important, big things.”

	“You said big twice,” Em points out.

	“Oh, well, they are. Big. Ginormously big.”

	“We’re listening,” Amy says.

	“Okay, so you know how the Tribunal blocked Clay’s memories of Merkind and he forgot me?”

	“I think we all vaguely remember that, yeah,” Lapis answers with a roll of her eyes.

	“Well, I … uh, he kinda … He has his memories back.”

	“What?” Em says, jaw dropping.

	Amy squeals. “Really?”

	I nod, and she holds out a hand toward the twins. Lapis reaches into the side pocket of her siluess and pulls out five cowries, which she places in Amy’s upturned palm. A moonstone bracelet unclasped from Lazuli’s wrist soon joins them.

	“You win,” Lazuli says to Amy, with a wistful look at her bracelet, then an intrigued one at me. “How did you do it?”

	“Wait, you guys took bets on my future with the love of my life?”

	Amy shoots me a half-guilty, half-excited smile. “It’s a really nice bracelet.”

	“How did you know?” I ask Amy at the same time Em asks her, “Why didn’t you tell me?”

	“You were too happy after you got back from that school,” Amy says to me. “I knew you couldn’t get over Clay that quickly.” She turns to Em. “And I didn’t tell you because,” we all know it’s because Em would have worried her head off wondering whether it were true, but without skipping a beat, Amy says, “I didn’t know for sure-for sure, and you didn’t have any jewelry I wanted.”

	“Why didn’t you tell me?” Em asks me, her eyebrows swimming together with what might be hurt.

	“I didn’t tell you before because I had a really good reason not to, but now I have an even bigger reason why I should.” Before she can interrupt, I add, “I know I said big again.”

	“But how did you do it?” Lapis asks.

	“Yeah, how?” Amy asks.

	“I … had help.” I launch into the truth about Ondine, how she and her students helped me use an ancient spell to destroy the block on Clay’s memories. And what they tried to force me to do afterwards in return.

	“They wanted you to … to siren?” Amy whispers, her earlier smile gone.

	I nod. “To protect the secret of Merkind’s existence. Demanding that I siren Clay’s dad was just to test my loyalty to them. Eventually, they wanted me to siren other human military personnel and scientists and politicians—anyone who was asking too many questions, getting close to discovering our kind.”

	“But … that makes no sense,” Em says. “Why would they think you would ever consider sirening for them? Or that you even could siren, if they couldn’t?”

	This is it. This is the part that scares me.

	My sisters can understand why I would want to help Clay get his memories back after he’d been robbed of them by our legal system, why I’d perform risky magic to undo a terrible wrong. Those things make me sound like some hero. Now I need to go back to the part of the story where I did something only villains do. Will they still be able to accept me afterwards?

	I bite my lip. “There’s one more thing I have to tell you.” My heart starts clanking against my ribs. “But like I said, I’ve had a really good reason for keeping it from you till now, and it wasn’t just to protect myself. It was to protect all of you. Because if anyone found out, it would destroy our entire family’s reputation. It would end Mom and Dad’s reign. There’s no way they’d be able to keep the crown, and we’d, um, I mean, Merkind would probably go to war again.”

	“Wow. Ego much?” Lapis says, but with a scared little laugh, like she doesn’t want to believe what I’m saying could be true.

	The gaze I level her with sobers her. “I’m serious. What I’m about to ask you, it’s not fair for me to do that unless I’ve told you everything.” I learned that the hard way when I asked for Caspian’s help figuring out what the Havelocks were up to without telling him about Melusine’s sireny or mine. I was trying to protect him, but I wound up almost destroying our friendship. I won’t do that again. I need to tell my sisters the complete truth and hope despite everything I’ve done, they still feel they can trust me enough to help me.

	I lock eyes with each of them in turn. “I kept this a secret from you for a reason. I didn’t want you to have knowledge of a crime.” Em gulps at the word, and the twins share a nervous glance. “A crime you have to hide from the authorities, and from Mom and Dad.”

	Amy’s eyes widen. Is she putting the pieces together?

	“If you guys don’t want to know, in case what I did ever comes out, I’ll totally understand. You can leave this room, and I’ll never mention it again.” I lean forward, into the small circle of our stools. “I need each of you to decide now.”

	The dry, static air between us stretches taut.

	The twins do that thing where they communicate with each other without speaking. “We’re in,” they say together.

	“Are you sure?” I ask.

	“Hey, after all that, now we have to know.” Lapis’s words are light but she and Lazuli both stare at me with blue eyes as serious as I’ve ever seen them.

	I nod. “Okay, then. Amy?”

	“I want you to tell me,” she says in a small but unwavering voice.

	“Then I will.” I turn to Emeraldine. She sits stiff as a coral rod, a long-practiced skill of keeping her body still while her emotions war within. For my plan to work, I need her to be on board—her role is central. But it’s not up to me. “Em, if you don’t want to know, that’s fine. You’re going to be queen one day, so we’ll all understand if you’d rather keep yourself clean of this secret.”

	Em’s lips thin as she thinks. I force my foot not to jiggle and my face to stay neutral. I don’t know how I’ll pull this off without Em. She’s the only one who can—

	“No,” Em says at last. What? Tides. “I don’t want to know.” Her words land in my stomach like stones. “I don’t want to know,” she repeats, “but because I’m going to be queen one day, I need to know. It’s my responsibility.”

	Wait, really? Oh please mean it. I lean forward on my stool, and so do Amy and the twins. Em continues. “As someone who wants to be a good leader, I need to be the type of person who not only seeks out the truth, but also tries to understand it from every angle.” Determination paints her elegant features. “Lia, if you committed a crime, I need to understand why.”

	Respect for my oldest sister washes over me, and I suddenly remember all the times I swam around the grotto in her too-big siluesses wanting to be exactly like her. That respect makes it even harder for me to say what I’m about to. But it’s time.

	“Last year, after I found out Melusine was sirening Clay, I knew I had to stop her. No matter how much research I did, I couldn’t figure out how. She was hurting him, and I couldn’t … so, I got him away from her by, by … sirening him. I sirened Clay.”

	I look up from my lap into four faces frozen in shock.


Chapter Twenty-Two 

	[image: Mer-Chapter.jpg]

	 

	Melusine

	 

	 

	“Dear Clay,

	I want you to know I am truly sorry that you were hurt.”

	The dark green letters shout their inadequacy at me. I toss the algae leaf over my shoulder, where it joins the others. Red algae float around the locked room like confetti.

	I dip the gluss and bring it down on a new leaf.

	“Dear Clay,

	I want you to know I’m truly sorry I hurt you.”

	Why the frort should he care? I throw this leaf away, too, and let my head loll back. But the mosaic of frolicking, carefree mermaids playing with sea turtles and starfish across the ceiling mocks me.

	I don’t have to do this. No one is making me do this. I could stuff all of this in a drawer and go to sleep. My bed looms large and imposing on the other side of the room. I tighten my grip on the gluss.

	Is there anything I can even say to someone who I …

	My shoulders ache with tension, and shifting in my chair doesn’t help. A Mermese phrase my mother used to say drifts across my thoughts; it translates roughly to “Mind over matter.” I started this, and I am not swimming away from this desk until I get it done.

	If I could just get started, it wouldn’t be so damn difficult. What is it I keep hearing in therapy? Humans are no different from you. Every book and movie I finish aims at teaching me that same lesson. See, Melusine, they have the same wants, the same dreams, the same pain as you. It clashes with everything my father ever told me about them. But when I was trapped in that human high school for seven hours a day, their relationships and decisions didn’t seem that different. Kids were certainly nicer to me there than the lovely Mer classmates at the Foundation school were, the ones who pulled out strands of my hair one by one or urinated in my lunch and left it for me to find. Of course, that was because they knew what I’d done, but I can’t imagine my human classmates being worse. I saw some of them pick on other people in P.E. or at lunch, and it was the same.

	The look in their eyes was the same.

	Both schools had the ones who sucked up to teachers, the ones who snuck off to make out in hidden corners, who whispered secrets to friends, who flirted, who worried, who found somewhere private to cry like guppies after a bad day.

	So, if their thought processes and feelings really aren’t different, at least not that different, then … I prop my chin on my hand … if I were Clay, and I’d done to me what I’d done to him, what would I want to hear?

	I wouldn’t want to hear anything; I’d want to strangle me.

	But if all I got was a letter, what would I want it to say?

	 

	Dear Clay,

	You don’t need to read this letter. It’s completely up to you.

	 

	Yes, that works. I took Clay’s free will. If someone had done that to me, I’d want them to acknowledge I now had my power back. What next? State the obvious. MerMatron Estrella said that words have power, so just because words are obvious doesn’t mean they’re not important. I dip the tip of the gluss again.

	 

	No words will make up for what I did to you, and I don’t expect you to forgive me. I know I wouldn’t if I were you. I’ve taken enough of your time already, so you don’t owe me a second more, let alone the minutes it will take you to read this.

	 

	That’s one way Clay and I are very different now. His time is much more precious; he has so much less of it.

	 

	If you’re still reading, please know that I apologize.

	 

	Apologize for what? He knows my crimes as well as I do; listing them again won’t mean anything to him. What am I actually apologizing for?

	 

	I didn’t really see you. When I looked at you, I saw—I let myself see—what my father wanted me to see. Someone less than.

	 

	Truthfully, I saw him as something less than, but that’s too great an insult to put in writing when you’re not deliberately trying to hurt someone. If I’m being honest with myself (and isn’t that the point of this fun little exercise?), seeing Clay like that is what let me do … all of it.

	You deserved much better. At the time I thought I had good reasons—the best reasons—for doing everything I did. But that doesn’t change that I did it.

	 

	I stare hard at those words: but that doesn’t change that I did it. They blur as unbidden tears fill my vision. This whole time … this whole time I’ve explained over and over to myself why I sirened Clay, why I kidnapped him, why I agreed to my father’s sacrificial ritual, why I nearly killed Clay while trying to stab Lia. I told everyone I did it to save Merkind. I told myself I had to do it to save countless Mer dying in the wars, like my mother. But those words—their irrefutable ink absorbing into the smooth algae—are true. None of that changes what I did.

	I brainwashed. I kidnapped. I planned and attempted murder.

	I’ve never met Clay’s mother, but an image erupts in my imagination of a human woman with long, dark hair the same shade as Clay’s. She kneels, sobbing over her son’s body the way I sobbed over my mother’s at her funeral. How could I have … how? The sobbing in my memory bleeds into the present, as I curl in on myself, hunching over the desk.

	I did those things. No matter why I did them, I did them. I’m the type of person who would do those things.

	My insides break. They shatter out my eyes and into my heaving breaths. I want to scream out all the broken, jagged pieces.

	I stay like that, crumpled over the desk like a piece of trash, for minutes or hours, until I’m so exhausted my hands stop shaking.

	I lift my head and pick the gluss back up. How do I finish this?

	I don’t have much experience with apologies. My thoughts wander to my conversation with Caspian and his apology to me. Simple and honest.

	I dip the tip of his gluss one last time.

	 

	Clay, I’m sorry.

	Sincerely,

	Melusine Muriel Havelock


Chapter Twenty-Three 
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	“Aurelia Nautilus,” Em gasps after I’ve explained everything, “how could you?” Anger doesn’t color her words, but what does is worse: disappointment. It drips from every syllable of my name as it leaves her lips, and all I want to do is wash it off me with one of those industrial hoses. She stares at me like she’s never seen me before, and I’m struck by the urge to take my confession back. Swallow the words I’ve uttered, and deny, deny, deny what I’ve done until my big sister is proud of me again.

	But I can’t. I’ve kept the truth from her long enough. All I can do is let myself feel the full weight of her reaction. Of all their reactions.

	“I can’t believe you did that,” Lazuli says, blue eyes wide and conflicted.

	“I know how bad, how evil sireny is. Really, I do. I fully understand how wrong it was,” I say.

	“No, I mean … I can’t believe how much you risked for him. I’ve never felt that way about a guy. I knew the fact that the curse broke proved you guys, like, have true love. It’s just, true love … I guess I didn’t understand what that meant. I don’t know what it feels like. But,” she says, sitting up straighter, “I’d break the law to save Lapis.” She grabs Lapis’s hand, which reaches out for hers before the words even leave her mouth. “Or to save any of you, even the law against sireny. So, I guess … I guess I do understand.”

	At the first hint of support from my family, I finally release the breath I’ve been holding hostage. Em’s face still looks as pained as if I’d rammed my tail into her stomach, but Lapis angles toward me, so I focus on her instead.

	She shakes her head, eyebrows glued to the tippy top of her forehead. “You’ve got balls, sis, I’ll give you that.” She exhales, her shoulders dropping. “I always thought I was the troublemaker in the family.”

	“Lapis, don’t encourage her,” Em snaps. “And don’t you dare joke about this.”

	“I’m not,” she tells Em before turning back to me. “I just mean, who am I to judge you? Lia, if you want my help with something, it’s still yours.”

	Really? “Thank you,” I say, holding her gaze. I don’t know if I’ve ever meant any words more. Now at least I won’t be alone in this because I can count on Lapis, and if she feels that way, then hopefully …

	“I’ll help, too,” Lazuli says. “Whatever you need must be serious for you to come clean about this. Is it dangerous?” She shakes her head, as if erasing the question. “Whatever it is, I’m here for you, okay? Thanks for confiding in us.”

	Em mouths the word “thanks?” like she can’t fathom it and crosses her arms over her chest.

	Amy studies me from her seat next to mine. Her smile—her contagious, warm smile—has vanished beneath a sea of unease. “I understand why you sirened him, I just …” Her brows swim together. “Clay has forgiven you?”

	I nod. “He understands why I did it, and he knows I’ll never, ever siren again. He trusts me.”

	Deep in thought, she stares unseeing at a nearby laboratory table stacked with gears and spools of wire. It’s all I can do not to prompt her, not to rush her. When she finally speaks again, her voice comes out quiet but resolute. “Well, he’s the one who deserves to be angry, so if he’s forgiven you, then it’s not really up to me to be mad.”

	The orca whale floats off my chest. I hug her, and it takes everything in me not to let myself collapse in her fourteen-year-old arms. Losing her might have killed me.

	“I know you,” she says after the embrace ends. “If you did it, I know it was only because you had to.”

	“Thank—”

	“But she didn’t have to!” Em explodes. “You didn’t have to!” She rounds on me, crossing our small circle in a flash. “No matter why you did it, there’s no justification for sirening someone—for stealing a person’s free will. None.” Em, usually more composed and calm than all of us combined, might be spitting with the force of her anger right now if it weren’t for the dehydration spells.

	“I know that,” I whisper. “A-are you going to tell on me?”

	She freezes, hurt lancing across her face. “You think I would do that? You think I would let them rip your voice out? Or send you to prison for eternity? You’re my sister.” Is that the end of it? Will she break down and hug me now? “But I don’t know how to even take in this information. I thought I knew you.”

	“You do,” I say, begging her to accept the truth of it, to accept me after everything I’ve done.

	“No,” she says, pacing in our circle. “No. Because the Lia I know isn’t someone who could”—she fills the next word with disgust—“siren.”

	“I didn’t have any other choice,” I say, my volume rising to match hers.

	“Yes, you did. You could have gone to Mom and Dad. You should have gone to Mom and Dad. They’ve always been there for us. They would’ve handled this for you.”

	Amy pipes up next to me, “I think Lia—”

	“Don’t you think I thought of that?” I stand so Em no longer towers over me. We’re face to face now. “Don’t you think going to them is the first thing I thought of? Letting my mommy and daddy come to the rescue would have been a lot easier, believe me.”

	“Then why didn’t you?” Em throws back.

	“I went to Mom. I went straight to her the first time I saw Melusine sirening Clay.” I ran all the way home. “I asked her what she and Dad would do if a serious crime were committed in our Community.”

	“What did she say?” Amy asks.

	“She told me it wouldn’t be up to them. She said any serious crime would have to be turned over to the Community at large to decide. You know what happened the last time Mer ruled on a sireny case?”

	I catapult the question at Em, but Lazuli speaks up. “Didn’t you say you were afraid to go to the Foundation because when Caspian’s great-great-aunt sirened, the authorities executed her victim to protect Merkind?”

	“Bingo,” I say. “I wasn’t going to let Clay be killed.”

	“Mom and Dad would never have let that happen,” Em argues.

	“Like they didn’t let the Tribunal take his memories? It wouldn’t have been up to them! I couldn’t risk that. Not when Clay’s life was at stake.”

	“Yes, you—”

	“Pretend it was Leo!”

	The words slap her in the face, her head snapping back. Her mouth shuts like a clamshell, but her eyes stay on fire.

	“Pretend for one second it was Leo,” I say. “You could never risk Leo’s life, risk being the reason Leo was killed.”

	That’s the end of it. The scenario plays out behind her eyes and the corners of her mouth quiver. Maybe now she’ll forgive me, agree to help me.

	“I could never siren him.” She fills the words with quiet fury. “I could never do that.” Her eyes pierce into me like the spines of a lionfish. “And you never should have. You should’ve gone to Mom and Dad and told them what you were afraid of. If they thought your fears were warranted, they would’ve kept it from the board.”

	“And then what?” I throw up my hands. How is she still making this argument? “What if it had come out? Mom and Dad would have been ruined for trying to hide it, and our entire Community—everything they’ve worked for our whole lives—would’ve been thrown into chaos. You know what happened Below the last time someone’s daughter made a mistake with a human and our trusted leadership was ousted? Two hundred years of war, that’s what. And there’s no way Mom and Dad would be on the throne now ushering in an entire new era of peace if they’d been caught with a siren for a daughter.”

	Our eyes lock and hold.

	Em shrinks back. Her eyes dart around the room, as if searching the lab for another solution. “Then you could have come to me,” she says.

	“I thought about it.” I really did. I wanted to go to my big sister for help. “Of course I thought about it.” Some of the hurt recedes from Em’s face. “But you wouldn’t have known what to do either. You would have told them.”

	She inhales through her nose like she’s fueling an eruption. “Which would have been the right decision!”

	Ugh! We’re swimming in circles.

	“You’re wrong. You just want to think our parents would have found some pretty, shiny, perfect right answer. There wasn’t one. They can’t fix everything.”

	“But—”

	“You’re wrong, Em.”

	“I’m not. But even if I were, it wouldn’t make you right. There was another way. I refuse to believe sirening was your only option.”

	Is she right? If I’d come to her, could we have found some other way together? The idea makes my throat constrict and my eyes sting. It doesn’t matter now. “I’ve done what I’ve done, and I have to live with it. Clay and I both do.”

	The truth of it echoes around the dry, clinical room.

	Suddenly, I’m exhausted. Em must be too, because her shoulders sag. “You’ll never do it again?”

	All of them stare at me.

	“I proved that when I wouldn’t siren Mr. Ericson to save my own life, or Casp’s.”

	Em gives just the barest nod, and some of the tension in our circle dissipates.

	Lapis asks Em the question we’re all thinking: “Do you still want to tell Mom and Dad?”

	I’m trusting you, I think at Em. I’m trusting you to see reason.

	“It would be pointless now,” she says on her way back to her stool, her voice more troubled than ever. “Now that Lia’s already sirened.” She sinks down heavily. “It’ll just put them and everything they’re building in danger.”

	Relief splashes over me again, but this time it’s bittersweet. I feel like I just swam six hundred laps. “Should I not have told you?” I ask Em.

	“I chose to know,” she says. “And … I’m glad I know. Now that we’re drafting the new constitution, I want to work toward creating a legal system that encourages people to come forward when they witness a crime instead of scaring them away.”

	“That would be good,” I say. This is probably the most positive note I can hope for before I segue into telling them what I need their help with.

	I’d wanted them all on board before I got to this part. I take a deep breath, and my voice comes out shakier than I’d like. “So, the reason I told you is that I wanted you to all know the whole truth before—”

	“Yeah, yeah,” Lapis interrupts. “Get to it already. What do you need us to do?”

	Anticipation—and a healthy dash of fear—pours off them. Stools creak closer.

	“When Clay got his memories back, he asked me to do something for him. Something big.” I line up my points in my brain, ready to make a case for Project Mud. If I can convince them to help, we’ll all be working on this together. I say the words out loud to my sisters for the first time: “Clay wants to become Mer.”


Chapter Twenty-Four 
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	It’s my first time swimming to Caspian’s room. So far during my stay here, I’ve avoided this wing of the palace. A new wave of disquiet crests within me at every bejeweled door I pass. Is that one Lia’s room? That one? What about that one? I clench my fist around the bag I carry as if I could get a grip on myself at the same time.

	As much as I don’t want to be, I’m still shaken from earlier, like someone used one of those creepy, unnatural evaporation spells to dry out my insides. But I need to do this now, before I lose my nerve. On top of everything, I refuse to be someone who loses her nerve.

	Sharp eyes follow my every turn as the guards’ thoughts echo off the coral walls. What is she doing here? They stand, spines as straight as their spears, watching me, watching me, always watching me.

	I raise my chin higher and continue counting doors until I reach the one Caspian told me belongs to him. I take a deep breath in front of it, slowly so the guards won’t see my gills flutter.

	I’ve scrubbed my face and reapplied my makeup—just so it won’t look like I was crying, of course. I would have done it no matter whose door I was heading toward. Emotional weakness isn’t something to put on display in front of anyone. Caspian has seen me in a private, vulgar outburst before, and I’m not proud of it, nor keen on ever repeating it.

	But whether he’ll be able to tell I’ve been crying isn’t what makes my nerves jump and dive. What if this is the wrong door? I peer over my shoulder, counting again since my last rightfin turn. This should be the one, but what if when I knock, she answers? Or the queen?

	I square my shoulders and lift my fist to the door. Before I make contact, it opens in a rush of water.

	Relief floods my senses, sweet and total.

	Caspian.

	The doorway frames his bare, broad chest and silver tail. My mouth fills with salt water until I snap it closed.

	“Melusine, hey.” Surprise colors his voice, and he smiles. It makes the clear blue of his eyes light up—the ocean’s surface bathed in the warmth of high noon.

	What? He’s saying something, but I’ve missed it.

	“… going to get something to eat. What’s up?”

	I came here for a reason. I have something to say. But my thoughts … where are they? I must be more unsettled from earlier than I thought. But the sensation is so different, calm and keyed up at the same time. Words continue to float just out of my reach.

	“Do you want to come in?” he asks.

	I nod, and he angles his body to the side, gesturing me in. My tail brushes his as I swim through the doorway.

	Once I’m inside, my gaze lands everywhere at once, drinking in the details of this space. Caspian’s room.

	Disappointment eels into me. It looks just like mine. Well, it’s bigger, since it’s in the royal family’s wing, but all the décor, the furniture, the layout, it’s all the same. He’s not living here, just staying temporarily, like I am. This isn’t home for either of us.

	And he barely had a chance to settle into his family’s new house in New Meris before he came here, so I doubt his room there really feels like his, either. What did his bedroom in the grottos in Malibu look like? Did it have stalactites hanging from the ceiling or blue copper laced through the walls? I bet Lia has seen it a hundred times. A thousand.

	Jealousy claws up into my throat, and its familiarity grounds me. I find my voice again as Caspian clicks the door shut. “I wanted to return these, in case you needed them back right away.”

	I stick my arm out in a jerky motion, offering up the bag of his writing supplies.

	“Oh, you can keep them longer if you want to. There’s no rush. I didn’t expect them back tonight.”

	“Oh.” Does that mean he didn’t want me to come here tonight and he wants me to leave, or just that he wasn’t expecting me? The thought of going back to my empty room and being alone right now … A glance at the door makes my stomach leap into my throat.

	“Did you finish your assignment? How did it go?”

	It destroyed everything I thought I still knew about myself. “Yes. Fine.”

	“Um … good. That’s good.” His eyes search my face, then the room, like maybe he can find my conversational skills and give them back to me. We float in the water between the door and his bed, our fins swishing softly in the silence. “Was there something else you wanted?” he asks.

	“Yes!” I say, too fast.

	“Oh. Okay.” He waits for me to elaborate, but if I show him …

	This is getting ridiculous. I dig my thumb nail into the side of my finger. “I need to ask you something.” Just do it. Don’t lose your nerve like a pathetic weakling. “Another favor.” He’s done so much for me already. I shouldn’t ask him to do anything else, but there’s no one else I can ask, and my father would say that favors cement friendships. Should I still be considering my father’s advice? Stop stalling, I scold myself. Before I can hesitate further, I reach in the bag and pull out a crisp scroll, stiff with wax and sealed with mussel resin. I hold it out to Caspian. “Can you get this to Clay for me?” Politeness is the key to eliciting obedience, so I add, “Please?” At least my voice didn’t shake. Much.

	“What is it?”

	“A letter. An apology letter.” I swim closer, nudging my outstretched arm toward him, the scroll shaking slightly in my grip. “Please?” I ask again. Once he takes it, I won’t be able to pull the words back. I won’t be able to deny I wrote them or … how they made me feel. Just take it, just frortik take it. “Take it!”

	My tone startles him, and he reaches for the scroll. He pulls, but my stiff fingers don’t let go. He raises one blond eyebrow. What’s the matter with me? I take a deep breath. And release the letter into Caspian’s hold.

	“I’ve got it,” he says. “I’ve got it.”

	I drop my hand to my side and some of the weight goes with it. Decision made.

	“I have to ask,” he pauses, staring at the scroll he now grips. “Nothing in here … it won’t hurt him, will it? Upset him?”

	I shake my head. He has to ask that because, because I hurt people. That’s what I do. “I don’t think so. I tried to think about … about how he would feel reading it. How … I would feel, if I were him.”

	Caspian’s eyes widen, and one corner of his mouth turns upward, just a bit.

	“If you need to, you can read it before you give it to him.” I don’t want him to read it—the thought makes me fight to slow my breathing—but I need to make sure Clay gets it. Now that I’ve spilled the words out and handed them over, I need Clay to read them. I don’t know why, I just …

	“I won’t read it,” Caspian says. “If you tell me it isn’t hurtful, then that’s good enough for me.”

	“It is?”

	“Shouldn’t it be?” He holds my gaze, steady.

	I do another mental run-down of the letter. Every syllable has burned itself into my memory forever. “Yes.”

	“I’ll make sure he gets it, then.” Unlike Lia and me, Caspian wasn’t referenced in my father’s letter, so he’s still allowed Above to visit his friends in the Community as long as he’s guarded.

	“Thank you.” The words don’t feel like enough, but I’ve spent the entire evening searching for words and these are the only ones I have left.

	Caspian nods, and understanding stretches between us, thick as Irish moss.

	He ducks his head. “I have another Mermese vocabulary list to sneak him anyway. I leave them in a locker in the mall arcade, and Lia tells him the combination through the bond.”

	She can do that? Her magic is that strong now, even without Ondine? I shake off the surprise; I have something much more important to worry about. “Just don’t—”

	“I won’t say anything about your letter. It’s between you and Clay.”

	He approaches a row of what I’d assumed were fancy dressing screens, a longer version of the ones in my room. But why would a Merman need dressing screens when the most he’d ever wear until winter is formal limpet shells?

	Reading the confusion on my face, he says, “I like my privacy.”

	Then he folds the screen to reveal an enormous desk that takes up nearly the entire wall. Everything on it lies just so. Three rows of konklilis stand along the back, organized perfectly by size, with even larger ones lining the two shelves above. My room here doesn’t have shelves—did he build those himself? On the desk’s leftfin side rests a tall stack of red algae leaves anchored by a beautiful, deep green malachite stone, next to a smaller stack of rarer pressed dictyota algae leaves. What does he use those for? Just behind the leaves sits a collection of antique ink pots, each one more unique than the last and filled with a different color of gently glimmering liquid. A gluss of—is that sea glass?—fits snuggly upright in a small, silk-lined cutout.

	To the right rests a lidded amber box filled with finished scrolls. I don’t know anyone else aside from my father who writes in Mermese; I find myself itching to see what his penmanship looks like.

	The middle is completely clean save for a smooth slab of warm brown jasper—a perfect writing surface.

	A smile spreads across my face. Now it feels like I’m in Caspian’s room. The desk is so him.

	“Oh, I’m jealous,” I say. But this time it’s the fun kind of jealous, the kind that makes me want to explore every drawer of that desk to discover all the treasures hidden within.

	Pride shines on his face. “Thanks. I probably put too much effort into organizing it, but, well, I spend a lot of time there.”

	“I get it,” I say. “That purple ink isn’t from murex, is it?”

	He nods. “Ethically sourced. It took me forever to track it down. I asked my parents for it as a Lunar Day present.”

	“May I?”

	He nods again, handing me the crescent-shaped, blown-glass pot, which I take with careful fingers. I stare into the purple ink as it sloshes inside. Deep and fathomless within the glass. “Writing that letter was hard.” My words are a whisper, the barest gasp of air. “Really hard.”

	I don’t know why I’m telling him except that if I don’t say it, tomorrow I might want to pretend it never happened—that I never thought those things I wrote in the letter. That I never cried with guilt over what I’ve done. Who I’ve become.

	If I say it out loud to Caspian, it’ll be real, and once that letter is far away, I won’t be able to let it slip from my memory because Caspian will still be here. So, I keep staring into the purple liquid, which is easier than looking at his face, and say, “Putting my apology into words … there’s no justification for what I did. No reason big enough.”

	“No, there isn’t.”

	“You already knew that.” Of course he did. He’s a better person than I am. A much better person. I knew that before. I just didn’t know I cared.

	“I was hoping you’d figure it out.” He tilts his head, dragging my eyes up from the ink to his face. “I thought you would.”

	He did? I’ve always counted on my self-confidence to pull me through, but writing that letter earlier wiped it out, devastated it like a hurricane destroying a beach shack that fancied itself a mansion. At Caspian’s words, a glimmer of it returns, warmer than before.

	I’m too busy repeating those words to myself to speak, so Caspian fills the silence. “It seems like your therapy is working.”

	I roll those words over in my mind, too. “It just might be.” I thought I’d hate admitting that more. Hmm. But if it is …

	“What is it?” Caspian asks. I must have grimaced.

	I shrug, reaching past him to place the ink back in its spot on the desk. My body passes close to his before I straighten.

	“You can tell me,” he says. “If you want to.”

	Do I want to? I do, I realize.

	“I’m …” I can’t say scared. Even here, with just the two of us in this quiet room. Trust me, I get the irony. I know saying things out loud is the point right now, but … scared? No way. “I’m concerned.” that makes me sound like an eighty-year-old busybody, but at least I don’t sound weak; weak is worse. “Look, I know I have to let go of the reasons I did what I did, but if I do, I—” I stop. My tongue won’t form the sounds. My lips jam together.

	“We don’t have to talk about this. But if you think it will help …”

	I turn to the side, resting both palms on his desk and focusing my gaze on its smooth surface. I stay silent for a long time, but Caspian doesn’t say anything else. He waits as all the breath inside me builds.

	“I feel like I’m disappointing her,” I whisper at last. “My mom. She and my father had this big plan for me, and after she died, I just wanted to make her proud.” Now that I’ve started, the words slop out on top of each other. “It was so hard, so hard to … keep going without her …” my voice quakes, and for the first time a part of me wishes the Tribunal had taken it away underwater, too, so I couldn’t embarrass myself like this, “and the only way that made any sense was to carry on the way she would have wanted me to.”

	“It makes sense that—”

	You mention your dead mom and people try to make everything okay. I have to get this out before Caspian tries to do it, too. “You know how I felt when my father first told me that they’d wanted me to seduce and sacrifice Clay?” I turn my head so I’m looking straight into Caspian’s eyes when I say it. “Happy.” His eyes widen when I hurl that at him, the way I knew they would. “I was so happy to have a way forward that I knew my mom had planned for me. It was the first time since she”—I swallow—“died that I could feel her next to me.” I look down at the desk again. “I know how stupid that is.”

	Before he can offer some comforting, inane platitude, I rush on, desperate now to get the words out. I’ve never said them before, and something tells me that, after tonight, I never will again. “I just wanted so badly to still feel like she was in my life. During each step that brought us closer to the ritual—getting rid of my Mermese accent in English, perfecting my leg control, learning the siren song, immigrating Above, starting school in Malibu—she was with me for all of it because I knew she’d dreamed of me doing it to free our kind from the curse. She wanted me up on that throne, so as long as I was working toward that, it was like she was next to me.” Tears tumble out with my words, so many. Damn, what’s with all the crying today? I can’t stop. But Caspian doesn’t comment on it, doesn’t tell me to toughen up.

	All he does is ask, “So you never questioned if what you were doing was wrong?” His voice is too neutral; it must’ve been hard for him to ask that without judgment.

	“All the time!” It’s the truth. “Sometimes I’d look at Clay’s eyes after he was sirened—after I sirened him—and they’d look so empty and dead that it would make me feel,” my hand gestures in frantic circles in front of my chest and stomach, “awful inside. Ill. But the only person I could tell was my dad, and he told me I only felt that way because Clay looked like a Merman, from the waist up at least, so I shouldn’t trust the feeling. He said everyone knew that humans were less intelligent and felt everything less deeply. He explained that’s why they could be sirened in the first place and Mer can’t. So, I wasn’t supposed to feel bad. That made sense, but …”

	“But what?”

	“But I still felt like maybe we should stop, so he reminded me that my mom was with me. She’d told me about all the trouble humans cause, about how pathetic it was that we had lifespans like theirs when we were entitled to so much more. I knew she’d want me to do anything necessary to save Merkind from that.”

	“Your mom was udell? Like your dad’s family?”

	I nod. “I thought that’s how all Mer felt. Growing up, she’d tell me the story of the Little Mermaid’s infamous disgrace while I sat in her lap or she tucked me in. When I was with Clay, the last thing I wanted was to feel sympathy for a human the way the Little Mermaid had because I knew how shocked and disappointed my mom would have been. I pushed it down as far as I could, and every time I sirened him I reminded myself that my mom was with me.”

	I pause, lost for a moment in those long-ago hours with Clay. “Then afterwards”—I shake my head—“after the trial, I kept telling myself I’d done what she wanted. I’d kept her with me.” I let my arms fall by my tail. “I realized tonight while I was writing that letter, that if I want to really feel what I did the way MerMatron Estrella says I need to …” What am I trying to say? I angle myself so I’m facing Caspian again. Nowhere to hide. “My father is gone now to who knows where. If I, if I accept that my reasons for hurting Clay and Lia don’t matter, that what matters most is what I did and not why I did it—if I let that sink in, it means I’m not on the path my mom set for me anymore.” Something inside me caves in. “It means I’m really alone.”

	Strong arms fold around me, holding me so tightly that they keep me together when I think I’ll break apart. My forehead falls against a solid chest as I blubber like a guppy. “It hurts. It hurts so much. I want it to stop.”

	When that small space curled against Caspian’s chest has grown so full of my pearls that they threaten to fill my mouth and choke me, I pull back. But not much. I need to feel his nearness. His presence is the only thing anchoring me.

	He grips my upper arms in his large hands. “You’re not alone.” We’re so close together now—closer than we’ve ever been. It makes it easier to believe what he’s saying is true.

	Energy crackles between us, warm and electric. Caspian must feel it too because the look in his eyes shifts from concern to awareness. He swallows. “I mean …”

	I’ve spent all night thinking about what I did to Clay, what it means that my parents’ reasons weren’t enough, what it means that I need to break away from that. Now, all I want is to stop thinking.

	Even if it’s just for a little while.

	All it takes is a single flutter of my coral fins and I’m rising upward in the water. Caspian may be much taller than I am, but soon my lips are level with his. I lean in—into the warmth, into the energy sparking between us. Into connection and not being alone. Soon I’ll be able to turn off my whirring thoughts and just taste him.

	My mouth meets his clean-shaven cheek.

	He’s turned his face to the side, turned it away from me. “Melusine,” he says, half censure, half apology.

	“What? Tonight’s been hard enough. I just want to feel good.” I keep my face—my mouth—up close to his.

	“Look, we don’t have to do that. We can talk for as long as you want, about whatever you want.”

	“I’m done talking.” I want to lose myself in his body for a while, lose myself under his hands. Is that so wrong?

	I move my lips to the side of his neck. Finally, something I’m good at. But I’ve barely tasted the smooth salt of his skin when he uses his grip on my arms to haul me backward, hold me away from him. “This isn’t how …” He stops, then tries again. “You’re in a bad place tonight.”

	I know why he’s hesitating, and I can fix it. “It’s soon for you—I get it.” I lean closer again, and he lets me. “Just close your eyes,” I say, my voice low, husky. “You can picture”—I don’t want to say her name, not right now—“anyone you want.”

	Caspian drops his hands from my arms. “What? No.” He reels backward fast, like a fish that’s just realized it’s bitten a hook. “You don’t deserve that. Melusine, you need to know you don’t deserve that.”

	Why is he making such a big deal out of this? Is the idea of spending even a single night with me really that repulsive to him? Does he really think he’s that much better than I am? He is that much better, a slithering voice whispers in the back of my mind.

	“Whatever,” I say, keeping tight control over my voice. “I was planning to picture someone else, too.”

	“Oh.” Is that hurt slashing across his face? Frort. I don’t even know what prompted the lie.

	I can still save this. Caspian likes honest, so I tilt my head just so, try to make my words sound as honest as I can. “But I’ll picture you if you want me to. I’ll keep my eyes open the whole time.” I never have before. But, with Caspian, it might be nice. I take his hands and put them against me, backing up until he’s holding me against the hard, coral wall. “I’ll do whatever you like.”

	This time he doesn’t move away. How could he? “I’d like …” His hands shift against my skin, one on my hip, one searing right below my collarbone above my siluess. “I’d like …” His breathing is shallower now. So is mine.

	“Yes?” I whisper.

	“I’d like to get something to eat. I was headed to the qokkiis before you got here, so I’d like to go grab a snack.” Slowly, like it takes all his concentration, he pries his hands away, but I can still feel them on me. My skin burns and my head swims. I blink and he’s crossed to the door in one fierce kick. He disappears through it, leaving me alone, all alone in his empty room. I wrap an arm around my waist and the other around my chest.

	Caspian peeks his head back through the doorway. “Aren’t you coming?” Big blue eyes beseech mine not to be mad. “Come on. I’ll make you a snack.”

	A snack? I should shout at him for rejecting me, scream in his face. At least three deliciously cruel, biting comments—about his lack of sexual experience, how he couldn’t call up his legs if he tried, how Lia could never want him—dive into my mind, ready to be unleashed. But then he smiles, just a tiny, questioning quirk of his lips.

	“Yeah, I could eat I guess,” I say, swimming toward him where he waits.



	
Chapter Twenty-Five 
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	Now it’s my turn to wait. Wait for them to process my words, for wave upon wave of questions to hit.

	Lazuli’s crashes down first. “But that’s not possible.” Her gaze roves around our small circle for confirmation. “Right?”

	“No, it’s not.” Em says. “Aurelia,” she softens her voice, attempting to be diplomatic even through her anger at me, “I know how much you love Clay, but you can’t let that cloud your judgment. It’s impossible to turn a human into a Merperson. You must know that.”

	Defensiveness rises in me, but she means well, so I keep my tone patient. “Like it was impossible to break the curse and restore our immortality? Like it was impossible to reverse the potion blocking Clay’s memories? Like it was impossible to bring peace to Merkind under rulers with a rightful claim to the throne?” I let the questions hang in the dehydrated air of the lab so my sisters feel the weight of them. “Look, when Clay first asked me, I thought it was totally impossible, too. But then we did some digging.” I tell them about how Clay and I have been researching and that I’d been losing hope, until I realized I’d misinterpreted the story of the Little Mermaid.

	The implication of the Little Mermaid’s humanity registers on each of their faces. The twins’ identical sets of eyes alight with intrigue, and Amy’s eyebrows shoot up as she smiles, excited to believe. When Em’s jaw drops, satisfaction bursts in my chest. (So I’m a little petty. So what?).

	“Wowza,” Lapis says.

	I tell them about how Clay figured out the dagger is the key and how, based on everything I learned from Ondine about the spell that the Sea Sorceress used to imbue it with power, that idea checks out. I offer Amy an apologetic expression as I mention what I told Uncle Kai to ensure he ordered the evidence from the trial brought here.

	“Hey, reviewing the evidence could actually help them catch Filius Havelock,” Amy says with a shrug. She leans forward, propping her elbows on her knees. “But even if we can get the dagger past whatever security they set up, do you know how to use it? In a magic, non-stabby way, I mean.”

	“I’m working on that,” I answer. “I’ve been building my magic every day since I got back from Sea Daughters. Ondine taught me how to sense magical energy. Once I have the dagger, I should be able to sense its energy and know what to do next.”

	“Should?” Lazuli asks.

	“I won’t know for sure until I have the dagger in my hands.”

	Em speaks for the first time since realizing I may have a shot. “Let’s say, for a moment, you could transform a human into a Merman. You can’t ask us—ask Amy—to help you break the law.”

	“I would never do that,” I say, sounding as grown-up and serious as I can under Em’s scrutiny. “I would never have let my plan get this far if it meant breaking the law again. I wouldn’t put any of you, or Clay, at risk like that.”

	“But, but we’re talking about magic based on the Sea Sorceress’s spell, and even before that, stealing evidence!”

	“Borrowing,” I say. “Borrowing evidence.”

	“Don’t do that,” Em says, like she’s babysitting me the way she used to and caught me sneaking away from the time-out cave in the grottos. “Don’t play with semantics. This is too important.”

	“You’re right,” I say. “It is important. It’s critical. That’s why I’m not basing this on semantics. I’m basing this on laws.” I speak slowly, making sure not only Em but each one of them understands. “When I was researching in the legal section of the varellska, I found a passage on court proceedings for our Community stating that all evidence in closed cases within the Community becomes the property of the Community itself.” I pull a large, cream diadema shell from my bag. “You can listen if you want,” I say, handing it to Em, who places it against her ear. I cued it up this morning in case we got this far. Now, with night pressing in on us outside the small lab and everything I’ve revealed inside these walls, this morning could be days ago.

	Once Em finishes the section, she rests the massive shell in her lap. “I don’t see how—”

	“Just wait.” I pull out a second shell, this one even bigger, and pass it to Amy, who passes it to Em. While she’s listening, I summarize in low tones for the others. “That one is from the Foundation bylaws. It says all property of the Community can be accessed by any member of the Community in good standing with proper Foundation approval.”

	Finished, Em stands from her stool, walking both shells back to me. “Those two statutes aren’t meant to have anything to do with each other. The right to access Community property is intended so that Mer can lease houses owned by the Foundation and use the grotto system.”

	“Whatever the statutes are intended for, they’re recorded right there, and together, they mean a member of our Community has every right to access the dagger.” Finding that beautiful overlap of legalese while nestled in one of the varellska’s captain’s chairs swept me up in a crosscurrent that felt like destiny and sent me straight for Uncle Kai’s office, where I finally set Project Mud in motion. “Since the dagger is an item in evidence in a case prosecuted within the Community, not the palace, it’s under Foundation jurisdiction. Em, since Mom and Dad stepped down when they started campaigning for the throne and put you in charge, you’re still technically head of the Foundation.”

	Em shakes her head. “Aunt Rashell—”

	“Is our envoy until Mr. Havelock is recaptured and you return Above, but you’re still the one with the authority.”

	“I’m not going to check evidence out for you. I’d have to lie to my colleagues about why I need it, and I won’t do that. Not to mention that if you actually end up being able to use the dagger with Clay, my lie would become public and my credibility would be smashed. Not just as head of the Foundation but as heir to the throne. You can’t think I would—”

	“I don’t think that. I know you wouldn’t, and I’d never want you to.” I stand now, taking Em’s hands in mine. Even though what I’ve just told her is the absolute truth, I’ve still never had to ask more of her than I’m about to, and I’ve never been less sure what she’ll say. “I want to check out the dagger myself—take on all the responsibility for what happens when I use it—but I need your help to do that. You’re the one with the power to grant me permission to check the dagger out of evidence.” I don’t phrase it like a question because she’s not ready to answer—not yet. I just let the facts float on the surface.

	Em shifts her weight onto her bare heels, the most she can back away without letting her careful composure slip, without letting go of my hands. “Even …” She clears her throat. “Even if I gave you permission, Mom and Dad would find out the second you tried to check out the dagger.”

	“She’s right,” Lapis says. “It’s an ancient magical artifact.”

	“A cursed ancient magical artifact,” Amy adds.

	“There’s no way Mom and Dad would ever let you near that dagger without a really good explanation,” Lazuli says. “And you can’t give them any explanation without telling them that Clay remembers you, and why he remembers you.”

	They expect me to be deterred by their words, but I’m fighting to keep a smile from my lips. Their arguments prove that all of them, even Em, have followed my logic this far and are at least willing to entertain the idea. Can I steer this ship the rest of the way? “That’s why we have to be sneaky. Legal, but sneaky.”

	Lapis scoots her stool closer to mine. “How—”

	Em interrupts. “I’m not trying to be annoying or nitpicky …” Really? “… but before we all get carried away, is Clay sure this is what he wants?”

	“I was wondering that, too,” Amy says. She rests a hand on my knee. “I know you two really love each other, but becoming a Merman …”

	“I know,” I say. “It was his idea. At first, when we couldn’t find any clue how to do it, I thought he’d eventually let it go. You know, focus on college apps or an upcoming gig and move on. But he just kept looking, desperate to find a way.” Picturing his face, so determined, so sure we could pull it off even when I wasn’t, makes me ache with missing him. “I’ve told him—a bunch of times—that I don’t want him doing this for me. He’s said over and over that he isn’t. Well, not just for me, anyway. He loves the ocean and our world.” It’s my duty to speak for Clay right now, down here where he can’t speak for himself, so I let his passion rise in me until I’m brimming over. “He wants to have a future here with the person he loves, and that should be his choice. But right now he doesn’t have full legal rights, no protection from inhumane treatment like having a part of his mind stolen. As long as he’s human, he’s in danger under our laws. It isn’t fair.”

	Em’s mouth forms a grim line. “I am glad you got him his memories back. What the Tribunal did wasn’t right.” My conversation with Em after the trial flashes into my mind. Even through my grief, I’d pitied her that day. Out of all of us, she was the one most disillusioned by the whole thing, because she was the one who believed in our system the most. “Clay has been hurt at the hands of Merkind.”

	I’ve never heard Em speak more like a future monarch. And I’ve never heard her sound more full of regret.

	“I understand why you want to help him make this choice when so many choices have been taken from him,” Em says. “But what if you did it? What if you made it work? What about afterwards? Everyone down here knows he’s human. He testified at the trial. You know how firmly we believe in tradition, especially the Mer Below. He’d never be accepted. Wouldn’t we just be making his life worse?”

	The genuine worry twisting Em’s features makes me want to hug her for the first time since we set foot in this lab. It’s time.

	I pull out the last shell in my bag, a modest frog shell, and hold it up to her ear. Then I explain exactly what I’d need her to do

	She’s quiet for a long time.

	Finally, I say, “This time, I want to work inside the law to help him. After everything he’s been through,” everything he’s been through because of me, because of us, “I owe it to Clay to try to do this for him.”

	More earnest words I’ve never spoken.

	Em’s brown eyes so like my own meet mine, and for the first time, she looks at me like I’m an adult. An equal.

	“I’ll do it.”

	All around the circle, we inhale. But when I move in to hug her, she holds up a hand, halting me. “I want to be clear: I’m not helping because I forgive you for sirening, or for any of it. Not yet. I’m doing it to make things right for Clay.”

	My throat tightens. I don’t like her words, but I can live with them.

	In silence, Em returns to her seat.

	“On that super depressing note,” Lapis says, “can we go back to the part where we get to be sneaky? At least that sounded cool instead of maudlin.”

	I settle back on my own stool and let my gaze rest on my cousin as she twirls a lock of her strawberry blond hair around her finger. “Well, it all starts with Amy.”

	 

	 

	[image: Mer-Scenebreak.jpg]

	 

	 

	“I got ’em! I got ’em!” Amy whisper-shouts when she zooms into my room on her light purple tail a week later.

	My stomach flips.

	It’s late evening, so all the scientists and interns have long left for dinners at home and it’s easy for us to meet in the small electronics lab again. Em waits ten minutes before joining us to avoid suspicion, and the twins wait another five after that. By the time they swim through the whooshing evaporation barrier, I’m vibrating to the split ends of my staticky hair.

	Amy carefully moves an old telephone with a spiral cord aside. “Remind me to put that back,” she says, switching to English now that we’re in a dry room. She empties a bag seemingly full of art supplies out onto the long metal table. Among her volcanic charcoal pencils, maiden’s hair paintbrushes, and rolled up scrolls of bleached art algae, two darker scrolls tumble out from the bottom of the bag.

	“Where were they?” Em asks.

	“In my dad’s home office in my parents’ suite. He brought them there so he could go over them with my mom while she’s here this weekend.”

	“We should hurry, before your parents notice they’re gone,” I say.

	“My mom rode in from a week Above this morning. My parents will be … reuniting for a while.”

	“Props to Aunt Rashell and Uncle Kai!” Lapis says. “Good timing, Aims. They won’t be noticing anything but their bedroom ceiling any time soon.” Ew.

	Lazuli laughs, but the rest of us wrinkle our noses.

	“Stop. Now.” Amy scoops everything else into the bag and rolls both dark scrolls out next to each other. Together, they cover the metal table in a giant, complex blueprint too big to fit on a single scroll.

	The twins use their hands to keep one side from rolling back in on itself, while Em and I take the other.

	Tilting our heads from angle to angle, we hang on Amy’s every word as she runs her index finger along the plans and describes the drawings of one security measure after another.

	With each one, my stomach plummets lower. How can we …?

	When this plan started bubbling up to the surface of my mind during my first visit to the library’s legal section, I figured I’d need Em to authorize me to check out the dagger, Amy to gather intel on the security measures, and the twins to masterfully distract some guards. But this? My gaze shifts to the very center of the blueprints. That? Then to the far left corner. THAT? It’s all so far below and beyond what I had in mind. I can’t expect my sisters to risk dangers like these to help me and Clay.

	“This is going to rock!” Lapis says.

	Em swallows as she stares at the blueprints, but she doesn’t object.

	Amy and Lazuli start brainstorming out loud, throwing ideas back and forth for how we could get past the obstacles.

	We’re really doing this.

	I dive in. “I think I might have an idea for this one,” I say, tapping a spot on the scroll, “but,” I drag my finger to another, “how are we going to manage this one?”

	Four voices rush to answer me.


Chapter Twenty-Six 
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	Melusine

	 

	 

	Should I answer? I stand here, staring at my closed bedroom door, picturing Caspian wading on the other side. He spent the last few days Above, so we haven’t seen each other since the night …

	I don’t want to open the door.

	He tried his damnedest to keep things from getting awkward that night. He even took me down to the qokkiis and showed me how to make his family’s version of spaghetti from long strands of elongata seaweed. It came out tastier than I’d expected, and I could picture him eating it as a little boy. He looked pretty funny with sauce all over his face. The memory of our laughter almost convinces me to turn the doorknob, but the memory of my mouth on his neck, of his hands on my arms pushing me away is stronger. My skin heats.

	I can almost feel him in front of me, his presence radiating through the thin barrier between us, pulling me toward him. Urging me to open the door.

	He knocks again. “Melusine? It’s Caspian.”

	His low baritone rolls out, easy and calm. I analyze it for notes of hesitancy or judgment but don’t find any.

	I could so easily pretend I’m not here. Or can he feel me, too?

	“Melusine?”

	Ultimately, it comes down to one simple question: do I want to see him?

	Water flutters against me as I open the door. His face greets me, as handsome as ever, his brows angled slightly with concern, his blue eyes a question I don’t know how to answer.

	“Hey,” I say.

	“Hey. I thought I should let you know I delivered your letter. I saw Lia this morning.” Of course he went to see her first. “I gave her the locker number and combination for where I put it with my vocabulary list, and she gave it to Clay.”

	“So, he could have it by now?” My heart speeds up.

	Caspian nods. “Writing Clay that apology …” He swims forward, closer to where I float on the other side of the door frame. “It was the right thing to do.” He says those words like they matter more than any others.

	“It was?”

	“Yes.”

	“Do you want to come in?”

	“Yes.”

	But as he swims past me, he keeps as much distance between our bodies as possible in the small doorway, and once he enters the room, his eyes land on my bed then dart quickly away.

	The awkwardness I feared now creeps in. I brought it, so I have to banish it.

	I swim toward the small sitting area off to one side of the room and settle on a long, embroidered couch, so Caspian can choose how far from me he’d like to sit.

	He doesn’t sit next to me on the couch, but he doesn’t sit far, either, choosing the finback chair closest to my armrest.

	I should offer him something to eat or drink, but I have nothing. “How was your visit Above?” I ask before silence has a chance to make the moment more awkward.

	He shrugs. “It was nice to stay with my friend Arroyo and see some guys from the Community. They were all really excited to hear about what it’s like staying in the palace. And Lapis’s new boyfriend Beck was one of my guards, so I got to know him a little. He seems like a good guy.”

	I could care less about whether one of Lia’s sisters will eventually have her heart broken, but the Nautilus family is important to Caspian, so I bite back my reaction and ask, “Your parents just let you go up for a visit? Even with …” my father still out there somewhere “… the current security risks?”

	Dad, where are you? What do you want me to do? Why didn’t you—

	“No. They only said yes because I scheduled a meeting with Mr. Zung to discuss my plans for next year. He was down here for the coronation, but he’s back up at the Foundation now.”

	“And you met with him?” Or was it just a cover so he could make the drop-off to Clay?

	“Of course I did.” Because he wouldn’t lie unless he really had to. Strange, when lying is so much more expedient. I’d always assumed adherence to the truth was for the unimaginative. Those too stupid to lie well. But Caspian is anything but stupid.

	I don’t know anyone else our age whose talents have earned him a private audience with the foremost expert in his chosen field. “How was the meeting?”

	“Mr. Zung gave me a lot of good advice.” Caspian’s lips purse and his eyes take on a faraway quality.

	“Like what?” I ask.

	“Hmm?”

	“What advice?”

	“Oh, just about the different currents available to me for next year.” The smile he pastes on his face at the end of the sentence is off somehow. And something in his eyes has turned stormy. He stares at me like he wants to say more but isn’t sure if he should. Isn’t sure if he wants to say it to me.

	What was it he told me the other night? I try to get the wording, the inflection exactly right when I say, “You can tell me about it. If you want to.”

	“It’s nothing.”

	My body deflates. Why would he want to confide in me? I’ve confided in him because he’s the type of person it feels good opening up to. He’s proven it over and over. Me? No one would want to show me their soft, vulnerable underbelly. All I’ve ever proven is I’ll stab it with a dagger.

	“It’s just …” He pauses. “I basically have three options, and I don’t know which one to pursue. But it’s not a big deal. I’ll figure it out.” The twisting and knotting of his usually smooth features tell me this is more important—more troubling—to him than he’s admitting.

	If I wanted to get him to spill his secrets, I know exactly how I’d angle my body towards him, which timbre I’d set my voice to, what words I’d use. I even know how I could get him to favor whichever of those three options prove most advantageous to me. But what I don’t know is how to just … listen. Be here. Help. So, instead of using my words, I use his again. “We don’t have to talk about this. But if you think it will help …” I let the sentence trail off, the way his did when we talked about my mother.

	He takes a deep, heavy breath, gills wavering. Did I do it wrong? Is he getting up to go? “The first option would be continuing my linguistics studies with a lereean”—that’s a cross between a paid internship and an apprenticeship—“directly under Mr. Zung. He’s the head of the entire department, and he usually doesn’t take on lereeti. I can’t believe he even offered that.”

	“I can.” A hint of a smile ghosts over his lips, but then they slip into a frown again. “That sounds like an excellent opportunity,” I say. So what’s weighing him down to the bottom of the sea?

	“It is. It is,” he rushes to acknowledge. “I’m so lucky. And grateful that he offered.”

	Yeah, like the opportunity just dropped from the surface and has nothing to do with the skills Caspian has spent a lifetime teaching himself. I will myself not to roll my eyes. “But …?”

	“Nothing! It’s just, there are two other options.” I nod, trying to look encouraging instead of impatient. He listened to me; now it’s my turn to give him the time he needs, no matter how odd and unproductive it makes me feel. “The second option would be attending a human college, like the twins do, and studying human linguistics. Most applications were due already, but a lot of good schools have rolling admissions, or I could serve as a lereeti to Mr. Zung for a year until it’s time to apply. Moving forward, the palace will need more Mer who speak human languages other than English. I could take my pick, study whichever human languages I want, then bring that knowledge back with me.”

	A deeply ingrained distaste for placing value on anything human rises unbidden in my throat, especially on placing it equal to an opportunity in the Mer world. I force the reaction down with both fins. Caspian doesn’t feel that way about it, and he needs me right now. I don’t trust myself not to say something that’ll come out sounding udell, so I nod again.

	“And the third option would be to study Below. Some schools that closed at various points during the wars are starting back up, finding professors who are still alive and reopening their doors. There’s one in particular Mr. Zung told me about, out in Maqmillan, that’s already gathered some of the best language scholars so it can specialize in training students in different Mermese dialects to aid reunification efforts.”

	I know what I’d do. In a heartbeat. This isn’t about you, a tiny voice in my head reminds me. Let him talk. “You like all three options?”

	“I know how incredible all three are. How fortunate I’d be to take any one of them.” Despite his words, he looks more conflicted than ever. Then a smile spreads across his face, wide and convincing. “The Foundation job has been my dream since I was little. I could learn so much from Mr. Zung. And the job Below involves using the dialects I’d be learning to help in the local communities right away, so I could do a lot of good. And even though I’d never thought of studying in the human world, the field of human linguistics is hundreds of years ahead of ours because of our wars. Not only is it fascinating, but I could pioneer new research down here afterwards and do a lot of good that way, too.” Even after he gushes about how amazing everything is, that wide smile doesn’t light his eyes. They still storm.

	“Yes, I get that all the jobs offer sunshine and rainbridges, but what about—”

	“Bows,” Caspian says. “Rainbows.” Since the word doesn’t exist in modern Mermese, he approximates the English version using Mermese sounds, the same way I did a second ago when I said “rainbridges.”

	“Really? But humans love bridges.” When I first learned the word, I couldn’t wrap my brain around why anyone would want to avoid water; the concept was one of many that made humans strange and foreign. “And they’re shaped like bridges.” I draw an arch in front of me in the water with my hand.

	“Oh, yeah, they are,” he says, and for a second, his expression shifts from conflicted to amused. Interested. “I never thought of it that way, but they’re also shaped like hunting bows, so … rainbows.”

	“Ohhh, got it. Rainbows. Thanks.” I smile, and he smiles back. It’s a small smile, but real this time. “My point is, I get that there are all these very positive things about each job, but that can’t be all.” If it were, he wouldn’t look so miserable. “What aren’t you telling me?” Better question: what isn’t he telling himself?

	“Nothing. Really. I feel guilty even just mentioning—”

	“Ugh, guilt.”

	He raises an eyebrow. I put up both hands. “I get it. Guilt is important.” Boy do I. “Feeling it is important.” That part comes out quiet. “But you haven’t done anything to be guilty about. It’s okay to know the jobs are great and still feel something negative. Feelings aren’t all rainbows.” I articulate the word in its correct version. “Sometimes feelings are dark, and that’s okay. So, out with it.”

	He leans forward, elbows on his tail. “The jobs make me …” He shakes his head, searching, searching, searching until he finds an accurate word.“… afraid.”

	This time, finding the correct label doesn’t give him the satisfaction it usually does. The word wrenches its way free, but he stays locked up in it.

	Afraid? “Afraid of what?” I keep my voice passive, nonjudgmental. Another skill I learned from him.

	“All of it. Well, not the Foundation job. Not the one I’ve been dreaming about and preparing for. But the other two.” Still leaning on his elbows, he throws his head back and stares at the ceiling. “I don’t know how to live in the human world. Not really. I mean, sure, I grew up in the Community. I know how to speak English and walk to the mall and say hello to the neighbors and buy groceries. But I’m not like Lia. I’ve never been to human school. My family and I barely even used the top stories of our house! Most days, between school and home, I never left the grottos except to swim in the ocean. How am I supposed to live and work for years in the human world? I don’t think I can.” It all explodes from him, a long dormant volcano erupting after centuries beneath a placid surface.

	“You—”

	“And the job Below is worse. It’s so much worse.”

	His voice breaks, and in the pause that follows, I ask, “Why?”

	“This palace, it’s a lot like the Community. Rebuilt by the exact same people to feel safe and familiar. But out there, far away from the palace and my parents and the Nautiluses …” He springs up from his chair and flings an arm toward the closest amber window. “I know even less about that world than the human one, and it shouldn’t be that way. That’s the world I was supposed to be born into, the one where I’m supposed to fit. And it … it …”

	“Scares you?”

	His blue gaze bores into mine.

	“It terrifies me. I don’t know how to live in it.”

	“So that’s why you want to stay at the Foundation?”

	He hesitates. “I thought about it all the way home, and the Foundation job feels … right. My instincts are telling me to grab the job I’ve always dreamed of and not let go, but”—he runs a hand through his hair—“what if I shouldn’t trust that feeling?”

	His voice is strident, burdened with emotion. I was never allowed to take that tone at home—irrational, my parents would have called it. I shift on my coral tail. I don’t know what to do with this much emotion except use it against someone. The best I can do is ask, “What do you mean?”

	“All those kids in the Community and their parents, for all those years, saying I’d grow up to be a nothing, a no one, or that I’d do something evil, like my aunt. No matter how hard I worked I couldn’t overcome my family’s reputation, the stain of sireny.”

	“But now that you’ve helped break the curse, everyone’s forgotten. They see you as a hero.” Because he is.

	“I haven’t forgotten! And what if the only reason I want to take that job so badly is to rub it in their faces? To be some big shot at the Foundation and prove I made it? To prove they were all wrong about me. Lia would say that’s not me, but picturing myself in some fancy Foundation office as a big boss, operating at an intellectual level that those …” I think he wants to curse, but even in his anger, he checks the impulse at meanness, “kids who excluded me and talked about me behind my back could never fathom? That image of myself makes me feel …”

	“Powerful? Validated?”

	He nods.

	“It’s tempting, isn’t it?” I could so easily use this as a bonding moment, but I resist the urge. “Look, you imagining yourself in some Foundation office, all decked out in a suit or a strand of top shells, isn’t the same as me or my father lusting for power. You can’t blame yourself for wanting to defy the expectations of idiots who underestimated you or for aspiring to be successful.”

	“Does that mean I take the Foundation job?” He hovers right in front of me, his face a question. “I don’t know what to do.” Then more to himself and riddled with distress: “And I always, always know what to do.”

	I used to know what to do. A few months ago, right and wrong were so clear to me. As long as I stuck to the plan, I was doing the right thing, so every choice was like crystal. Now I’m confused most of the time. That storminess in Caspian’s eyes? I feel it, too.

	But at least in this moment, I can help clear up some of Caspian’s confusion. He needs to—no. I can’t give him advice on this. It’s so important, and … I make bad decisions. I’m a bad decision-maker. Isn’t that what everyone keeps telling me? The Tribunal, my father at the trial, my therapist, even Caspian in nicer words. Staring at his face, torn and vulnerable, eyes begging for someone to help him, I rear back. Not me. I’m not the one to help him decide his future. “Have you asked your parents? Or”—just say it, just say it, just—“Lia?” She’s his best friend, not me.

	“They’ll tell me to do what feels right. And the only option that feels right is the Foundation job.” Because it doesn’t scare him. Because it would be safe and familiar, and he could settle into that comfortable image of himself.

	But if deep down he really wanted to take that job, he’d be having this conversation with the people he knows would tell him to “do what feels right.” He knocked on my door instead. That has to mean something, doesn’t it?

	When I don’t respond, he says, “My parents and Lia would tell me to choose the one that makes me happy.”

	Happy? Seriously? That’s terrible advice. These are the people he’s dealing with? Okay, he needs me.

	“Stop. Right there. We have to swim to the beginning on this. First of all, you’re thinking like a human. I don’t mean that in an udell way. I mean you’re thinking like a human when you’re not one.”

	I prepare myself for a surge of defensiveness, but Caspian’s eyes light with genuine interest. “How?”

	I lean forward, my elbows resting on my tail now too, and say slowly, “You can do all three.”

	He looks puzzled, so I explain. “You’re immortal now. You have time to not only have all three of those careers, but as many as you want. You can study a thousand languages, Mer and human, become the foremost linguistics expert in the ocean.” Then, because I don’t want to offend him by excluding where he grew up or the humans that live there, I add, “In the world.” He really could be. Excitement rises in me like high tide.

	It must rise in him, too, because he blinks with realization and smiles, open-mouthed.

	“So, really,” I say, “you’re not choosing between these options. You’re just choosing which one to do first.”

	“That’s”—his face clears and his shoulders drop their weight—“way less overwhelming.”

	Now it’s time to share the part he may not like as much. “And if you want to keep all three on the table for the future—if you want to achieve something really extraordinary someday, which with your capabilities, you can—then you don’t want to just pick the one that makes you feel good and happy. You want to choose the one that scares you. That’s the one that will push you the most, so you’ll learn as much as you can for whatever you take on next.”

	“I never thought of it that way.” Caspian falls against the backrest of his chair. “But I think you’re right.”

	I am right. It’s the first time I’ve felt right in a while.

	He sighs. “I feel so much better. Still scared about what my next move should be,” he admits, “but more klaniss.” That’s a nuanced, poetic word that doesn’t translate well into English, except into a clunky hyphenate: excited-scared. On the cusp of the thrilling unknown. Caspian looks right at me then, and I lose my wave of thought. “Thank you,” he says.

	Warmth spreads through my chest and cheeks. “You’re welcome.”
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	It isn’t until an hour later, once we’ve spread a game of spillu out and are sitting on the floor with our tails tucked under us as we play, that my mind drifts back to the letter.

	“Can I ask you something?” I move my onyx killer whale along the board, then clip it in its new square.

	“Sure.”

	“Why are you nice to Clay? Even when you were still trying to get with Lia, you helped him.” Is he secretly still trying to get Lia to see him as more than a friend? Does he still have feelings for her? “Why? Why are you making vocab lists for the guy Lia’s dating instead of you?” If you can call weird mind-chatter through a magical bond “dating.”

	Caspian gazes down at the fine-carved ivory of his polar bear piece and lets out a single laugh, more bitter than I expected. “Trust me, I’ve wondered that myself.” He shrugs. “He asked me before the trial, and it’s admirable of him to want to learn Mermese.” I raise my eyebrows so he knows I’m not buying that all that’s behind this is some mutual love of learning. “He’s a decent guy, and he’s suffered a lot.” Caspian looks away from me, but then levels me with a serious expression.

	I nod. We both know what I did.

	“He’d never even met me when he and Lia became close. It’s not his fault she …” We both hear the words he doesn’t say: it’s not Clay’s fault that Lia isn’t in love with Caspian. “Basically, I decided, if I can help, I should.” He says that like it’s a no-brainer, but it never would have occurred to me. The words roll over in my brain like river rocks. Caspian sighs and adds, “I just always thought Lia and I were so right for each other.” He moves his piece a few places and clips it to the board.

	I snort. I can’t help it.

	“What?”

	“Well, you’re just so not.”

	“Yeah, because Lia doesn’t feel that way about me. I’ve accepted that.”

	“No, because you’re just not right for each other.”

	“Maybe you and I shouldn’t talk about this.”

	I choke back my nerves and mention the unmentionable before he can. “Because of the other night? Don’t flatter yourself. I was upset and I just wanted to turn my brain off for a while. That’s all it was.” Was it? Shut up. Of course it was. “I don’t want to hold hands with you and make googly eyes at each other. Got it?” The words come out with more bite than I intended. I take my turn.

	“Got it,” he says, barely above a whisper.

	Good. I can’t have him thinking of me as some clingy teenage girl mooning after him. I’d rather die.

	He scoots his polar bear forward and re-clips it. “So … what do you mean then? About Lia and me?”

	“Truth?”

	He nods.

	I infuse as much kindness into my voice as I can when I say, “You’re both too noble for your own good. If you were a couple, everyone would take advantage of the two of you, and every hard decision would wrack you both with guilt and confusion.” He opens his mouth to argue, so I add, “Just like this one about your job opportunities did.”

	His mouth closes as his brow lowers.

	I move my piece again, closer to his. “I’m not saying you don’t work as friends. Clearly, you have for a long time.” That history runs deep through their veins. I saw it when I first met the two of them, glued together at that gala. “But she’ll never understand the pain you’ve felt—everything you’ve been through as an outcast for all those years. Tell me I’m wrong.”

	“She tries …”

	“I’m not saying it’s her fault.” For once, I don’t think it is. “But her life has been too perfect for her to ever really get you. And you’d rather shield her from it than talk to her about it, so if you were together, you could never really give her all of you. You’d always be holding back.”

	He crosses his arms and doesn’t look at me, but he doesn’t say anything, either. Just takes his turn in silence.

	“I’ve seen the way she talks to you, the ways she expects you to support her no matter what she does or what idea comes out of her mouth—you’re her safe place.” I duck my head to catch his gaze. “But you’re so much more complex than that, or than she wants you to be.” She wants him by her side any time she needs him to make her feel better but can’t get away from him fast enough as soon as he has something to say that she doesn’t want to hear, or feelings she’s not prepared to handle. Anger wriggles up inside me at the way she treats him, but I fight to keep it out of my voice. The second I say something mean-spirited about Lia, he’ll shut me down. And this isn’t about her, not really. It’s about Caspian. “There’s so much more to you than she will ever see.” I gaze at the planes of his face, at the emotions warring in his ocean blue eyes. “So much more than she will ever appreciate.”

	My breathing deepens, my chest rising and falling.

	The urge to lean in—to place my hand on his smooth cheek or bare shoulder—grips me. But giving in to that temptation would be too dangerous, too far, like the other night.

	I lean away instead, forcing nonchalance. “It’s your turn.”

	Caspian rises from his chair, his face a pensive mask. “It’s late. I should get going.”

	Before I’ve even floated up from my sitting position, he’s at the door. I cross to him in a rush, only to halt next to him in the doorway.

	“Too much truth?” My question comes out quiet.

	“No. I needed it, I think. Now I just want to …” He gestures out the door, words failing him for once. We both look anywhere but at each other. “Nairolell.” Good night.

	“Nairolell,” I echo, but he’s already swum out of the room.

	Careful not to disturb any of the clipped-on pieces in their progress across the board, I pick the unfinished game of spillu up off the floor and place it on a table for later.



	
Chapter Twenty-Seven 
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	Lia

	 

	 

	This isn’t a game, but it is about strategy. My first strategy? An important day starts with a perfect outfit. And I know just the one.

	If I’m going to break into the most high-security section of the palace and sneak out a centuries-old artifact cursed with evil magic, why, I need my most innocent-looking outfit.

	When I meet my sisters on one of the lower stories, I’m wearing my white siluess covered in tiny puka shells. I haven’t tried it on in ages, but it’s no tighter than it was the last time. You’d think my boobs would have grown at least a little in the past year, but oh no. I’ve completed the look with rosy cheeks and baby pink lipstick. Sneaking past guards into the vaults? Who, me?

	“Now, if anyone asks, remember to say we came down here for cooking lessons and got turned around. Unless we’re already near the vaults, then—”

	“Tell them Caspian’s grandma sent us to check the endurance of the dry spell,” Lapis finishes Em’s warning. “Yes, we know.”

	“It’s going to be fine,” I say, with more confidence than I feel.

	“Should we consider waiting a week, just so we have time to go over everything again?” Em asks.

	Amy shakes her head. “They finished cataloguing all the evidence yesterday. If we get the dagger today, we’ll have the best chance of slipping it back into the vault before anyone notices it’s missing.”

	I rub my fingers over the small, cone-shaped mitra shell stuck firm into the bun of my hair, which is in a half-up, half-down style. This shell may look decorative, but it will soon be the thing that puts me on the right side of the law, even if only by a couple scales.

	Em echoes my thoughts. “We’re not breaking any laws getting the dagger,” she says, more to reassure herself than Amy. “If they do open the dagger’s box and it’s gone, they’ll find—”

	“Do you want to face all the questions they’ll ask us if that happens?” Lazuli asks. “Getting it out now is Lia’s best chance to use it to help Clay before anyone can stop her.”

	If I can use it. I can. I can. I’ve been studying every revealing spell I can find. Just last night, I got my bedroom wall to reveal a secret passage to what once must have been the servants’ quarters for the private wing. (Now it’s being used for storage. “You can clean your own rooms and fetch your own snacks, just like always,” my mother told my sisters and me when we moved in.) And earlier this week, I got a beautiful antique bowl to reveal an entirely different design underneath layers of newer paint, and also got the walls of Em’s office to repeat the last besklili message she recorded. The whole room echoed with Em’s voice—it was astounding! Em made me promise never to use it without her permission, but the fact that I could pull it off means that I can get the dagger to reveal how to use it to help Clay, right? Right. Today, I just need to focus on getting it. “Let’s go.”

	Em leads us forward to the entrance to the kitchen, where we’re meeting the final member of our team. I hadn’t wanted to let anyone aside from my sisters in on our plan, but we had no other option.

	She swims toward us, her sleek dark hair standing out against the surrounding water and framing her slender figure.

	“Hiya!” Staskia waves. “Are we all set?”

	“Thanks for doing this,” I say.

	“Hey, you and Clay are the reason my parents, me, everybody”—her gaze darts to Amy, and they share a not-so-secret smile—“won’t be floating at the top of the tank one day. If I can help you two, I’m in.”

	I nod and duck my head, unsure as always how to take a compliment for breaking the curse. I can’t help the clump of tangled seaweed in my stomach at having Staskia going in with us for this.

	As if sensing it, Amy swims up next to me as we all head left, away from the kitchen toward the round porthole on the far end of the hall meant for staff only, and whispers, “Stas doesn’t know about you-know-what.” My sireny. “Just that we need to exercise your legal right to access that dagger, and we need to be sneaky about it so you can help Clay. She wants to help. It’s her choice.”

	The tangled seaweed loosens a little. But only a little. It had been Amy’s idea to involve Stas, and the rest of us hadn’t seen any way around it, but I don’t like putting anyone else, especially someone Amy’s age, at risk. At least we’ll only need her for the first fin of our mission.

	We dive down two more levels, where the white coral walls sparkling with ice give way to more practical gray limestone. It’s almost time.

	“Left,” Amy whispers, and we turn the corner. “Right. Right.” Since most of these halls are storage for things like holiday decorations and half-broken furniture from before the palace renovation, there’s no one down here. Certainly no guards, not when they’re spread so thin already. We don’t see a soul.

	But that’s about to change.

	“One more left.”

	The familiar whoosh fills our ears before we see its cause. At the end of the hallway, an entire wall cascades with the glassy magic of a massive dry spell.

	For additional security, all the evidence resides beyond this dry spell, not only for improved preservation but also because most palace staff who would have reason to come down here don’t have strong leg control. Fortunately, I crushed that problemo last year.

	Em has always been as diligent about leg control as everything else in her life, and the twins think about sex so much, they could run a marathon in stilettos.

	But … “You sure you’re okay?” I ask Amy, who got her legs most recently of all.

	She nods. “I’ve been practicing two hours every night. Plus …” Her gaze skates over to Staskia, and she blushes. “We’ll both be fine.” The two of them lace their fingers together.

	We all tighten our sarongs and transform. Soon, we’ve stepped through the rush of the spell and stand in an identical, empty limestone hallway on the other side, patting ineffectually at our staticky hair—all except for Lazuli, whose locks flow down her back as smooth and silky as ever.

	“I’ve been experimenting with mixing my own shampoos,” she says in response to our dropped jaws. “I finally found a combo that combats the evapo-frizz. And it smells like cake batter. I’m thinking about selling it around the palace.”

	But Lazuli’s entrepreneurial efforts will have to wait. All of us narrow our focus to the one lonely door on this side of the dry spell.

	And to the electronic keypad lock above its handle.

	Staskia steps forward. “MerMatron Welle in the electrical department built this. She used to teach the elective on Human Tech Familiarity at the Foundation school in the grottos. She’s the one who recommended me for my internship.”

	The keypad blinks up at me with its insistent red light. Five small, raised buttons stand in a perfect vertical line in their steel frame above the door handle, waiting for someone to press them in exactly the right order.

	“You can also press two or even three buttons at once, which makes the number of possible permutations skyrocket.” Admiration colors Staskia’s voice.

	“So, you know the code?” My fist balls and releases at my side.

	“Are you kidding? MerMatron Welle wouldn’t tell that to anyone without clearance.”

	“Are you going to rewire it?” I ask.

	“Rewire it? Dude, I’ve only been interning with her for a month. What do you think I am, some kind of science prodigy?”

	When we asked Stas to help, she said she could get us past the lock but that she still had to figure out the details. This morning, she promised she had it covered; now I’m not so sure. “Then how are we getting in?” My question has a shrill edge, and beside me, my sisters share worried glances.

	“By understanding how this little culprit works,” Stas says, giving it a pat. “See, when you type in the correct combination, the levers on the inside move, allowing the door to unlock. What we really need to do is move the levers, just enough. Lucky for us, they’re metal.” She digs in the pocket of her sarong and pulls out what looks like a scrap cut from a T-shirt tied tightly around … something. “It’s a magnet.” She pulls out a second one, similarly wrapped.

	“Where did you—”

	“From the library. I checked out the biggest encyclopedia konklilis I could find ’cause they had the strongest magnets on the bottom to keep them on the shelf. These should be strong enough.”

	“Should be?” I swallow.

	Staskia lifts the first wrapped magnet to the upper right side of the keypad’s steel frame and the second one to the middle on the left. Holding her hands steady, she lets go of both at the exact same instant. They stick.

	We all hold our breath.

	Nothing happens. The red light continues blinking. Stas bites her lips and my shoulders tense. Is that it? We can’t get held back now—we haven’t even started yet.

	Amy shoots Stas an expression that might be meant as encouraging but just looks nervous. Stas holds up a finger and leans her ear closer to the lock. She shifts the left magnet a little up, then down.

	Beep.

	Red dies and green blinks to life.

	“You’re a mastermind!” Amy plants an elated kiss on Staskia’s cheek.

	“Thank you, Stas,” I say, pressing as much feeling as I can into my words so she understands the full weight of my gratitude. “As soon as we’re through this door, you swim to the kitchen and say what you need to, then head straight back upstairs.”

	Stas nods and says to my sisters, “If anyone asks, you guys spent all day with me and Amy in Amy’s room listening to music. I’m going to grab a platter of lobster tarts from the kitchen with enough for six in case anyone saw us down here, then head back up.”

	“Thank you.” This time, the words come from Em. Without Stas letting herself get seen down here, we wouldn’t have an alibi if we get questioned before I have a chance to make it to Clay with the dagger.

	At Staskia’s signal, I pull down on the now unlocked door handle.

	It clicks open.

	I expect a wave of relief, but instead my nerves somersault higher at all that awaits on the other side.

	As I hold the door ajar, Stas grabs the knotted T-shirt fabric and pops the magnets from the steel frame without having to scrabble at them with her fingers to pry them free. Smart girl.

	With the red light back on and blinking steadily, she disappears back out the dry spell’s shield as Lazuli leads the rest of us onward.

	Since this whole area used to be a series of safes for the royal family’s most valuable belongings, we emerge into what, according to the blueprints, was once a small closet for rare, sealskin coats and siluesses studded with priceless jewels. Empty hooks still line the walls.

	“Wait here.” Lazuli pulls her scandalously short sarong lower on her hips and smooths her perfect hair before walking around the corner. Sticking as close to the wall as a suckerfish, I peek one eye out to watch her progress.

	“Princess!” exclaims one of two guards stationed in front of the next door. “How did you get in here?”

	“With the code, duh,” she answers in Mermese with a lighthearted giggle. “My parents sent me.”

	“Do Their Majesties require assistance?” the other guard asks, his shoulder muscles rippling as he grips his spear more tightly.

	“No, but I do,” she says in a voice as silky as her hair, which she tosses over her shoulder with studied casualness, revealing more of the creamy expanse of chest above the deep V of her siluess.

	I totally have to practice that move in front of the mirror later.

	“I’m here to test endurance.” Guard Number One’s green eyes widen to sand dollars. “Of the evaporation spells,” she clarifies, like she knows what he was thinking and approves. “Have you two noticed anything”—she runs her tongue along her bottom lip—“wet down here?”

	“Wet?” repeats Guard Number Two.

	“Yeah, wet,” she says again, drawing out the word and hitting the consonants.

	“No, Princess,” says Guard Number One.

	“Then I’ll report back that the spells are holding up fine. Thank you both so much for your help.”

	“That’s it?” Guard Number Two asks, with a slump of those muscular shoulders.

	“Yeah,” Lazuli says, like she’s sorry to go, too. “Y’know, I’ve never been down here before. It’s really cool.” Her gaze roves over the sprawling, stone room, then lands back on the guards and roves over them, too. “You two guard this whole place?”

	“Well, there are a bunch of other security measures—”

	“But we’re the only guards. Guarding everything down here, yep. I’m in charge. I’m kind of training Avon here.”

	“Hey!” Guard Number One, Avon, shouts.

	“Wow, that’s so much responsibility.” Lazuli walks to her left, closer to Guard Number Two, and Avon moves toward them, leaving his post on the right side of the door. Guard Number Two is too busy trying not to stare at Lazuli’s bare legs to notice. “You guys must be really good at your jobs. And really brave.”

	“Any time anyone with clearance wants to swim through that doorway,” he says, pointing with his thumb behind him but not turning his head, “they have to go through us first.”

	“We write down their names right here,” Avon says, waving his clipboard as he swims closer to Lazuli. “In English,” he brags.

	“Cool,” Lazuli coos. “But it’s blank,” she adds in ditsy confusion as she nods at the clipboard.

	“Oh! That’s just because no one has been in today. We don’t expect anyone for a few more days, but as soon as they come, any police investigator or government official who wants to go in there has to sign in with us first.”

	“My Uncle Kai and Aunt Rashell must trust you a lot,” Lazuli says. “I’m glad you’re keeping us safe. Do visitors have to check back out?”

	“Naw. Once they’ve been recorded going in, they’re free to leave through the side exit ’cause we already have their info.”

	Bingo! That’s exactly what we thought when we studied the blueprints and saw the narrow side door in the next chamber.

	Concern flashes across Guard Two’s expression, like maybe it was against protocol to let that last part slip, but Lazuli pretends she wasn’t paying attention.

	“This room was originally for artwork, right?” she asks, turning to face the now-bare walls.

	His expression relaxes. “Yeah, it was for the royal family’s personal collection. They told us that in training. The family stored framed pieces and sculptures down here, then moved them upstairs on a rotating basis so all the fancy people staying at court would have something new to look at.”

	“Sculptures, huh? So that’s why this room is so big.” She glances at the two guards on that last word. “What’s the design up there supposed to be?” she asks.

	“What design?” Avon walks to her side, searching the wall, his back now to the rest of the room. That’s one …

	“Carved up there.” She points toward where the ceiling meets the wall. “Don’t you see it?”

	Guard Two stares up to where she’s pointing, moving close to the wall and squinting—abandoning the door. That’s two!

	I gesture to Lapis, Em, and Amy. We walk into the room, open space on every side. Since the smallest noise will give us away in a second, we move at a sea slug pace. For once, I’m glad no one wears shoes in the dry rooms.

	“I don’t see anything, Princess La … um …”

	“I’m Lazuli,” she says, turning around so she faces the guards—and us—while they still face the wall. “Lapis is my sister.”

	“You’re way prettier.”

	Lapis throws a glare at Guard Two’s back, but I nudge her forward. Almost there, almost there.

	Lazuli’s flirtatious giggle floats into the air, filling the room. We’re directly behind the guards now. One over-the-shoulder glance and we’re skewered.

	“Lapis is dating a guard, y’know,” Lazuli says.

	We inch forward.

	“We heard.” Awe laces Avon’s voice.

	“Sometimes I’m so jealous.” Lazuli pouts out her bottom lip. I reach the door first and the others cluster around me. “But I’m not really ready for a serious boyfriend.”

	Avon hangs on her every word, but Guard Two shifts his weight to his right foot, as if remembering he should be at his post.

	My hand rests on the handle.

	Don’t look at the door, don’t look at the door, don’t look at the door. I glare at Lazuli with huge, desperate eyes.

	“I just want to have some fun.” Lazuli moves closer to him as he prepares to turn around. “Keep my options open. Wide open.”

	His attention flicks back to her and she melts against his right side, angling him away from the door right when I pull the handle and open it as slowly as possible

	Lazuli lets out a loud sigh, but she needn’t have bothered; the hinges stay silent. As the door swings inward I usher first Em, then Amy and Lapis through it.

	“Would you guys lift me up on your shoulders so I can try to make out that design?”

	Lazuli’s voice grows quiet as I shut the door behind me. Silently, I join the others at the end of a small hallway, where a wall of salt water cascades in front of us, marking the border of this dry spell.

	With a steadying breath, I dive through it into the waiting water.

	And face a chamber full of lashing tentacles. 


Chapter Twenty-Eight 
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	Melusine

	 

	 

	I’m scared I’m going to die.

	Of boredom.

	All I can say in favor of my schooling since I’ve moved into the palace is that it’s better than the Foundation school. But only barely. And only because swimming every day into a room with one person who’d rather I didn’t exist is easier than swimming into one filled with twenty people who feel that way. My current instructor, a private tutor whose wide-set eyes and thin, hanging mustache make him look like a carp, doesn’t bother to hide his dislike of me.

	“That’s enough,” he says, cutting off my recitation of the twenty factors that led to the ratification of the Secrecy Edict—before I even reach number seven. I spent all last night memorizing them, but he doesn’t care. It’s like he’s afraid of letting me talk too long, like maybe I’ll weave some spell between factors eight and nine if he doesn’t shut me up.

	I fall silent. After all, I know that I know all twenty factors—what do I care if he knows I do? I close my mouth, sit back down on the bench that runs along my side of the long, black basalt table, and raise an eyebrow at him.

	He pops up from the table the instant I sit, swimming back and forth on the other side and gripping his chin as if he’s lost in thought instead of trying to stay as far away from me as possible in the small room. I’m told it used to be a repair workshop before the palace refurbishment—where all the broken furniture and kitchen tools were hidden away. Fitting.

	The second our time is up, he says in his reedy voice, “We’ll continue tomorrow. Review the eyewitness accounts of the orstitii members who voted on the Secrecy Edict, and memorize the twelve initial obstacles to the edict’s widespread adoption, including their subcategories, so you’re prepared to discuss them.”

	Not that we will. He doesn’t wait for my response before zooming out the door.

	“Melusine?” A blond head peeks through the doorway.

	“Hi!” A smile tugs at my lips. What’s he doing here? His gaze drifts over the small room. I bet wherever he and Lia have class is big and bright. I look down at my kelp net bag as I swing it over my shoulder.

	“I was waiting outside. Are you all done?”

	“Yeah, why?”

	“If you’re not busy, I’d really appreciate your help with something.”

	If it were anyone else asking, I’d find out precisely what he wanted before deciding whether to pretend I had plans for the rest of the day. “Sure. That should be fine.” The words are out of my mouth as soon as he asks. “I mean, I guess,” I add.

	“Thanks. My grandma really needs some extra fins today.”

	“Your grandma?”
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	I’m not the type who goes around helping little old ladies. Then again, Caspian’s grandmother isn’t a little old lady. At least, not anymore.

	And she doesn’t want help. At least, not mine.

	“I told you to get Lia.”

	Her words are cold—ice hitting our chests as soon as Caspian and I swim into the bustling chamber nearly the size of a ballroom. A team of at least thirty Mer work throughout the room, some in pairs or small groups, some alone, some hunched over tables studying old paintings and diagrams, some huddled in corners or alcoves deep in heated conversation or debate, some floating up near the vaulted ceiling with shells pressed to their ears. A few in the center of the room test out spells while a colleague records the procedure in a conus shell.

	“Good afternoon, Olee,” Caspian says, but his politeness doesn’t melt the glare she’s fixed me with. “You said you needed help, so,”—he makes an inclusive gesture toward me—“I brought some.”

	“I told you to get Lia so the two of you could help together.”

	“We didn’t have class today and I haven’t seen her anywhere.” He squares his shoulders. “But Melusine is actually the one who can help us the most with this.” I can?

	“She can?” MerMatron Zayle crosses her arms over her ample chest, her auburn hair floating around her like flame and her glare never leaving my face. I can’t bring myself to smile at her, but she’s Caspian’s grandmother, not to mention extremely skilled at magic, so I don’t glare back.

	“You were going to have Lia go through submissions for new spell experiments and sort them, right?” Caspian asks her.

	“There’s no way in arctic waters I’m letting her”— she fills “her” with venom—“do that. Some of the submissions are for dangerous spells—or are based on dangerous spells. That’s precisely why they need to be sorted, so I can review the ones that may prove threatening. I can’t have a convicted … criminal”—her pause is barely perceptible but she stopped herself from saying siren, interesting—“anywhere near those.”

	“I know,” Caspian says. “But anyone who’s had some basic magical training can do that.” He sweeps his hand in another wide gesture at the team of people working around the room. “In the meantime, that pile of Mermese scrolls is growing higher and higher because I’m the only one who can go through them and tell you which ones are worth sending to the linguistics department for translation. If we had someone else helping who knew written Mermese”—he inclines his head in my direction—“we’d get through them twice as fast.”

	His grandmother puts her hands on her hips, right above her lush, garnet tail. “The entire reason I asked you to sort through those scrolls was to look for any that might contain references to useful spells we can adapt. Spells ancient enough that we don’t have shell records of them. You want me to put someone convicted of trying to murder people using ancient spells in charge of that?” Her eyes, the exact ocean blue as Caspian’s, bore into him.

	“Of course not.”

	Something in me withers a little that even Caspian, who is the closest thing I have to a fr—to an ally in this palace, doesn’t think I should be trusted with those scrolls.

	Do I trust myself with them? I don’t like that I don’t know the answer, so I turn my attention back to Caspian’s words instead.

	“I was thinking I could separate out only the scrolls on healing potions. There’s no potential risk in letting her read those.”

	His grandmother’s lips purse, but she doesn’t immediately spear this down, so he continues. “Besides, she knows much more about potions ingredients than I do. She’ll sort through those much faster.”

	I straighten, my chest lifting. “My father was a medic,” I tell her. “I spent a lot of time helping him mix potions for his patients.” I don’t know why I’m trying to convince this woman to let me spend the rest of my day working, except for the earnest, determined expression on Caspian’s face as he speaks up for me.

	Besides, she doesn’t think I can do this, which makes me grit my teeth with the need to prove her wrong.

	“Yes,” she says, speaking to me for the first time. “I’ve seen the effects of one of your potions.”

	The love potion that almost killed Clay. The love potion I mixed and slipped into his tea when I couldn’t break Lia’s sireny. Guilt, hot and sickeningly familiar, rises up from my belly to my throat as I stare up at the woman who saved him from my horrible mistake. I bow my head. “Tallimymee.” I thank her using the most respectful word I can. It’s all I can say.

	Caspian breaks the heavy silence that follows. “Olee, you said healing potions should get top priority so we can send them in for translation and get them on the schedule as soon as possible. Think how much more quickly we could do that with her help.”

	She doesn’t look at him. The full weight of her gaze still rests on me. I force myself to meet her eye, to let her see the emotions swirling within me. It makes me feel exposed, vulnerable to attack. But I don’t look away.

	“Level One scrolls only,” she says to Caspian. “Nothing higher. And she sits where she can’t so much as glimpse the others.”

	Caspian flashes me a victorious smile. Its twin spreads across my face. “Yes, Olee,” he says.

	“And you bring Lia here as soon as you can to help sort through those new shell submissions. We’re getting extremely behind.”

	Oh, so she’ll trust Lia to sort through spells even though she knows Lia sirened? How is that fair? She’s giving you a chance, too, a voice whispers in my mind. Right now.

	I’m struck full force by the urge to show her—and to show Caspian—I can do this. I can be useful. I can be an asset.

	Once she brings Caspian the towering stack of Mermese scrolls, he and I settle at a long table against the back wall. I can’t sit next to him since I’d be able to read over his shoulder, so I sit across the table and down a ways, just close enough for him to reach out and hand me a scroll whenever he comes across one on a healing potion.

	I have to unfurl each scroll carefully as some of them are so old, the algae crumbles along the edges. But I can’t help running a gentle finger along the Mermese symbols. Some are so exquisitely drawn it’s almost painful to think what we lost as a culture when written Mermese fell out of use.

	I come across a line that’s blurred. I squint at it, running through different possibilities, but it’s no use. “I can’t make this out,” I say to Caspian. Then, “Would you mind?”

	He gets up from his seat and swims over the table between us. In seconds, he’s floating behind me, his arms resting on the tabletop on either side of me as he peers over my shoulder. I point to the smudged line, and one of those bare arms presses against mine as he leans in for a closer look at the text. I suck in a breath at the unmatched sensation of skin against skin. Concentrate, I tell myself. But his chest hovers so close to my back that the warmth of him penetrates the thin, gauzy fabric of my siluess, and his clean-shaven cheek almost touches mine. When I try to take a steadying breath, I inhale the crisp scent of him. Like sun-drenched kelp and brine, with just a hint of writing ink.

	“Hmm …” The sound rumbles next to my ear, deep and thoughtful. “Something about covering the infected area with … moss? Or mud? The preservation magic in the wax has degraded and the ink’s been washed away. What a shame. I guess it’s little wonder we switched to recording our voices in konklilis as soon as we figured out how.”

	I look again at the beautiful, intricate symbols, skimming them with my fingertips. Art across the page. “It kind of … aches though, doesn’t it?” I whisper.

	He doesn’t hesitate an instant. “Every time I see a scroll.” He turns his face so he can look at me, and it’s so close up, the sight of it is almost as blurred as the text. Almost as beautiful. “We’re lucky,” he says, “to be able to read it.”

	“We are.”

	He hesitates, lingering close for a long moment, then returns to his seat. Only once we’re far apart again can I muster the focus needed for the task at hand. I’m determined to do this job right, and after several minutes spent reading the text in front of me, I get lost in the words.

	Knowledge from the ancients … so fascinating. I’m digging through secrets lost to time—and I get to help uncover them. Some of these scrolls are simple remedies we’ve always known, like a cream made from an easy mixture of trench root and whittle weed for soothing the skin after a sea urchin sting. But some of them are recipes for potions to treat diseases that today’s Mer consider untreatable. Diseases that are even worse now that the curse is broken. Restoring immortality erased all afflictions caused by age, but any Mer suffering from other painful ailments now face an eternity without relief. Granted, the more potent the potion, the worse the side effects can be, but the potential treatments in these medical scrolls definitely merit more research.

	If even a few of these mixtures turn out to be more than archaic nonsense—if even one or two of them could be adapted by today’s medical researchers, they could help so many Mer. An image rises in my mind of an old neighbor who was nice to me back when my family was staying with my Uncle Axenus on the outskirts of Diskkana. The man suffered from halophobitis, an autoimmune condition Mer can develop in their early teens that affects the way the body processes the salt in ocean water. It causes horrible pain, making even basic daily tasks excruciating. My neighbor could hardly ever leave his bed, and there was nothing in any of my father’s potions bottles to help him. Now I hold a possible treatment for halophobitis in my hand. Something stirs deep within me at the thought.

	An hour later, I’ve worked out a system to maximize my efficiency. Maybe I can come back again tomorrow after class. If Lia isn’t here, that is.

	When I happen across a particularly elegant turn of phrase, I read it aloud to Caspian, and he closes his eyes for a moment in admiration. He looks so handsome then, so calm and natural among the scrolls. As he hands me the next one, our fingers brush. Electricity runs from my hand directly to the base of my neck. It makes me wish I could sit closer.


Chapter Twenty-Nine 
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	I wish I could be anywhere far away. The blood-red, glowing body of the translucent crown jellyfish spans the entire ceiling. Its tentacles hang down like ironic party streamers—y’know, if my idea of a party was a living alarm that could get me arrested by armed guards.

	Lapis inches forward while the rest of us stay pressed against the wall. I so wouldn’t want to be her right now. As I stare up at the undulating, gelatinous body looming above us, I want to whisper to Lapis that I’d understand if she decided to back out, to turn around.

	Except, there’s no around to turn to. By now, Lazuli will have left the way she came, which means our only way out without getting caught is that side door we saw on the plans that—I peer through the slashes of red—wouldn’t you know it, lies on the far end of the left wall, near the central doors leading to the coveted vault.

	We’re trapped, and the only way out is through.

	“Are you okay?” Amy’s voice shakes as her gaze darts between Lapis and the jellyfish.

	Lapis nods too frantically, fear lurking in the shadows that pass over her face in stripes as the giant mass above us shifts its bulk.

	“What you have to do,” Em says, fighting to sound in control the same way our mother does in stressful situations, “is weave your way through so you can—”

	“Tides, Em, I know!” Lapis snaps. She shakes out her hands as she exhales. “I got this.”

	While my eyes scan every inch of the space, hunting for another escape route, a burst of water hits my side as Lapis gives her sparkling blue fins a mighty kick.

	I gasp.

	She swerves immediately to her right to avoid a wallop to her shoulder, then dives low as another tentacle lashes above her.

	Now, don’t get me wrong, it’s not like the palace authorities are protecting nuclear weapons. These security measures aren’t meant to kill intruders; those tentacles won’t fry Lapis like a fish stick if they hit her. What they will do is set off every alarm in this place.

	The instant one of those slashing crimson ropes so much as grazes her, our friend up there will turn from red to crystal clear and put on the flashiest light show in the ocean. Blinding, bioluminescent blue light will twirl across its umbrella-shaped body and dance down all its tentacles at once.

	In nature, this response scares off the jellyfish’s predators by lighting up the area and attracting larger creatures to come after the predator, so the jellyfish can escape. But here, those spinning blue lights will hit the light sensor in the upper corner at the room’s far end and alert the guards within five seconds. If we were authorized to be in here, the guards could ignore the signal and we could swim right through to the wide double doors no matter how many times we touched the tentacles and set off the blue lights. But we didn’t sign in, so one bitty bit of flashing blue will send them—and their spears—rushing right for us.

	When we plotted this out using the building plans, Lapis made it sound so easy. You know how flexible I am. Just ask Beck, she’d said with a wink. Now, with what must be at least twenty whip-like tentacles flicking around her, I feel like an idiot for ever thinking this could work.

	Amy grabs my hand and squeezes. An idiot who has put my family in danger.

	Em, Amy, and I can only watch—and hope—from against the wall, as Lapis twists her body round and round, over and under.

	I suck in salt water through my teeth as the very tip of her fin nearly hits red, fluttering away at the last second.

	Suddenly, the tentacles speed up their oscillation. It’s sensed her! Lapis freezes, not quite in the center of the room but far enough from us that when she flashes me a look of wide-eyed terror over her shoulder, it’s as if she’s stranded in an impenetrable forest, calling out through scarlet tree trunks.

	I shake my head—I don’t know how to help her. None of us do.

	Lapis squares her shoulders. Then she drops her right one down, letting her body follow into the same complex sideways dive she and Lazuli used in their allyjull while dancing at the coronation ball. She expertly avoids a swinging tentacle. When another drags sideways near her stomach as the jellyfish changes direction, she pirouettes 180 degrees and arches her back, throwing her upper body into a dip over it and letting her tail follow, then continuing that pattern over and under several more. She’s reached the center of the room.

	But just as a hopeful smile dares to tug at my lips, the glowing medusa above us shifts direction yet again. Lapis stays still as a stonefish, water pushing and pulling against her when the tentacles run vertically again.

	As they undulate side to side, so does Lapis, countering their movements in perfect parallel as if these dangerous, slinking appendages were charming dance partners engaging her until the next song.

	She zigzags, swivels, and spirals in a blur of blond and blue. Then, with a final burst of speed, she somersaults between two remaining tentacles, out of their range of motion and pressed safely against the opposite wall.

	Amy squeezes my hand again, this time with relief, and Em deflates on my other side, her head falling back before she gathers herself and straightens again, eyes locked on Lapis, who tosses us a hotshot smile and drops into a curtsey.

	But she’s not done yet. Staying flat against the wall, she flutters up into the right-hand corner, then unties the knot at her waist. She’s lined her black sarong with a piece cut from her fave black leather top.

	She places the leather flat against the surface of the light sensor and holds it tight. “Go!” she mouths.

	Em, Amy, and I duck and twist our way forward, all of us imitating Lapis’s grace as best we can, but within only a few seconds, one of my fins doesn’t flick away quickly enough. A tentacle smashes it at the same moment an “oomph” slips from Em’s lips when another one bangs into her back.

	I grab Amy and cover her eyes with my hand, squeezing my own shut as blinding cobalt bursts around us.

	Em grabs my arm, pulling me forward. I squint my eyes open and keep a tight hold on Amy as we all swim ahead. The jellyfish has flown into a panic, moving about the room faster than ever, its tentacles whapping against us over and over.

	As long as Lapis covers that sensor, it doesn’t matter. I repeat the mantra in my head as tentacles wallop my shoulders, back, and tail. Gasping, we reach the other end of the room.

	“As soon as it settles down,” I whisper-shout up into the corner to Lapis between my sputtering breaths, “you take your sarong and leave through the side exit.” I point to the narrow door that I recognize from the blueprints. We’ll be exiting that way too, soon enough, after the vaults. Lapis nods.

	Then her eyes widen. Because as the jellyfish’s lashing tentacles whip up the current around us, the fabric billows in her grasp. And slips through her fingers.

	In five short seconds, the sensor will alert the guards, and we’ll be finished.

	A sob rises up in me—for Clay, for everything I’m about to lose. But I squash it, and I snap into action.

	With my hands still on Amy’s shoulders, I push her toward the side door. I can’t let her or anyone else get caught because of me. We all have to get out of here. Now.

	“Em, Lapis, come on! Hurry—”

	I turn to them just in time to see Em surge upward. With a loud thwack, her tail slams against the sensor, the jellyfish’s flashing lights reflecting against her emerald scales instead.

	We all stop breathing, ears cocked for the alarm.

	All that meets us is silence. Blissful, concealing silence. Without moving her tail, Em gestures to Lapis, who once again has a grip on her leather-lined sarong. She holds it at the ready and slides it carefully back into place as Em slides away.

	My heart pounds at the thought of everything that could still go wrong. Before doubt can hook me, Em pulls me and Amy through the double doors, and we leave the flashing light beams behind us.

	With spots still popping in my vision, it takes me several seconds to see the room that now surrounds me.

	We’re in the first vault. The dagger’s in the second vault for higher security items and objects that benefit from the added preservation of a dry space. But getting this far means we have a few seconds free of guards or tentacles to steady our jangled nerves.

	“Are you okay?” Em and I ask Amy at the same time.

	“Uh-huh.” She nods and gazes around us at the palace relics, restricted-access konklilis, and lower level security items that can stay wet.

	I’m finally so close to the dagger—to turning Clay Mer against all odds—that the thought propels me across the room to the alcove on the other end. The one behind a wall of metal bars.

	The first flash of gray and white sends fear burning through me. One of my fins trembles so hard, it doesn’t stop even after I roll it up and release it.

	I hate sharks.

	The creature in front of me coasts back and forth, back and forth, blocking the final set of doors.

	“It’s here to ensure even those with clearance for the inner vault don’t come here without a trained member of the security team,” Em whispers.

	I don’t respond. The flicking gray tail and menacing, predatory eyes have stolen the words from my throat.

	I’d feel gallons better if we had a trained member of the security team with us right now. All we have is …

	“Hey there, pretty girl,” Amy says as we approach the bars. The shark snaps a jaw full of at least three rows of serrated teeth, sharp enough to saw through the shell of a sea turtle.

	“I still don’t like this,” Em says to Amy. I don’t either, but I’ve yet to regain the power of speech.

	“You’ll stay with me the whole time,” Amy says to Em. “That was the deal.” Amy reaches under her longish, loose-fitting siluess and unties the metal glove fastened around her abdomen with strong strands of seaweed. “I grabbed this from the stables. They have so many, they’ll never miss it.” Her hand is small for the glove and slips right in; she looks like she’s wearing medieval chainmail up to her elbow. “Not even those chompers are getting all the way through this,” Amy reassures Em. “Well, sometimes the tips can get through …”

	“Where’s the other one?” Em asks. “Don’t gloves generally come in pairs?”

	“I could only stuff one into my bag before my mom came back in to check on me. She still gets nervous when I hang around the sharks.”

	“I wonder why,” I manage to force out, my gaze still glued to the carnivorous beast glaring at us through those bars.

	“It’ll be fine,” Amy says, and before Em can object again, she clicks open the door and swims inside the giant cage, giving us no option but to follow. The bars click shut behind Em and me.

	The shark zooms right for us.

	Amy’s ungloved hand emerges from the pocket of her sarong, holding up a food pellet the size of her palm. She throws it off to the left, and the shark catches it in its mouth, then looks to her for another. She swims closer to it.

	Next to me, Em sucks in a breath.

	“Are you going to flip it onto its back?” I whisper to Amy. As guppies, all Mer learn that if we encounter a small shark on our swims, flipping it over will put it in an immobile, trance-like state. But until now, I’ve never let myself get close enough to try it. Immobilizing the deadly, clearly hungry creature in front of us sounds like an A-OK plan to me.

	“No,” Amy says. “She’s way too big for me to pull that off.”

	“Yay,” I mutter.

	“I just need her to trust me enough to get closer.”

	“Closer?” Why does closer have to be the goal? I don’t like closer.

	Amy swims more to the left and throws another pellet. The shark follows the pellet, moving away from the door. Once it has masticated the second pellet between fierce jaws, the shark goes right for Amy, keen on another.

	Instead of pulling a third from her pocket, Amy waits until the shark gets close and does the last thing I would ever want to do: she reaches toward its face with her gloved hand.

	“Hi. Hello,” she says in the happy, baby voice she uses at home with Barnacle. She strokes the underside of its snout with her fingers the same way I’ve seen her stroke Barney under his chin. Her touch grows rhythmic. Before our eyes, the shark calms down, its gray body growing still. “They’re super sensitive to touch,” Amy tells us, still stroking. “They have special receptors on their snouts and face, like pores, that help them sense prey. And if you rub them,” she talks to the shark again, “that feels good, doesn’t it? Yes, it does.” Then to us, “It’s like a sensory overload.” My mouth gapes as the shark nuzzles Amy’s gloved fingers.

	She pets its back with her other hand, then gets a firm grip on its dorsal fin. But her protected hand keeps stroking the snout, and the shark, lulled by her ministrations, goes completely slack. “Go now,” Amy says, keeping her voice calm. “I’m not sure how long before she gets bored and snaps out of it.”

	Em and I swim over to the now-guardless doors that lead to the inner vault.

	The inner vault that protects the obsidian dagger.

	They look just like the last set except for one key difference: where the knobs should be rests a long, spiral auger shell, a bar across the doors.

	Em looks from me to Amy with a finger held to her lips. Quiet.

	She leans over the shell, opens her mouth, and sings a simple scale. Still the head of the Foundation since my parents stepped down, Em has security clearance at the highest level.

	The shell lifts, and the doors swing open.

	Since the only way my sisters and I would agree to let Amy anywhere near that shark was if Em stayed with her the entire time, this is where we part. That means this time, I’m going in alone.

	The cascading dry spell fills the doorway, making it look like a rushing waterfall in a golden frame. I close my eyes, letting that rushing fill my ears until the sensation of imaginary tides pushes and pulls at my tail, bringing my legs forward. I step through the cascade to the inner vault.

	And barely have time to jut out my hands and catch myself as I fall face-first onto the hard, limestone floor. My leg control might have gotten a bunch better, but all this switching back and forth is really pushing it. I shift to a sitting position; my legs are still shaking, so I don’t trust myself to stand. Not now. I picture Amy outside, trying to keep that shark calm until my return. Not when I have to hurry. Without wasting another second, I visualize Clay’s … well, let’s just say I think about Clay, and my leg control firms right up. I hop to my feet.

	Row after row of shelves stretch out in front of me, reaching from floor to ceiling. Each shelf holds a neat line of woven crates with latched lids. These crates contain all the most well-guarded, precious artifacts in the palace, from technology prototypes to classified historical documents to evidence from the most high-profile trial in modern Mer history.

	I swim to the far right, where the blueprints indicated the evidence would be. But that still leaves at least five rows, each with ten shelves, and dozens of crates. I have no clue what the sorting system is, or which crate the dagger is in, and it would take hours to go through by hand. I glance back at the dry spell cascade. On the other side, Amy, Em, and that shark wait for my swift return. I don’t have hours. I don’t have minutes.

	You’re ready for this, I tell myself. I sit cross-legged on the floor and roll my shoulders, exhaling. My eyes drift shut.

	As I connect to my center, and the magical energy that ebbs and flows within me like ocean waves, my senses awaken to the other sources of magical energy within the room. With the potions, spell recordings, amulets, and who knows what else stored within these walls, it’s hard to distinguish one magical source from the next. Most of them pulse, low and weak, in yellows and purples and pale blues that blend together in my consciousness. A few more powerful items emanate in rich cardinals and golds from within their crates. But I can’t let them distract me. I must find the dagger somewhere in the haze by focusing my awareness, just the way Ondine taught me in our very first magic lesson.

	That day, I’d sensed the magical energy of potted seagrass, its signature a pretty boring, steady green pulse. Now, the signature that greets my senses, that stands out as far more powerful than all the rest, is anything but boring. The obsidian dagger’s energy is dark and metallic. It slithers out of a crate three shelves up in inky tendrils. They reach out to me through the dry air, beckoning me nearer.

	When I open my eyes, the image disappears, but I can still feel the tempting lure, calling out to me from within that crate. I walk toward it.

	Before I even reach up to take the crate from the shelf, I know with a certainty deep in my bones what I’ll find inside it. Sure enough, resting on soft packing material lies a slender silver box I recognize too well.

	Hurry! I tell myself, thinking of Amy and Em.

	Without letting myself hesitate, I remove the silver box from the crate and replace it with the small, pointed mitra shell I pull from my hair bun. If anyone opens this crate before I’ve had a chance to safely return the dagger, they’ll find this recording of Em’s voice giving me official permission to check it out from the evidence. Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that.

	I close the crate and return it to its shelf.

	Now all that lies before me is a silver box the length of my forearm—and the thing inside it, its powerful magic still calling to me. With trembling hands, I unlatch the lid. There, on a bed of the finest seasilk, slumbers the spiny black blade of the obsidian dagger.
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	We’ve got it! I shout through the bond to Clay the instant I’m inside the safety of Amy’s room.

	Clay starts, jumping out of his skin. In my excitement, I forgot to gently nudge first to let him know I was there. Oops! Sorry!

	Lia?

	No, it’s your other girlfriend who can communicate with you telepathically through a mystical bond.

	His chuckle reverberates through my skull, breaking the contemplative, kinda sad vibe I picked up from him a second ago. Sorry, I was distracted. I was just in the middle of reading … something. He shuffles some papers around on his messy desk. Is that red construction paper? Maybe a flyer. It doesn’t matter—I know just what will break his funk.

	We’ve got it! I repeat. We’ve got the dagger!

	His surprise and what I can only describe as giddy joy flood me. No! Seriously?

	I told Clay all about the plan I worked out with my sisters, but I hadn’t told him we’d be attempting it today, partly because I didn’t want him to spend all day worrying about me and partly because I wanted this. This exact moment of surprise.

	Maybe I should hold the dagger in my hand so he can see it? A shiver skitters down my spine at the thought. He probably doesn’t want to see the blade Melusine drove deep into his stomach, the blade that nearly killed him, even if it is the thing that might give him everything he wants. No, better not show him.

	Are you okay? he asks. Your sisters, are they okay?

	Yes, yes, we’re all fine.

	“Tell him he’s going to make one sexy Merman,” Lapis shouts from where she, Stas, and the rest of my sisters chat animatedly on the bed about this morning’s ordeal.

	“If you don’t let me concentrate, I can’t tell him anything,” I shout back.

	What’s going on? Clay asks.

	My sisters are excited for you.

	Thank them again for me, okay? And then, like, twenty more times.

	I will. They were all pretty incredible.

	You’re incredible.

	Clay’s thought makes my cheeks warm. But it also makes tears prick the backs of my eyes. I miss him so much. Miss hearing his voice for real, miss feeling him under my fingertips.

	He must pick up on my emotion through the bond because he thinks, I miss you, too. Still thrumming with the excitement that rushes between the two of us, he asks, Have you tried the spell to reveal how to use it yet? Did it work?

	Not yet. That’s up next. I just couldn’t wait to tell you we got it. I wish I could see your face.

	Actually, I had an idea about that.

	About what?

	Seeing each other. Are you near a mirror? he asks. I say yes, and he tells me to go to it.

	Releasing the bond for a moment so I don’t bang into anything while looking through Clay’s eyes, I swim in front of Amy’s full-length mirror, which is bordered by beautiful tourmaline stones that shift subtly from green around the edges to a deep pink in their centers. Once I’m floating in front of my reflection, I reconnect to the bond at my core.

	All right, wait for it. You’re going to think I’m a genius.

	I already do, I tease him. Then Clay opens his eyes where he now stands in front of his own mirror, and my jaw drops. You’re an even bigger genius, I say as I stare at myself in the mirror and see Clay’s reflection staring back at me. How did I not think of this?

	You’ve had a lot on your mind.

	I drink in the details of his face. Of the thick dark hair, lightly stubbled jaw, and hazel eyes I picture as I drift to sleep each night. Tides. It’s so good to see you, I tell him.

	It’s good to see you, too, Nautilus.

	I want to melt. His eyes shine with a hint of wetness, and I’m sure mine do, too.

	I bring my hand up to the glass, and Clay does the same. It’s as if our fingertips are touching … almost.
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	Seeing Clay today as if he were just on the other side of that glass made me more determined than ever to figure out how I can make this dagger work for us.

	We’re so close now. Clay as a Merman—eee! I can just picture it! I wonder what tail color he’ll have. Tail tones run in families, so expectant parents and their relatives usually have a lot of fun predicting what a baby’s tail color will be. The only reason my sisters and I have such different color tails is that our mom’s is opalescent, which opens up a whole range, but that’s rare. Caspian and his sister both have tails that are slightly different shades of silver, for instance, taking after their dad, whose is slate. My dad and his sister’s tails don’t match as closely as some siblings’ do, but his is copper and Aunt Rashell’s is burgundy, so they’re definitely similar. And her burgundy tail paired with Uncle Kai’s deep indigo meant that when Amy was born, her purple tail wasn’t a surprise.

	But Clay’s parents aren’t Mer, so his future tail color is a complete mystery.

	I curl my own tail under me as, alone in my room, I sit on the rug at the foot of my bed with the slender box in front of me.

	I lift the lid and, for the first time, reach inside to touch the dagger.

	The instant my hand closes around the ruby-encrusted iron hilt, hot, luscious magic leeches up through my palm in those same tempting tendrils I sensed calling to me earlier. Now they curl up my arm and into me, whispering, whispering:

	Blood. Blood.

	My hand tightens on the hilt, ready to drive the dagger through flesh.

	The blade crashes to the floor when I wrench my hand away from it.

	It lies there, still as death, but alive with more power than I’ve ever felt in an object.

	My hand shakes, and I massage it with my other. I never want to touch that thing again. But I need to cast the revealing spell I’ve been practicing if I want to finally learn how to use the power inside the dagger to make Clay Mer.

	With the very tip of one of my gold fins, I slide the dagger along the floor until it lies in front of me again, waiting for me in a black, horizontal line.

	I sit back down and lightly rest my fingertips on the dagger, one hand toward the blade and one on the hilt.

	Its dark pull licks at me. When I close my eyes, all I see is blood. But I push the image down, holding tight to my concentration. Once I’m sure I’m in control, I recite the words to the revealing spell.

	But the dagger isn’t a bowl or an old servants’ passage or the walls of Em’s bedroom. It’s powerful in its own right, and it blocks me from learning its secrets. Instead of showing me how to use it, all I see is blood again, gushing from a terrible, fatal wound. Down, down the tip of the dagger and onto my hands. It fills my mouth with copper.

	I open my eyes, gagging as I pull my hands away. I don’t want this evil thing anywhere near Clay again. But … if I use all that power to help him, then I’m using it for good.

	To banish the sickening red from my mind’s eye, I visualize Clay instead. Clay and me cuddled up in the cozy den of our abandoned mansion, joking and throwing popcorn. In each other’s arms, our lips fused together and his cinnamon scent surrounding me in safety. Swimming together in the ocean, two Mer with an eternity together to look forward to.

	I roll my shoulders, bring my fingertips back to the dagger, and speak the words of the revealing spell again. At the taste of blood, the first glimpse of oozing red, I say them again, more forcefully this time. And again.

	And again.

	And—

	I’m standing on a ship in my legs and a long, thin nightgown. The wind whips at my hair and stars twinkle above me in the night sky. A full moon illuminates the dark wood of the ship’s deck.

	At the bow stands a waif of a girl, also in a long, ruffled nightgown, leaning far over the railing toward the roiling, black waves.

	My bare feet run along the deck, wet with ocean spray. “Careful!” I shout, but she doesn’t respond.

	Then I too reach the bow. Below us, five figures swim in the wine-dark sea. Mermaids, but their hair is shorn short, their faces forlorn.

	“We traded our hair to the Sea Sorceress for it,” one of them calls up to her in Mermese. She looks about Em’s age, and she’s hauntingly beautiful.

	“Take it,” another begs. “Take it and come back to us.” She’s about the twins’ age, her shining hair cut off in chunks. “If you don’t, you’ll die at sunrise.” A burst of water lifts her, and her tail glints in the moonlight as she rises toward the ship. “Take it,” she says again, holding out a spiny, black blade with a ruby-encrusted hilt.

	“Don’t!” But the girl at the bow doesn’t hear me. None of them do.

	Her long hair thrashing behind her in the salty sea wind, the Little Mermaid takes the dagger. Her sisters bid her farewell, but she doesn’t say a word as they disappear beneath the waves. Because she can’t.

	She gave up her voice to the Sea Sorceress in exchange for making her legs permanent so the prince she loved would never find out what she was. That’s the biggest detail Hans Christian Andersen got wrong, but he got the ending right. The prince chose another girl—a human princess—to marry instead of her.

	Today, I realize. He married his princess today in this strange vision-world where the ocean’s salt scrapes against my face as I watch my ancestor live a story I’ve heard my whole life. That means tonight—right now—is his wedding night, and since he married someone else instead of her, the Little Mermaid will die at sunrise as she agreed to when she bargained with the Sea Sorceress.

	Unless she uses that dagger to kill her beloved prince and get her tail and immortality back. But she won’t. She can’t because she loves him too much. Instead, just like I did, she’ll drop the dagger. But she’ll drop it into the sea, off the bow of this very ship. And because she valued a human life above her own immortality, the instant that obsidian blade touches the ocean, it will strip all Merkind of our immortality and curse us all with human lifespans. Her love will unwittingly enact the curse that Clay’s and my love breaks exactly two centuries later.

	Which already happened ten months ago—man, time travelly visions are confusing. I force myself to stay in the present (well … the past) as I follow her along the creaking deck and we descend into the depths of the ship’s largest cabin.

	The prince sleeps in his bedchamber behind thick, velvet curtains, in the arms of a human princess with plump, rosy cheeks. It’s her wedding night, and she smiles in her sleep, her head resting on the chest of her groom the way I like to rest mine on Clay’s.

	Honeysuckles, most likely from the wedding ceremony, decorate the room, and the warm air hangs heavy with their sweet, heady perfume.

	The Little Mermaid’s hand shakes as she holds back the velvet curtain and stares at the couple. Stares at the prince she loves so deeply. Then stares at the dagger gripped in her other hand.

	Moments pass. Anguish contorts her pretty features, which bear just the slightest resemblance to my mother’s. I want to rest my hand on her shoulder, to comfort her, but she won’t be able to feel it, so I hang back by the wooden bedpost.

	Every drop of her attention lies on her prince, his handsome, strong face softened with sleep.

	He murmurs and shifts against his embroidered pillows, lost in a dream. A wistful smile graces the Little Mermaid’s lips, as if she wishes more than anything she could be there, lost with him in that dream, too.

	She leans forward and places the gentlest of kisses on his forehead.

	Then she raises the dagger and slices into him.

	What? “NO!” I scream. I reach to grab her arm, but my hands pass straight through. The same happens when I try to press against his wound to staunch the bleeding—my hands pass through the giant gash she’s made on his thigh, and they come away clean despite the blood now pouring forth.

	So much blood. She must have hit his artery. The bedchamber fills with screams. His quickly die out as he slips from the world, his eyes staring up in shock at the Little Mermaid until they glaze over, empty. His bride’s screams continue as, woken from her peaceful sleep by the horror around her, she shakes him by the shoulders and shrieks and sobs. It’s no use—she can’t wake him. He’ll never wake again. Never see the impending sunrise.

	Even though no one can hear me, I’m still screaming, too. “This doesn’t happen. This isn’t what’s supposed to happen,” I repeat over and over. I’m going to be sick.

	I have to get out of here. But I can’t move my leaden limbs. My ancestor leans close to the prince, and as his blood spills onto her hard-won legs, something … glitters. Scales!

	Just a few at first, one for each drop of crimson blood. Then, before my eyes, the thing that never happened, happens: her legs transform back into a gorgeous, glittering tail.

	She drops the obsidian dagger; it comes to rest in a pool of red on the blood-soaked bed sheets, its mission complete.

	The scene blends like oil paint, and I topple backward, falling into myself, into my own body.

	I wrench my eyes open to the sight of my own rug in my own quiet room, my head pounding.

	That … that isn’t what happened. She loved him too much to kill him; she sacrificed herself instead. That’s the truth. But what I just saw was so real, every detail, down to the cloying scent of honeysuckle and blood. How …?

	Then realization clunks into my stomach. That isn’t what happened. It’s what was supposed to happen.

	The dagger has shown me its intended use. The reveal spell has worked. But all it’s shown me is what I already know.

	Dread hollows out my chest. No. No, there must be more. The dagger needs to reveal how I can use it to help Clay—not murder him.

	I have to go back in.

	I wipe tears from my face that I didn’t know were there, flicking pearls into the surrounding water. Then, I place my hands on the dagger and recite the spell words again.

	I’m back on the ship, sea wind whipping around me, stars twinkling above, unaware of what’s to come as they nestle in the silent sky. The Little Mermaid leans over the edge. She takes the dagger from her sister. I follow her inside. Blood and screams and honeysuckle. She gets her tail back, and I open my eyes in my room.

	No! There must be a way to see more. To see what else the dagger can do in the future. Fighting down an almost overpowering wave of nausea, I conjure up an image in my mind of Clay. Clay smiling, radiating happiness, as I stand beside him, my hands hovering over the dagger as I cast the spell we’re searching for and he transforms into a Merman.

	I picture it in as much detail as I can, my imagination choosing a deep, forest green tail for Clay, the same color as the swim trunks I helped him pick out to wear to the trial.

	With that image firmly fixed in my mind’s eye, I bring my fingertips back to the dagger and recite the words again.

	Ship. Little Mermaid. Dagger. Prince. Blood. So much blood.

	I open my eyes, gasping and sick.

	For the rest of the day and into the night, I go in over and over, trying everything I can think of to get the spell to show me something different. Something I can use.

	Every time it’s the same, until I can’t watch anymore. Even though logic tells me that this murder never happened, that all that blood was never spilled, my heart can’t stand it.

	And neither can my stomach.

	I swim as fast as I can to the trash chute in the old maid’s quarters behind my room, but I barely reach its downward flowing current in time. I vomit until I’m empty, my insides burning.

	Copper still lingers in my mouth and nose. The prince’s glazed eyes and slack face still haunt me.

	I have no idea how to use that dagger to do something good. With it stowed under my bed, I lie awake all night.
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	“Are you all right?” Caspian mouths the next morning as we sit listening to MerMister Pelagios’s mathematics lecture on the Nerean theorem and I fight to keep my swollen eyes open. I nod and try to pay attention, but thoughts of the dagger swirl in circles through my mind.

	They’re still swirling hours later, when I go with Caspian to the Magic Department so we can help his grandmother and her team by sorting through submissions for new spell experiments.

	“Have you versed yourself in all the guidelines?” Caspian’s grandmother asks me when she approaches.

	I hand her back the besklili I’ve just listened to on the department’s guidelines for categorization. “Yes, MerMatron Zayle.”

	“Good. Any questions?”

	I shake my head. “The directions were super clear.”

	“I need to get back to the approval committee then. So much to do. You keep those heading our way.” She inclines her head at the lidded baskets of shell submissions in front of me.

	“Will do.”

	“Thanks again for coming in to help us,” she says, shooting me what can only be described as a grandmotherly smile, even though she no longer looks a day over thirty. “I feel much better having you here than that Melusine.” What? “Although I must admit, she certainly got a lot done.” She taps the table. “All right, I’m off. You let Avalonia over there know if you have any questions.”

	MerMatron Zayle leaves, and I direct my shocked expression at Caspian, who’s already hard at work next to me sorting through Mermese scrolls, pretending to be engrossed in a translation.

	“What did she mean, Melusine was here?” I ask as he continues to successfully avoid my gaze.

	“Lia, don’t.”

	Don’t what? Ask a perfectly reasonable question about why someone convicted of potentially fatal magical crimes would be in the Magic Department?

	He drags his gaze up from the scroll. “I can’t get all the Mermese scrolls that need translation sorted by myself. More are coming in every day.”

	Oh, right, their little “We Read Written Mermese” club. Ugh. You know, Caspian taught written Mermese to himself. Melusine just learned it from her father. That’s waaaay less impressive. Even if it is a dead language with hundreds of symbols …

	“She only had access to Level One healing scrolls, nothing else.” He continues before I can interrupt. “And shouldn’t it be up to my grandma to decide who gets to help in her department?” I hear what he doesn’t say: not up to you.

	“The words ‘Melusine’ and ‘help’ never go together. And here I thought you wanted to be a linguist,” I joke. He doesn’t laugh.

	“Well, she did help,” he says, picking up the next scroll. “I would have asked you to come too, but I didn’t see you. Where were you yesterday?”

	“I was … with my sisters.” I haven’t told Caspian anything about getting the dagger. I didn’t want him to worry or to try to talk my sisters and me out of sneaking it from the vault. He would have wanted to protect me—protect all of us—from the risk. I was planning to fill him in on everything once I had it safely in my possession, but that was when I thought the reveal spell would show me how to use it.

	If he can sense that I’m keeping something from him, he doesn’t push. We fall silent next to each other as we sort.

	I can’t help the way my thoughts immediately drift. I know how important this work is to fostering magical innovation, but after yesterday all that matters to me is figuring out how to use the dagger. I thought getting it would be the hard part. My sisters and I didn’t face electric locks and armed guards and voice sensors and a giant jellyfish and a frickin’ SHARK so I could fail now.

	But there’s nothing I can do on that front while I’m in this room, so I force myself to focus on the task at hand where I may actually do some good. Sorting the spell submissions is a little tedious, but not difficult. If a submission is based on a spell that isn’t categorized as dangerous and never has been, it’s automatically a Level One spell. Since those are low risk, I don’t need to check them right away. New Level One spell experiments can start as soon as the submission is filed with the department, so no one is waiting for a response on those. These other ones take priority because until they receive official approval, no work on them can start for safety reasons. That means no progress until someone authorized by MerMatron Zayle can review them.

	The department is working day and night, but there’s a huge backlog. Knowing I can help speed up that process, even in a small way, makes me feel—

	The doors to the room slam open.

	Three guards zoom inside on strong tails. And head right toward me.

	I tense, fear shooting to the base of my neck. Did they find out I snuck into the vault? Have I gotten my family and Stas in trouble? I drop my hands under the table, so the guards won’t see them shake.

	“Princess Aurelia, you’re needed in the throne room at once. Filius Havelock has been captured.”


Chapter Thirty 
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	The news rocks through my whole body.

	My father has been captured.

	A small part of me expected him to never be captured, to outsmart the authorities until they gave up. Then he would come back for me. He’d rap on my amber window late one night when the guards were changing shifts. He’d say he was terribly sorry and he’d have a logical explanation for why he left without me, as well as an ingenious plan for how we could escape together this time. He’d take me away to build a new life where no one knew our past and we could start again, fresh and clean of all of it.

	But none of that is to be.

	My father has been captured.

	“Can you tell me anything else?” I ask the guards who swam right into my room while I was doing homework without so much as knocking. “Is he all right? Is he hurt?”

	“We’ve told you all we’re authorized to disclose.”

	“All you’ve said is he was captured. Is he in the palace? Can I see him?” Do I want to see him? Do I want to see the man who abandoned me without a word? I wish the answer were no. I’d like to think my self-respect would make me want to wait until he sent me a message begging me to visit him so he could apologize and explain everything like in my childish fantasy. But he’s my dad, and right now, all I want to do is make sure he hasn’t been stabbed or spelled during his arrest.

	“We’ve told you all we’re authorized to disclose,” the guard repeats, with a smile that says he takes a kind of twisted pleasure in denying me. “If and when the crown decides you should know more, someone will be by to keep you apprised.”

	Without another word, they leave me alone in my room once again, surrounded by homework I no longer care a cowrie about. If and when the crown decides I should know more? Screw that.

	No one said I had to stay in this room. If they won’t tell me where they’re keeping my father, I’ll find out myself.


Chapter Thirty-One 
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	“Aurelia, we thought you deserved to be here for the full report,” my mother says.

	Did they really get him? I clutch Caspian’s hand where he wades beside me in front of my parents’ thrones. When I was escorted from the Magic Department, I insisted he be allowed to come with me.

	Now, as Uncle Kai swims forward, he glances at Caspian and sends my parents a questioning look.

	My father nods. “It’s fine. He can stay.”

	Uncle Kai clasps his hands behind his tail, in full professional mode. “One of our units has him in custody, Your Majesties.”

	I squeeze Casp’s hand harder. After all this time, the news doesn’t feel real.

	“We’ve received word that he was apprehended just outside New Paril, beyond the rebuilding site, among the ruins of the old village of Diskkana. He was living in squalor and he’s come down with some kind of pox, so his face is a mess. But he was found hiding in the home of a known family member, and we have sworn statements from two witnesses—kelp farmers who work the land nearby and saw him when he arrived. Plus, our unit was able to positively identify him by our description of his puce tail.” I remember that tail too well. He held me down with it as I struggled for my life in this very room. “It’s definitely him, Your Majesties,” Uncle Kai finishes.

	Relief floods my parents’ faces. They wear their first smiles since his escape. Smiles even spread across the faces of the usually stoic guards who dot the room.

	“How long until they get him here?” my mother asks.

	“There’s a storm brewing in the North, so they’re going to wait until it passes. They don’t want to risk another escape attempt in the chaos. Rashell is already on her way. She’ll escort him back personally.”

	“Then we’ll wait to officially announce his capture until he’s brought here,” my mother says. “But in the meantime, you can begin calling back the extra guards and reassigning them where they’re most needed.”

	“Already in progress,” Uncle Kai tells her.

	“And get a unit back on the Naiad case,” my father says.

	Ondine. Since all the officers are spread so thin right now, they had to pause their search for her while they focused on Mr. Havelock. Maybe now they’ll find her, too. An image bubbles up in my mind of her gray face as it slipped away from me toward the bottom of the sea.

	Or at least maybe they’ll find her body.

	“Right away,” Uncle Kai confirms.

	“What happens now?” I ask, drifting closer to my parents’ thrones.

	“Now your mother and I can go back to putting our full attention where it should be. On strengthening this kingdom and making life better for Merkind.” Then my father adds, “And your life can finally get back to normal.”

	My life was normal? I have the irrational, frantic urge to burst out laughing. Even so, I do feel like I can finally breathe as a vision fills my head of lying in Clay’s arms in our cozy, makeshift hideaway in Malibu, the way I so often did before Mr. Havelock’s escape.

	“And Leo and your sister can finally finish planning their wedding,” my father adds.

	“What about Melusine?” Caspian asks. “What will happen to her now?” Tides, why does he care so much?

	“That’s a good question,” my mother says. “We’ve sent word to her that her father was found and apprehended. I suppose in the next few days we’ll speak with her teacher and her therapist to decide the best place for her, moving forward.”

	Annoyance spikes in me that Melusine won’t immediately be sent packing, but I don’t say anything. A far more important worry weighs on my chest.

	My mother speaks to Uncle Kai again. “Excellent work,” she tells him. “Please give our deepest thanks and highest commendations to your entire team.”

	“Thank you, Your Majesties.” With the formal report concluded, my uncle’s posture relaxes.

	My father pats my mother’s hand where it rests on her opal lap, then swims off his throne to embrace his brother-in-law. “Great job, Kai. Thank you.”

	My mother swims up to me, placing a hand on my shoulder. “And thank you, Aurelia, for staying in the palace this entire time like we asked you without complaint. I know it can’t have been easy on you.”

	“We have more than that to thank her for,” Uncle Kai says. “Lia, do you know how we caught Havelock?” I shake my head. “By tracing the origin of an ingredient in his potions to his relative’s location, which told us the two of them must have still been in contact. We may never have done that if you hadn’t suggested reexamining the potions and all the other evidence from the trial.”

	“I helped?”

	“You more than helped.”

	“We’re so proud of you, seashell,” my father says warmly.

	“We certainly are,” my mother agrees, her face looking happier and less burdened than it has in a long time.

	I try to return her smile. “I’m so glad it worked.” I am glad. Of course I’m glad that an attempted murderer who was probably trying to kidnap me is off the streets, but the timing of his capture also means—

	“Wow,” Caspian whispers next to me. “Going through the evidence again was your idea? That’s awesome.” Casp only ever uses the word awesome when he actually means something “inspired awe,” so it’s a big compliment—one I don’t really deserve.

	“There’s a little more to it than that,” I whisper back. It isn’t until we’ve thanked Uncle Kai and left the room that I can explain to Casp what I mean. The hallway that leads to his door is no longer packed with guards. Still, I keep my voice down as I say, “My main reason for asking them to reexamine the evidence was that I needed to get it here. To the palace.”

	“Why?” Caspian asks.

	“Let me start by saying that I’m fine. Everyone’s fine and no one got even a teensy bit hurt.” Then I launch into telling him about Clay’s realization that we needed the dagger and about how my sisters, Stas, and I set out to get it.

	He asks questions like “From the high security vault?” and “Really? Magnets worked? Huh.” and “Lazuli actually said that to them?” That last one makes him blush as he holds open his bedroom door and shuts it behind us.

	We stop just inside the room, and I have to remind him of my none-of-us-got-hurt disclaimer when we get to questions like “Wait, how big was the jellyfish?” and “Lia, a shark?”

	Worried blue eyes run over my body, as if checking for wounds I forgot to mention.

	“Casp,” I say, placing a hand on each of his upper arms so he focuses on my face and I can look him directly in the eye. “I’m okay.”

	Our gazes hold until he nods.

	He shifts out of my grasp then. Right. I’ve been so good about being careful lately—no touch that could be construed as anything besides friendship. I drop my hands, my fingers fidgeting by my tail. “Um, anyway … the point is, I have the dagger, but when I cast the revealing spell that I thought would show me how to use it to transform Clay, the spell … didn’t work right.” I don’t want to worry him further by detailing the visions of murder and bloodshed. “It didn’t show me anything about the dagger that I didn’t already know. I tried it every way I can think of.”

	“Is that why you weren’t really smiling when you heard about Mr. Havelock’s capture? I couldn’t figure out why you still seemed so worried.”

	“Yeah,” I answer. I’d expected to shake my fins in a happy dance the second I found out we’d captured Mr. Havelock. After all, it would mean I was safe, not to mention that I could finally go outside again. But … “It’s the timing that has me all tied up in knots. Arresting him now means they’ll be sending all the evidence back to the Foundation, maybe in just a few days. I’m thinking a week, tops. When they go to catalogue all of it before transport …” I look up at Caspian and bite my lip.

	“They’ll find the shell Em recorded for you in the crate where the dagger should be,” he fills in, remembering what I told him about my plan to keep all of this legal. “And they’ll question you and take the dagger back before—”

	“Before I can use it to help Clay. Whatever I’m going to do to turn him into a Merman, I have to do it now.” I can’t wait any longer, or I’ll miss my chance. “But I don’t know how.”

	I hate the tears and desperation that have crept into my voice. At least now Caspian knows what I’m up against. My best friend knows what I have to do. Maybe together, we can figure out a way for me to do it.

	I turn to face the inside of the room, so I can sit in one of those armchairs and we can figure this out.

	But someone is already sitting there.


Chapter Thirty-Two 
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	They might refuse to tell me any info on my father, but I know who they will tell. They’ll give their little golden girl every last detail.

	And the first person she’ll want to unload all her emotions on is Caspian.

	Maybe she already has and he’s back in his room by now.

	But when I get there, no one answers my knock.

	“Caspian?” I call out in case he didn’t hear me. The door is partway open, so I peek my head in. “Caspian?”

	I could leave a note on his desk, but the screen is drawn in front of it, so he may not check there. He wouldn’t mind me waiting in here for him. If I stay in the sitting area, which feels more public than the space around his desk and bed, that should be fine. Since staring at the door hoping he’ll swim through it will just make me antsier, I settle into a chair that faces a painting of a blue whale on the opposite wall instead.

	My thoughts are swimming so fast. How did they find my father? Where was he? Was he doing anything illegal when they found him that will add to his charge? Did he try to fight them off? Did they hurt him? When he got caught was he … was he on his way here to get me? And the undercurrent that runs through them all: why do I still care about him?

	Now that I know how wrong what he did was—how wrong it was that he convinced me do it, too—why do I still care about him?

	Because he’s your dad, a voice whispers inside my head. A weak and whimpering voice, but an honest one. Then, even more quietly: Because he was just trying to achieve the life she wanted for you. Thinking about how my father did all this because he was fueled by love of my mother, the same as I was, makes pity and forgiveness swell inside me.

	And just like that, the worry starts anew. If it ever really stopped. It’s all that keeps me company as I wait for Caspian.

	I’m lost deep in the dark cave of my thoughts when a voice echoes inside, rousing my attention.

	Make that voices. Plural.

	The excitement and relief that bloom in my chest as Caspian’s low baritone reaches me from the hallway wither just as quickly when her self-deprecating whine follows.

	“Lazuli actually said that to them?” I can practically hear his blush.

	Said what to whom? I wonder. I shift to get up, so I can let him know I’m here and relish the unexpected but undeniable pleasure of seeing the look on her face at just how comfortable I am waiting for him in his room.

	But then I catch a hint of something in his voice. He sounds so different—so young—when he talks to her and they’re alone. Or at least think they’re alone.

	Is that the only behavior that’s different? He’s said over and over that he’s accepted there’s nothing between them, that he’s moved on, but has he? Or has he just convinced himself he has? This may be the only chance I ever have to see how the two of them interact alone.

	Besides, even though I’m facing the wall, it’s not like I’m invisible. As soon as they turn toward the room, they’ll see my coral fins out to the side or my forearm on the armrest. It’s not like I’m hiding; if anything, not announcing my presence will only buy me a few short seconds of information. But it’s information about what they might really mean to each other, so I’ll take whatever I can get.

	Lia’s telling some over-the-top story about … a giant jellyfish? Words spill out of her mouth in a rush before she has any time to reflect on them or deliberate. I tune it out as much as I can and peek around the back of the chair so I can use my precious seconds before they see me to analyze if they angle their bodies toward each other, if she touches her hair, if he takes her hand. I’m focusing much more on body language than her stupid story until she says, “But we still hadn’t reached the inner high-security vault.”

	The inner high-security vault? Maybe for once, whatever’s dribbling out from between Lia’s lips is worth listening to. So, I do. I listen intently.

	Wait, her little cousin hypnotized a shark? Is she making this entire thing up? Maybe she’s just trying to get Caspian’s attention.

	If that’s her goal, it’s working.

	“Lia, a shark?” he asks, his eyes wide with concern. My grip tightens on the armrests of the chair as his gaze runs up and down Lia’s body. She’s wearing a pale yellow siluess and a matching citrine necklace. It makes her skin look sallow. Does it really? a little voice whispers in my head. Maybe Caspian loves yellow. Maybe it’s his favorite color. You don’t know his favorite color, but I bet Lia does. Lia’s known it forever. Ugh. I have to admit the siluess is cut well and manages to show off what little she does have up top. The realization makes me wish I could kick my tail right into her side, like she did to me when we fought over the dagger.

	What happens next makes the urge grow stronger.

	She puts her hands on him! She rests a hand on each of his upper arms, practically stroking his triceps, and fixes him with a smoldering expression. “Casp, I’m okay,” she whispers in a baby voice. Does she think that’s seductive?

	Does he?

	He looks deep into her eyes as he nods, and I wish I were anywhere else. Fine. Let them have each other. What do I care? Let them make perfect little guppies with sparkly, metallic tails who have no sense of moral complexity. I told him how wrong they are for each other, and I was foolish enough to think he’d actually listened, but if he wants to—

	My jaw drops in an open-mouthed smile as Caspian twists out of her grip. Yes!

	I expect her to swim closer, to try to touch him again, maybe more subtly this time. Instead, she immediately drops her hands and offers him an apologetic look that seems … sincere. The awkwardness that permeates the water between them is definitely real.

	Even though no one’s watching me, a grin spreads across my face.

	“Um, anyway …” Lia says, “the point is, I have the dagger.” What dagger? She was in the inner high-security vault … could she mean …? No, she couldn’t mean the obsidian dagger. Why would little goody-goody Lia want anything to do with that? “But when I cast the revealing spell that I thought would show me how to use it to transform Clay,” Oh. Oh! “the spell … didn’t work right. It didn’t show me anything about the dagger that I didn’t already know. I tried it every way I can think of.”

	I listen hard as their back-and-forth continues. Then Lia says, “Whatever I’m going to do to turn him into a Merman, I have to do it now. But I don’t know how.”

	So that’s her plan.

	I roll it over in my mind. Could it actually work? I hadn’t thought there was enough magic under the waves to turn a human into a Merman. But the dagger was designed by one of the greatest sorceresses in history for exactly that purpose—to turn the Little Mermaid from a human back into a Mermaid. And it is one of the most powerful magical objects ever created; that’s why my family went to the trouble of finding it and safeguarding it for generations.

	My father’s scales would crawl if he knew she had it.

	But to me, the knowledge is leverage. The question is, now that I know what Lia’s plan is, what will I do with that information?

	It’s the same question that etches itself across Lia’s face the instant she spots me reclining in the armchair.

	“What are you doing in here?” Panic lives in every word.

	I don’t get up. I just stretch out and smile innocently at her from around the side of the chair’s backrest. “I was waiting here for Caspian,” I say, like it’s a regular occurrence. Lia’s lips thin. “And it would have been rude to interrupt.”

	Her glare hurls a thousand spears.

	But it’s Caspian who says quietly, “You should have let us know you were here.” No malice or accusation laces his statement. It’s just that—a statement. I seek out his gaze, and when our eyes meet, an apologetic expression springs to my face before I can even try to stop it.

	“What did you expect?” Lia poses the question to Caspian, but her gaze never leaves me, tracking my every micro-movement like I’m that shark she mentioned. But she talks about me like I’m some sea slime stuck to the bottom of her fin. “All she cares about is exploiting her time at the palace for her own advantage.”

	I’m out of the chair quick enough to startle her. “You going to look out for me instead, princess?” Her nostrils flare, but she doesn’t answer. Yeah, I didn’t think so. I drag out the next part so it registers. “Shouldn’t you be really nice to me right about now?”

	“If you tell anyone what you’ve just heard, I’ll—”

	“Calm down, Lia,” Caspian says, voice steady. “Melusine won’t tell anyone your plan.”

	I won’t?

	“She won’t?” Disbelief colors Lia’s voice.

	Caspian shakes his head, his blond hair dancing around it in the water. “She wouldn’t do anything that would hurt Clay’s chances of shaping the future he wants for himself. She wants to make amends for what she did to him.” He looks to me, his face so trusting. “Right?”

	While making Lia twist with fear has felt deliciously satisfying, and ruining her plan would probably feel even more deserved and delightful, the idea of hurting Clay … again … I never wanted to hurt Clay. I did it because I was convinced it was the best thing for Merkind, but pain was a means to that end, not a goal. Clay never did anything to me. It’s not his fault he’s related to that long-ago prince. And while I’d love to blame him for the high crime of falling in love with Lia, good men certainly have before him. My gaze darts to Caspian, who awaits my response.

	I meant what I told him the night I gave him that letter to deliver to Clay—and I meant every word I wrote in it. I’m sorry for hurting Clay. Deeply, painfully, self-questioningly sorry.

	“I won’t tell,” I say, meeting Lia’s eyes for the briefest of seconds before focusing on the wave pattern decorating the wall behind her. “Clay should get to make his own choices.”

	The way Lia’s jaw drops brings its own new breed of satisfaction. I square my shoulders.

	Besides, it’s not like her plan has anything to do with me anyway. Let her and Clay try whatever ill-advised, inevitably dangerous scheme they choose. Aside from (an admittedly fervent) curiosity to see whether they could really manage it, why should I care when it doesn’t concern me in the least?

	While Lia wades in front of me in shock, her eyes narrowed suspiciously like I must be up to something, Caspian swims closer to me.

	“What were you waiting to talk to me about, Melusine?” He’s changing the subject on purpose, but it’s the one I should be devoting my attention to anyway. “Your father?” he guesses.

	I nod. “All they would tell me is that they captured him. But they wouldn’t answer any of my questions or tell me if, if he’s … okay.”

	Lia finds her voice again. “If you really want to ‘make amends,’” the phrase drips with skepticism, “you should ask yourself why you care so much about that criminal.”

	“He’s her father,” Caspian says, his voice stern, before her words can fully swim out of her mouth. Her gaze drops to her golden fins. It’s nice to have him reprove Lia for once. If he can like her even though she says heartless things sometimes …

	“He’s okay,” Caspian tell me, his deep voice almost as soothing as the content it carries. The fear that’s been clutching at my insides since the guards first spoke an hour ago finally loosens its grip and lets me breathe. “They captured him near Diskkana in the North.” Diskkana? He must have been hiding in my uncle’s house. It’s far. I guess that means they didn’t capture him because he came back for me. “They’re going to bring him here as soon as a storm up there passes. He’ll be safe that way.”

	And he won’t be able to escape again in the distraction of the storm, I think, filling in the details Caspian is too polite to say aloud.

	Then he says, “I asked Mrs.—I mean, the queen and king—what his arrest would mean for you.”

	Caspian asked about me? “You did?”

	He offers me a small smile and its twin sprouts on my face. “They’re not going to force you to go back and live at the Foundation. They said they’re going to talk to your tutor and your therapist about what’s best for you. They’re reasonable, so I’m sure if you have a preference for where you want to live and continue your education, they’ll …” he pauses, a pensive expression taking hold of his handsome features, but then he picks up where he left off, “I’m sure they’ll consider what you have to say.”

	“Yay, great.” Lia’s sarcasm cuts in before I can thank him or ask what’s on his mind. “Are you done comforting her now, because I could really use your help? Casp,” her voice grows sincere, and whiny, again, “if I miss my one chance to do this for Clay, I’ll never be able to forgive myself.”

	Oh, boohoo, cry me an esslee. I should leave before the storm of guilt and righteousness starts.

	“That’s why we need to …” Lia’s eyes widen as she looks back at Caspian. “What is it?”

	“What? Nothing,” he says.

	“No, not nothing. Don’t nothing me. You have your idea-face.”

	She’s right, he does. What’s he thinking? And why is he trying to hide it?

	“No, I—”

	“Yes, you do. Casp, what is it? Please don’t lie—not to me. Not when it could be important.”

	Guilt passes over his face. Unlike me, he hates lying. “Look, I do have an idea, but I don’t want to tell you what it is because I don’t want you and Clay rushing into this decision.”

	“We’ve been going over this for months,” Lia says, trying and failing to keep exasperation out of her voice. “We’re not rushing into anything. You need to trust me and Clay enough to know we take this seriously and we’ve thought it through.”

	“I do trust you. It’s just such a big decision. And the idea itself … Just because it popped into my head doesn’t mean it’s safe. In fact, it’s probably the opposite. I don’t know enough about the magic that would be involved, but I do know it’s a risk, and I don’t want you attempting it because of me.”

	Her frustration melts. “I get that you worry about me. And I appreciate it. But Caspian, you wouldn’t be so hesitant to tell me unless you really thought your idea could work, so I need to know what it is. And then it’ll be my choice and Clay’s whether we want to do it.”

	Indecision still clouds his face.

	“By not telling me, you’re basically trying to control me and Clay,” she says.

	She actually has a point. Not that I think trying to control people is a bad thing in every circumstance, but Caspian isn’t manipulative, so I bet he does.

	“Isn’t that what you’re always telling me I shouldn’t do to people?” Lia asks.

	That does it. “Fine, I’ll tell you. But for the record, I’m not condoning this course of action.”

	She nods. “I understand. It’s on me.” She glances over at me, then says to him, “I’d feel better if you waited to tell me until Melusine left.” To me she says, “This really isn’t any of your business.”

	To tell the truth, I’m curious, but if I try to stay and Caspian asks me to leave, I’ll lose face in front of Lia. That’s not worth it just to hear some idea that doesn’t have even a drop to do with me. I swim toward the door.

	“As fun as this has been, I have no urge to stay and watch you two bicker over the ins-and-outs of this little scheme like an old married couple.” Then, just because I can’t resist the urge to make Lia squirm on her hook one more time, I throw over my shoulder, “Caspian, maybe we can meet in the Magic Department again later and sort some more scrolls?” As much as I want to, I don’t look at her face, just glide to the door.

	Until a hand on my shoulder stops me. Caspian’s, warm and strong. “Wait.”

	“Oh, let her go,” Lia says. “Then we can finally get back to what matters.”

	“No,” Caspian says, his hand still on my shoulder. I look up from his grip to his pensive face. “Stay?” he asks me.

	“Why?” I ask without turning fully around. Why does he want me to stay when at this very moment Lia’s glare burns into my back, prodding me to go away?

	“Because my idea includes you.” Caspian glances between me and Lia. “And you’re both going to hate it.”
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	“NO!” Melusine and I respond in unison after Caspian shares his idea. Our eyes meet in mutual distrust. Have we ever agreed with each other before?

	“Twenty gallons of no,” I reiterate. “No way. Not happening.”

	“Definitely not,” Melusine says, looking at Caspian like’s he one of those radioactive, two-headed fish. “It’s ludicrous.”

	It is. Even if it’s also … logical.

	“Good,” Caspian says, his shoulders dipping with relief. “Now you’ve heard what it is, and neither of you want to do it, so we can all move on.”

	He asked us to sit before he told us this … idea of his, so now Caspian and I, and Melusine, are in his sitting area. Melusine is back in that armchair she hid behind like a water snake earlier, and Caspian and I are on opposite ends of a small couch. After he shirked off my touch earlier, I want to give him space, but I also refuse to sit in the other armchair, next to her.

	“Look, Casp …” I flounder to put this in a way that won’t insult him. “I’m struggling to even understand why you would think this might work. You, of all people. They planned to kill you, remember?” And now he thinks they’ll help? “It’s kind of—”

	“Reckless. Completely reckless,” Melusine finishes, tossing my attempt at diplomacy out the amber window. “I’d expect this from her,” she says, throwing a contemptuous hand in my direction, “but not from you.” She searches his face with a familiarity that makes my jaw clench.

	“I said I didn’t want to say it!” He turns to me. “I told you that just because I had an idea didn’t mean it was a good one. It’s a plan that entails a great deal more risk than I’m comfortable with, and I’m not saying I want us to do it.” Us? When did “us” start including Melusine? There is so much wrong with this conversation. “But I do think that based on all the factors at play here, it’s our only option.”

	“It’s not my anything,” Melusine says. “I’m not the one trying to do the impossible. What do I care if she can’t manage to turn her boyfriend Mer?”

	“Then what are you even still doing here?” I snap at her.

	“Caspian asked me to stay.” A sea snake’s smile twists Melusine’s lips. “This is his room.” She settles back in the armchair like she belongs there.

	Caspian interjects before I can respond. “Well, now that we’ve decided my idea can’t work, we can all leave.”

	“Wait,” I say. “I want to know what makes you think it’s our only option.”

	He scrubs a hand over his face. Then something flashes in his eyes. An eagerness, like maybe if he tells me why this plan I hate is my last resort, I’ll finally give up on the idea of making Clay Mer. Fat chance. But hey, if it keeps him talking. I lean in, show him I’m listening. “Lia, you need to learn how to use the dagger to transform Clay, and you’ve tried everything you can think of to figure it out magically on your own, right?”

	“Right.” And failed miserably. But I don’t state that obvious fact because … Melusine, right there where she shouldn’t be.

	“Normally, I would suggest researching for as long as it takes until we found another lead,” he says, “but any reference materials on a spell that ancient and dangerous have probably been deliberately destroyed or lost to time, so finding anything useful, if you even could, would take months, maybe years.”

	“When all I have is days.” The first flutterings of panic that started when I heard news of Mr. Havelock’s imminent return intensify behind my breastbone. He’s right.

	“Couldn’t you ask someone who knows a lot about magic for help?” Melusine asks. I gawk at her. Is she actually trying to contribute? “I mean,” her voice takes on a bored indifference, “wouldn’t people be falling all over themselves to help the savior of Merkind?” She says “savior” like she’s laughing at me. “Caspian’s grandmother, for instance. She runs the entire Magic Department.”

	I shake my head. “She’s the only one in the palace who might be able to understand the intricacies of the original spell enough to tweak them for Clay, but it’s doubtful. Her specialty is potions, not rituals, and she doesn’t know much about the dagger itself or how it was created. Most of all—”

	“We can’t trust her,” Caspian says before I have to. “Not with this. I love her and she’s wonderful, but she cares about peace for Merkind above everything, so she’d do anything to make sure your parents’ reign runs smoothly. She may see turning Clay Mer as an unnecessary complication. I hate to say it, but she’d most likely—”

	“Tell my parents what I’m planning. Yeah, that’s why I didn’t go to her for help restoring Clay’s memories. Even if she could’ve helped, which was a big if, I didn’t think she would.”

	“That’s why I said—”

	“Yeah, you’re right about that.” I shift on the couch to face him. “The only person in the Seven Seas who would definitely understand the dagger’s magic deeply enough to help us and wouldn’t tell my parents before Clay’s transformation was Ondine.” Her name evokes an image that surfaces in my mind: a mermaid so beautiful she looked like she’d glided out of the pages of fairytale on her ice blue tail. Streaks of that same mystical blue shone in white-blond hair that hung well past her waist, and shards of clear crystal sparkled around gray eyes set in an exquisite, doll-like face. Ondine had spent her entire life devoted to preserving ancient magics and studying the spells of Himeropa—the Sea Sorceress herself.

	“She planned two highly advanced rituals that revolved around understanding the power of the Sea Sorceress’s dagger—successfully,” Caspian says. “But I don’t like the thought of—”

	“Wait,” Melusine says. “Ondine designed the ritual for my father and me to reclaim control of the curse and restore immortality.” Which would have worked as intended if I’d never come to stop them before they could kill Clay as their sacrifice. “But what’s the second ritual with the dagger?”

	I feel no urge to satisfy the curiosity of an attempted murderer, so it’s Caspian who answers. “The spell Ondine created to restore Clay’s memories was based on the one the Sea Sorceress used to imbue the dagger with its power. Right?”

	“Yeah,” I answer. “We imbued Clay with memories instead. It worked because he’d been stabbed with that same dagger, which was intended for his ancestor, so Clay and the dagger share a mythical connection.”

	“So really, you should be thanking me,” Melusine says. “If it weren’t for me, you never could have restored his memories.”

	“You want me to thank you for stabbing my boyfriend in the stomach?”

	She shrugs. I’d like to stab her. Or at least pull her hair. Hard. To keep my emotions in check, I focus on Caspian. “I agree that Ondine could probably have arrived at a solution within minutes. But not only is she evil,” I say the next part right at Melusine, “and we don’t trust evil people to help us, but she also disappeared without a trace, and …” A gray face falling, falling, falling away from me through the dark water toward the sea floor. “… she’s probably dead.”

	“I know. I’m just saying her knowledge didn’t die with her, even if I wish it had,” Caspian says. “She taught it to her advanced magic students in secret. That’s my point.”

	He leans forward, elbows on his silver lap, and adds, “Those girls are the only ones who could possibly help you. And they’re potentially dangerous enough that you should stay away from them.” He looks me square in the face, his voice serious. “So Lia, no matter how much you and Clay want this, you should let it go.”

	“You’re right,” I tell him. Surprise and relief flood him in equal measure. “Those girls are my only chance.” His relief disappears and he tenses all over again, but I start talking before he can. “They’ve spent years with Ondine studying not only ancient, complex magic, but Himeropa’s ancient, complex magic. There’s a very good chance they’d come up with my answer.” An answer Clay desperately needs.

	But there’s no way they’d ever tell me, the girl who destroyed all their magic before Ondine could use it to kill Caspian. “The problem is, they hate me,” I say.

	“Which is why the only person they might confide the dagger’s secrets to,” Caspian says, nodding his blond head toward the armchair, “is the one person known across the ocean to hate you more than they do.”

	As much as I don’t want to, I bring my gaze to rest on Melusine. If she doesn’t agree to help me, I won’t find a solution in time and Clay will never be a Merman. I swallow, my panic insuppressible now. How can all my future happiness rest on my enemy’s fins?

	When I dare to meet her eyes, Melusine stares back at me with disdain.


Chapter Thirty-Four 
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	“I said no. I won’t do it.”

	“I thought you said you wanted Clay to be able to make his own choices about his future?” Lia asks from her seat on the couch. She glances at Caspian, as if to say, See? I told you Melusine was lying.

	I speak slowly, so even Lia can understand me. “Not telling on you, and agreeing to involve myself in some dangerous, rash plan are two different things. You want to make your human boyfriend Mer? Do it yourself.” Caspian thought up this idea, and his nervous expression tells me even he isn’t keen on going through with it, so why would I consider it? Because Lia wants me to? That’ll be the day.

	“See, Casp?” Lia whines. “She’ll never help. We’re wasting time. We have to think up another way.” Caspian looks at the floor instead of meeting her eyes. She studies him and says, “But you don’t think there is another way, do you?”

	He hesitates, biting his full lower lip, which distracts me more than it should. Finally, he says, “Not one you’ll find in time.” The truth of her situation settles on her face and he leans toward her, his expression kind. “But hey, maybe … maybe that’s not a bad thing. Lia, turning Clay into a Merman, it’s such a huge step. It’ll affect him for the rest of his life—and he’ll be immortal! I know you say you’ve both spent months thinking about it, but Clay’s still so young and—”

	“He’s the same age you are.” Her tone gets defensive.

	“I know. And there’s no way I’d feel ready to make a decision like that. One that would change me forever, and that I could never take back.” I remember Caspian’s face, wrought with indecision, as we talked about his job options, and that choice was droplets compared to the one Clay wants to make.

	“Well, Clay is ready.” She takes a deep breath, and the defensiveness has been replaced with a surprising level of patience when she says, “He may be young, but he’s been through more than he ever should have, and it’s made him grow up. He knows his own mind, Casp. Maybe because he’s had it stolen from him so many times.” She rubs a hand over her face, and suddenly she looks so tired. Then her jaw sets. “This is what he wants, and I’m going to help him get it.”

	“I love that you want to help him,” Caspian says. “I do, too. It’s just … what if he regrets it? I know he loves you, but giving up his whole world for you? That’s—”

	“I’m not asking him to do that. I would never ask him to do that. He wouldn’t be giving up the human world, and I don’t want to give it up either. It’s where I was raised—it’s my home, no matter where I live right now.” She gestures around the undersea room. “Becoming Mer will give Clay more options about where he wants to live. The same options I have. And you do. I want that for him, too.”

	Some relief swims across Caspian’s features. “That’s good, that you’ve both considered all that. But, I’m sorry, I still think you should wait. Just a few years, to see if Clay still wants this.”

	“Don’t you think we would if we could? I may never be able to get my hands on the dagger again.” She scoots closer to him, and I feel oceans away even though I’m only sitting across from them. “This is my one chance.”

	“I understand that. I do. But it’s too drastic to—”

	Lia launches herself up from the couch. “He’s going to die!” She stills and says more quietly, “Clay will die.”

	“Yeah, but not for another sixty to eighty years,” I remind her. Those tears stuck in her throat are making my fins twitch.

	She snaps her head in my direction, but her words are sad instead of spiteful when she says, “It doesn’t matter. He’ll still die. That sounds really long, but now that we’re immortal, it’ll happen like that.” She snaps her fingers, then turns to Caspian again, who’s risen from the couch, too. “I’d have to … I can’t. I can’t watch him die, Casp. I can’t. I love him too damn much.” Her voice catches again, but she swallows it down. “Figuring out how to make this dagger work, it’s the only way the two of us will ever be happy.”

	Her huge brown eyes look beseechingly at Caspian as they sparkle with unshed tears.

	He stares at her for several long seconds. Then he nods.

	And turns to me. “Melusine, you’re the only one those girls will talk to. They admire you—I’ve seen it. Your reputation, your leg control, your relation to Ondine. If you don’t agree to help, Lia won’t be able to make Clay a Merman.”

	Lia sneaks a glance at me, then she sits and starts taking these deep, forced breaths to calm herself. So emotional.

	Never mind that my own breathing has grown shallow. Caspian swims closer to me. “We need you.”

	They need me. Caspian needs me. What am I supposed to do with that? It was easy to say no when I could tell Casp wanted me to refuse, when it was obvious he only told Lia the idea because she pressured him. But now, staring into his earnest face, I’m at a loss.

	The water around us presses in on me until his rich, calming voice fills it. “I had the idea when I was telling you about how the queen and king still haven’t figured out where you should live now that your father’s been captured. Since you’re a minor, their main goal is your rehabilitation. And, let’s face it,” he says the next part as gently as he can, “they’re probably at least a little afraid of having you and your father living close together, either in the palace or at the Foundation again. If you were to say you wanted to visit Sea Daughters Academy and consider studying there, it would solve both problems.”

	Lia is still breathing like a sea lion in labor and I stay speechless, so he keeps talking. “Providing they could keep you under surveillance there and that you still met regularly with a human-sensitivity therapist as well as your probation officer, they’d probably dive at the chance to have you attend boarding school. Especially one with a reputation as being sequestered and safe even during the wars, and one that the authorities have scrubbed clean of magic since Ondine’s disappearance.”

	It’s a brilliant, elegant solution—that he came up with in minutes. If all my effort weren’t going to keeping my hands and voice from shaking, I’d be impressed at how his brain works. Okay, fine. I am impressed. Really impressed. But, “This is not my fight,” I say, sitting up straighter in my armchair. “You’re asking me to go back to a place where you yourself were almost killed and try to trick an entire group of vengeful, evil—”

	“Those girls aren’t evil!” Lia finally finds her voice again. “They’re … well-intentioned and smart and,” a wistful smile softens her face, “nice. They just got sucked into Ondine’s influence, the same as I did. Except they were with her a lot longer.”

	“I don’t need to hear about how ‘nice’ all those girls are,” I snap at her. “Do they or do they not want you dead for stealing their power away?”

	“They might,” Lia admits.

	“So, if I agree to help you, they’ll want me dead, too.”

	“All I’m saying is they’re good people who got mixed up in something bad when they were too young to know the difference. Maybe now that they’ve had time away from Ondine, they’ve come to their senses or are at least starting to.”

	“I thought they were sirens. Aren’t sirens evil according to you?” I throw at her. How can she want so badly to see the best in those girls when she …

	“Ondine taught them the siren songs to preserve them, but they never sirened anyone!” She throws back.

	“You mean like you did?”

	A waterfall of guilt flows over her face. “I’m not denying it. I live with it every day.”

	And she thinks I don’t? The presumptuous little twit.

	Being angry at Lia feels good. Familiar. Much better than the knot in my stomach when I think about the fact that Caspian is asking me to do this. That it’s his idea I’m saying no to. I push down my doubt and embrace that anger. He must notice it boiling in my eyes because he jumps in. “After Lia seized their power—”

	But she cuts him off. “For the record, I seized Ondine’s power, not theirs. They were just using it. And I did it to save Caspian’s life.”

	Caspian shares a small smile with her, his gaze brimming with gratitude. Why did I ever come in this room? I wish I could slither out of it right this second.

	“The girls never saw Ondine after that,” Caspian says to me, picking up his explanation. “So as far as they know, Ondine really did send you to guard me. They might still think of you as someone she trusted, an ally. That’s why this could work.”

	“Might” and “could” being the parts I’m worried about. I look at Lia. “Didn’t you say they all had some mental link with each other? Couldn’t she have communicated some message to them before you seized her magic?”

	Caspian shifts in his seat, his brow lowering over concerned blue eyes as he turns to Lia for an answer; he hadn’t considered that.

	Lia’s face twists up in confusion, making her look like more of an idiot than usual. “The link didn’t seem to work that way. It was more for sensing magic and each other’s locations than for talking. And Ondine’s powers were spread way too thin at the end—that’s the only reason I was able to defeat her.” Oh, goodie, some false modesty, just what this conversation about putting my life on the line needs right now. “I don’t think Ondine would have been able to communicate any message to those girls.” Caspian’s shoulders relax at Lia’s assurances, but mine stay up by my gills.

	“You don’t think so. But you don’t know.” I shake my head. “You want to convince yourselves those girls are harmless without Ondine’s magic? They could have joined their remaining powers together, they could have taught other girls at the school who have more natural magic … You don’t know,” I repeat. “You have no idea what I’d be swimming into. Neither one of you would even consider going in there yourselves, but you’re fine risking me.” My life just isn’t as valuable as theirs, huh? That’s what they think. If I die, it’s no big loss. “I have it coming anyway, right?”

	“Melusine—”

	I’m up from my chair before Caspian can muster some lackluster excuse. I thought he cared about me, I thought … “How could you ask me to do this?” I hurl at him.

	His answer is quiet: “You went there before.” To save his life. His meaning floats there between us, heavy and true. I pretended Ondine had sent me there to guard him so I could try to help him escape.

	“That was different,” I say. Caspian’s life isn’t in danger now. “They thought I was evil then, too. Plus, I thought Ondine still cared about me and would never hurt me.” It’s hard to push the words out as my throat tightens around them. I was wrong. She never cared about me, never loved me. She was using me. When I found out Caspian might get hurt … I risked my probation, risked an eternity of imprisonment, which was probably stupid, but “I never put my life at risk.” Lia saved him anyway, not me. I should have just stayed away.

	Lia pipes up. “After everything you did to me and Clay, I thought you wanted to …” she uses Caspian’s words from earlier, making it sound like this is some giant test, “make amends.”

	Make amends? With Clay, maybe, if there was a less insanely dangerous way to do it. With Lia, who has repeatedly treated me like some nuclear waste product humans dump in the ocean? “No.”

	I don’t conceal the malice from my gaze as I look at her, and it must dawn on her that she bears some of the blame for my refusal because her face crumples with what could only be shame. But then she squares her shoulders and addresses me again. “Then will you do it because it’s the right thing to do?”

	I scoff without thinking. “Have you met me?” I say it as more of a reflex than anything else, but she pulls back, offended. Good, let her be. She sits on the far end of the couch, staring at nothing on the floor. She’s given up. Finally.

	She seems so small sitting there. For the first time she looks … hopeless. More hopeless than she did when she came down to the bottom of the sea to find Clay bound by my father’s magic and close to death. More hopeless than she did on that beach after she’d faced off with Ondine and the sirens were coming for her. Because now, there’s nothing left for her to do. She has nothing left to try.

	But I do. The initial satisfaction at sticking up for myself—at refusing her—wears off in a receding tide, and as it leaves, I feel … empty. Hollow. Wrong. What was it Caspian said when I asked him why he kept helping Clay even when Clay was the one who ruined his happiness? I decided, if I can help, I should.

	It’s true those girls would most likely still consider me an ally. And if they didn’t, I’d have guards with me, since there’s no way I’d be allowed to travel without them. Caspian’s right that I’m probably the only one alive who Ondine’s former protégés would ever consider opening up to.

	As I stare at Lia, huddled in the corner of that couch, something tugs at my insides. Before I can banish or bury whatever it is I’m feeling, a hand grazes my upper arm.

	Caspian fills my vision, his caring face as open and imploring as I’ve ever seen it. Caspian, who has withstood bullying for me, who has defied the wishes of his best friend to spend time with me, who has risked his reputation over and over to stay by my side. Caspian, who has confided in me and trusted me. Caspian, who I …

	His gaze locks onto mine now, blue to blue. “Will you do it because I’m asking you to?”

	And then, the hardest word I’ve ever spoken—but also the easiest: “Yes.”
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	As soon as it leaves my lips, I want to swallow the word back. But Caspian’s face breaks into a smile as bright and optimistic as a cresting wave. It lights up every part of him with hope. Hope that we’ll get the answer about the dagger—or hope in me?

	Suddenly, he’s coming closer, closer … what? Caspian wraps me in a hug, completely enveloping me with his larger form. I’m stiff and unsure, but the warmth of it soaks into me until I soften, letting his bare chest support me as I lean against it, my own arms jerkily finding their way around him in return.

	It’s been so long since I hugged anyone, especially a guy. Am I doing this right? At first it’s profoundly soothing, like the rich, sweet honey humans pour into steaming tea. With Caspian holding me, a deep comfort calms the frenzy of my indecision, my doubt, my fear. But it awakens something, too.

	Because in the next instant, I grow intensely aware of his skin, everywhere against me, alive with sensation. His naked back pressed against the sensitive skin on the inside of my arms, his clean-shaven chin resting smooth over the spot where my neck meets my shoulder, his large forearms and hands warming my shoulder blades even through the thin gossamer of my siluess, his chest burning above my neckline, making me press in for more.

	It isn’t until we separate that I know he feels it, too. In those scant seconds when his skin leaves mine, when his cheek nearly skims mine as he pulls back, his breath catches the same instant mine does, and the spark in his cobalt gaze tells me he fights the same magnetic draw I do as our bodies part.

	He clears his throat. I don’t know what to do with my arms now that they’re no longer wrapped around him, so I run my fingers through the hair at the back of my head. I hate not knowing what to do.

	I turn to Lia, who looks at me like she’s trying to figure out how I’m planning to screw her over.

	“Don’t you hug me,” I snap at her.

	She raises both hands palm-out in front of her chest, as if to say, “Wouldn’t dream of it.”

	After we leave his room, Caspian goes with me to ask the Nautiluses’ permission to visit Sea Daughters Academy. As much as I hate to admit it, facing them intimidates me. Queen Nerissa and King Edmar, up there on their thrones, in the same room where I nearly killed their daughter.

	Fortunately, Caspian has known them all his life and has trouble thinking of them as any different than they were before the crowns. Seeing their warmth toward him makes it clear he’s the son they never had. Probably the son-in-law they expected to have. He does most of the talking while I wade there schooling my features to look as respectful and remorseful as possible.

	I have to fight to keep admiration from creeping onto my face the longer Caspian talks. That boy can be persuasive when he wants to be. Steady determination blended with irrefutable logic is a dangerous combination. He explains that at boarding school I would be under supervision and could keep up human-sensitivity sessions, as well as get regular visits from a probation officer, but I’d be getting a better education while improving my socialization. Besides, wouldn’t it be helpful from a political standpoint, Caspian points out diplomatically, to have me tucked away at a boarding school instead of at the Foundation or in the palace? That way, I’d slip quietly from the public’s imagination, instead of contributing to court speculation and feeding people’s fears.

	That part resonates with the recently coronated couple. It’s key in this new era of peace to foster a sense of security among the populace. They understand the stakes.

	I contribute my one carefully planned point: “I want to get as far away from my father’s corrupting influence as I can. He isn’t good for me.” Uttering those words wasn’t supposed to cause tightness in my chest. They were supposed to be a lie like any other lie. But I feel them, deep and sour with truth. I don’t have to manufacture the sadness on my face now.

	Caspian says that’s why it’s so important I visit the school as soon as possible. So I can make my decision before the authorities bring my father back. He also points out that my going sooner would mean my father and I aren’t en route at the same time, since he still needs to wait out the northern storm before he’s transported back here. The implication is clear: this way, neither of us could attempt to evade our guards to collude with the other. The sooner I go to Sea Daughters, the better all around.

	By the time Caspian bids the Nautiluses a good evening, my visit to the academy is set for tomorrow.
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	Tomorrow? Tomorrow … Okay, if I’m really doing this, I can’t focus on the fear. I push it down into the depths of my stomach and force myself to concentrate on what I need to do to stand the best chance of success.

	I don’t know much magic, but I do know a general protection ward my mother taught me when I was small in case we ever came upon raiders during the wars. I practice it a few times now. If anything goes wrong tomorrow, this should buy me a few minutes to figure out how to get out of there.

	What else could give me an edge?

	I run through Caspian’s plan again. He said he noticed those girls were impressed by my leg control. I don’t doubt it. Having lived Below all their lives, they were pitiful at it the one time I saw them on land. My legs could come in handy tomorrow, whether I end up showing off my control to the girls or running from them into some secret island cave where they wouldn’t think to look.

	I’m fabulous at leg control. Or, I was. I haven’t practiced in ages. The best place to practice in the palace is a small ballroom that was converted to a dry room specifically for that purpose. It’s staffed with volunteers who help anyone—palace staff or residents of New Meris and the surrounding towns—who wants to practice leg control.

	But if I avoid that room and all the other dry rooms that litter this place, I can go days without remembering what the Tribunal did to me, without remembering how I screamed and screamed until my screams turned silent as they stole away my voice.

	I can still speak underwater, but (since sireny only works on humans) I can’t utter a word on land to prevent me from ever sirening again. The dry room’s magic works by tricking the surrounding environment into believing the space is above water, rendering me as silent there as I would be if I surfaced.

	I hate the reminder that I’m changed—irrevocably and forever—because of what I did. So, I avoid the dry rooms.

	But if brushing up on my leg control improves my chances of surviving tomorrow’s encounter with the wannabe sirens, I can withstand the silent reminder that awaits me in the practice room.

	Besides, I think, a small smile tugging at my lips, it isn’t all that awaits me there.

	There is one added benefit that may or may not factor into my decision to brave that particular dry room.

	It’s Caspian’s night to volunteer.

	When I walk inside, a black satin sarong slung low on my hips and my long hair tied back in a tight bun to avoid the horrible frizz I’ve heard talk of, Caspian is helping a woman with rosy cheeks walk in a slow circle. Despite her youthful appearance, there’s something mature about her posture and the expression in her eyes that gives me the impression she was elderly not too long ago. Maybe she was one of the many Mer who were too old to master leg control by the time the Nautiluses founded their on-land Community, but now that she’s reverted to her stasis age, she has a second chance to learn.

	I don’t make a sound as I step barefoot into the room, but Caspian looks up at the same instant, as if he can sense me. No one else’s face has ever brightened the way his does when I walk into a room. It makes me smile despite my plan to play it nonchalant tonight.

	It’s several seconds before I see anything else in the ballroom. The floor is padded to anticipate all the falls Mer will take in this room, except for a dance floor in the back where the more experienced can advance to the next level. I may not have remembered what it was if not for the couple currently spinning each other around to low-playing music from a human device. The melody travels throughout the space without water to muffle it.

	Closer to the door I just came through (its spell still making my skin prickle) stand short, padded paths bordered on both sides by handrails that people can use when there’s no volunteer available to help them. Another handrail lines the perimeter of the room for intermediate leg users who only need to grip it occasionally or want it nearby for reassurance. Two tail-lengths inside that is a running track, and then the center of the room features a bunch of weight machines to improve muscle tone. I can picture this place bustling in the afternoons. But right now, aside from the dancing couple and the woman Caspian is helping, only two other men use the perimeter handrail. It’s after dinner, so most people are home with their families.

	I don’t want to resort to using a handrail, so I stand in the empty space between the running track and the weight machines and start putting one foot in front of the other. Walking feels strange after not doing it for so long. I have to pour all my focus into my muscles and tendons. Heel first, roll to toe. Heel first, roll to toe. When I first learned to walk, I learned it backwards: toe to heel. I spent months practicing that way until we realized my father’s reference konklili was out of date. It was from the reign of King Nereus, during humanity’s Middle Ages. Before paved roads and harder soled shoes, they’d walked completely differently, testing the ground with their toes before placing their heels down. When we found out that pattern would make me stick out like a bent scale in modern California, I had to learn to walk all over again. Heel first, roll to toe. Heel fir—

	“Hi.”

	With all my attention on my feet, I didn’t notice him coming up to me. Air is so much less helpful than water—you don’t feel it surge when someone approaches.

	“Are you practicing in case you need legs tomorrow?” he asks. I haven’t heard English in so long that it takes my brain a few seconds to switch over. “That’s smart.”

	I stop myself before I can let a silent ‘hi’ slip out and nod instead.

	“So, do you need any help?”

	My jaw tenses, but I refuse to look embarrassed or weak in front of him, even as intense feelings of both well up in my chest. I shake my head, short and quick.

	Realization dawns in his ocean blue eyes. “Oh, right.” He rubs the back of his neck. “Can I at least offer you my arm?”

	He leans in and says in a conspiratorial whisper, “It’s kind of my job.” He presents his arm, and I slip my hand through the crook of his elbow, my palm resting against his forearm. I expect him to start chattering to fill the absence of my voice, but he slips into an intentional silence as we start to stroll in a circle around the ballroom. It means I don’t have to feel self-conscious that I can’t respond. My jaw unclenches and my shoulders relax. The silence grows companionable, and we both settle into it.

	After a few minutes, I wonder what he’s thinking and glance over at his face. I’m used to being able to float up so we’re at eye-level, but walking side by side like this, it becomes obvious he’s so much taller. It makes the rest of his frame more obvious too. Without the weightlessness of water, it’s like the broadness of his chest, the strength of his muscles matter more. They strike me as more real, more … touchable. My head is level with his chest now. What would it feel like to lean into it, to rest my cheek against the hard muscle cloaked in smooth skin, just for a second? One thing is for sure: with Caspian next to me, I’m not having the slightest trouble maintaining my legs.

	“Young man! Young man!” the older woman from earlier calls in Mermese from across the room.

	“I’ll be back,” Caspian whispers, and without water, his breath creates a gentle brush of air along the sensitive skin of my ear. I shiver. By the time I look up, it’s at the muscles of his back rippling like waves as he walks away.

	An idea strikes me, and one corner of my mouth twists upward.

	This is going to be fun.

	I grab a chair from where several are stacked on top of each other for sitting and standing practice. Then I drag it so it’s right in Caspian’s line of sight as he supervises the older Mermaid walking back and forth between a set of moveable handrails.

	Once my chair is in place, I slowly sink onto it, then cross my legs—and I don’t mean at the ankle. I can feel his gaze from across the room. It heats my skin. I peek up from under my lashes, using the pretense of tucking away a strand of hair that’s slid loose from my bun. Sure enough, he’s looking. Now I uncross my legs—slowly, sliding sideways in my chair so my knees point toward him as they come together—and cross them again the other way, my black sarong slipping higher up my thigh as I move.

	All right, so maybe I want to get some of my own back. Can you blame me? If I … if something does happen to me tomorrow, I don’t want the last time Caspian thought about me that way to be filled with tears and rejection. And I know what the sight of legs can do to a guy. Caspian was raised on land, so he’s more used to seeing them paraded around than most, but it’s not like he ever went to a human school. We never used our legs at the Foundation’s high school in the grottos—the teachers would have sent us home for being illdri. What’s the English word for that? Unseemly. That’s it. Sometimes I wonder if Caspian’s Lia obsession didn’t have something to do with her prancing around him in her legs all the time.

	Well she’s not the only one with legs. And unlike little-miss-trips-a-lot, I know how to use mine. Boy, do I.

	I stand gracefully (and a touch suggestively) from the chair, run my hands down my hips to smooth my sarong, and start walking in a line, but this time, I let the lower half of my body sashay back and forth as I stride toward him and away, toward him and away.

	He’s a smart one, so he probably knows exactly what I’m doing. But that doesn’t mean it’s not working.

	When I turn back toward him, one hand on my waist, our eyes meet across the ballroom.

	Oh it’s working all right.

	With a smile that’s turned suddenly shy, he shakes his head at my audacity, but his eyes have darkened with uncloaked desire.

	My returning smile is guilty and playful, the glee of it reaching up into my hairline and down to the tips of my bare toes on the padded floor.

	Soon, glee isn’t all I’m feeling. A thrill dives down my spine as Caspian crosses toward me again. This time, he doesn’t need to ask me to take his arm; he presents it and my hand slips in without hesitation. We walk closer together than before, and the electricity charging the air between us isn’t from the static of the dry spell. I hold my breath. Without words to distract me from his closeness, I feel it along the entire length of my body, radiating from his skin to mine. My heart races and my head swims.

	My legs are stronger than they’ve ever been.

	I imagine what it might feel like if one of my legs brushed one of his, and I swallow, forcing myself not to bite my lip or fidget as heat pools within me.

	Then Caspian’s careful steps take on a sense of purpose—he’s leading me somewhere. Where? I glance up at his face, hoping for some clue, but its handsome lines convey nothing save determination.

	We pass a couple making out in an alcove of the dry room, their hands all over each other, no doubt getting each other worked up so maintaining their legs is easier. It’s a good beginner’s tactic that I remember well.

	At the sight of them, Caspian blushes again—hard. Huh. I always thought the word cute was reserved for guppies and seal cubs, but … is there a word in Mermese for sexy-cute? If I could talk, I could ask Caspian. I bet it would make him blush even harder.

	We reach a door along one wall and Caspian opens it, leading me into a small room lined with shelves. The whole space smells like new leather. Shoes in all sizes and types stand in neat rows on each shelf: high heels, flats, sneakers, pairs of every color and material. This must be where Mer can borrow shoes to use as another step in their leg control practice. It’s less easy to figure out why Caspian brought me in here. Unless …

	“I thought we should have some privacy for a minute,” he says, a touch breathless.

	Did he bring me in here to kiss me? As soon as the thought occurs to me, I know he did. It’s such a Caspian thing to do—he’s too much a gentleman to try something like that in front of a room of strangers. So he brought me somewhere private, like he said. Somewhere intimate.

	A smile seizes my face. I want him to kiss me. The realization washes over me. I want him to kiss me, and not as some distraction like I did before, not to prove anything. Not because I want a kiss. But because I want to kiss him.

	He takes a step toward me, and my tongue darts out to wet my bottom lip. Has the dry room made my lips too dry? Will I forget everything I know to do once his lips touch mine? What will he taste like?

	But instead of bending down, he’s taking my hands in his, and instead of kissing me, his lips start forming words. “I need to tell you something.”

	It takes long seconds for my brain to process what he’s saying. He didn’t bring me in here to … he brought me in here to tell me something? Of course he did. Why did I think … I take a deep breath and let it out slowly, forcing it to carry the flurry of my excitement away with it. Before disappointment at losing something I never even had can set in, I make myself focus on what Caspian is saying.

	“This has been bothering me all day. What you said up in my room before, in front of Lia, well, I need you to know … I’m not fine risking you.” His thumbs stroke over the tops of my hands. “I know tomorrow carries risk, but that’s not why I think you should be the one to go. Not even for a second. I’m not fine risking you,” he repeats, more strongly than before. “I believe in you and I know you’re smart enough to take care of yourself, or I never would have told Lia my idea about you going to Sea Daughters.”

	My breath hitches in my chest. He believes in me?

	“I wouldn’t risk you. All right?”

	This is normally when I’d snap back at him with something clever and cruel. Something dismissive so he doesn’t think what he’s saying has any power over me. But I can’t.

	Instead, I have to hear him, have to let the words penetrate. He wouldn’t risk me. He believes I can do this. For the first time all day, I realize I believe it, too. I can go in there tomorrow, and I can get the information from those girls. My actions can matter again.

	The urge to let Caspian know that what he just said is important to me, that his belief in me is valued, wells inside me. If I could talk, I’d make a mess of the words. Instead, I rise up on my toes and press my lips to his smooth cheek, just for a second. Then I walk out of the storeroom and straight out of the ballroom on steady legs. It wasn’t the kiss I wanted, but it feels so right.


Chapter Thirty-Five 

	[image: Mer-Chapter.jpg]

	 

	Lia

	 

	 

	This is so many kinds of wrong. From outside the entrance to the storage room, I see Caspian holding Melusine’s hands in his, hear him saying he believes in her. How can he, after everything she’s done? I can’t stand to look—I have to step away.

	Melusine strides right past me on her way out without even seeing me, though I stand there in plain view next to the storeroom’s open door. As soon as she’s gone, I burst inside.

	“Lia! What are you doing here?” Surprise swims across his features.

	“I knew you had a shift tonight. I came to talk to you to see if we could find any other way to … I know she’s going to use this against us. I don’t know how, but she would never have agreed unless she was trying to hurt me.”

	Caspian straightens to his full height. “That’s not true.”

	“Are you two—Caspian, tell me the truth—are you two …”—I can’t bring myself to say “together”— “… dating?”

	“What? No. I would have told you.”

	Not How can you think that, not That’s ridiculous, not I would never, but I would have told you.

	I can’t trust myself to say anything without yelling at him, so I don’t answer, and he continues. “Just because we’re not dating, doesn’t mean I don’t … care about her. I do.” Ugh, make it stop. “I didn’t suggest she go to Sea Daughters just to help you or because it’s the only option I can possibly see working. I wouldn’t use her like that. It’s also about her. Doing something … important … difficult … real to help Clay, it’s a way for her to heal.”

	I only half-listened to anything he said after he admitted caring about her. “Why do you care? Why do you spend so much time with her? We both know you’re only friends with her out of pity, which she doesn’t even deserve.” He’s too nice a person to let her be lonely, and she takes advantage of him.

	“I’m not friends with her out of pity.” His voice takes on an exasperated edge so rare for him, but he calms it, infuses it with patience before he says, “I’m friends with her because …”

	“Because why?” Oh this I’d like to hear.

	His next words come out slowly, like he’s weighing each one, “Because she … sees things and—”

	“Like ways to manipulate people?”

	“Lia, I’m serious. She was raised so differently than we were, and she has such a different perspective. And she’s smart enough to really articulate what she means, so she makes me … think.” His speech speeds up with excitement. “She makes me question and come up with new ideas. It’s so easy to get stuck, you know? To make a decision and stop reevaluating if it’s the right one. She doesn’t let me get away with that.” He chuckles, his eyes crinkling, as he says, almost to himself, “She doesn’t let me get away with anything.”

	“So, let me get this straight,” I say, arms crossed over my chest. “You’re taking decision-making advice from the person who chose to siren Clay so she could kill him in a ritual sacrifice for power?”

	“Do you think I forget that when I’m with her?” he asks, his blue eyes wide and honest. “I don’t forget it for a second.” He looks down at his hands, clasped in front of him, then up at my face again. “And neither does she. She’s been tried and punished for those choices. She’s learned from them, and she’s still learning from them. That doesn’t mean they’re all she is.”

	I tilt my head, studying the conviction on his face. Caspian has always been such a good judge of character, and so smart. He’s like the king of reason. Am I … am I being unreasonable? I believe in people getting second chances but … the memory of Clay’s face—glassy-eyed, first from sireny, then from a blade and blood loss—makes my insides churn. No. Her past actions may not be all she is to Caspian, but, “They’re all she is to me.” She will always be the person who hurt Clay. And me.

	Caspian lets out a slow breath. “It’s your right to feel that way, and I respect it. You need to respect that to me she’s … more.” He stares off at the shelves of shoes behind me without seeing them. “So much more.”

	That last part comes out in a half-whisper. What does he mean, she’s …? A whole school of images flits through my mind. The way he held her hands, complete with gentle strokes. The way his first reaction when he learned of Mr. Havelock’s capture was to ask what would happen to her. The way he constantly stands up for her. The giddy excitement in his voice when he talked about why he likes her, how she makes him think. The dreamy, faraway look on his face right this second.

	It’s the same look Em gets when she mentions Leo. The one I get when I talk about Clay.

	No. Oh please no.

	“Caspian,” I’m afraid to ask the question, but I do anyway, “are you … are you in love with her?” Say no, say no!

	“What? No,” he sputters, taking a step back. His gaze lowers to my feet instead of meeting my eyes. “I care about her … but, of course I care about her. We’re friends. She’s my friend.”

	Even though it’s the answer I wanted, it doesn’t help. After all, how many times did he say the same thing about me when he felt so much more for me? Despite his words, the truth hits me in the stomach, leaving me winded.

	Caspian is in love with Melusine. He may not realize it yet, but he is. I can see it all over his face. Hear it in his voice.

	I wish I could sink down onto one of the stools against the wall for trying on shoes without looking overly dramatic.

	How could I let this happen? What kind of best friend am I? I should have protected him, I should have … what? I warned him, again and again. If I do anything now to separate them, say anything about why he should stop spending time with her, he’ll accuse me of trying to control him … and he’d be right.

	But I have seen zero evidence that she’s learned from her past mistakes the way he says she has. I still think her trying to help Caspian escape from Ondine must have been from some ulterior motive we haven’t figured out yet. Maybe something else she plotted with her father, maybe the same something else that’s tied to his escape and the spell he’s planning. So, I do let myself say one last thing: “I don’t trust her.” My gaze pleads with him to understand, to wake up.

	“And you’re so good at knowing who to trust?”

	I reel back even though his words are quiet. Memories of Ondine, of the sirens I trusted as friends press into me. I trusted them with my life, and almost forfeited it. Caspian has regained his composure since my question about his feelings for Melusine sent him floundering, so he offers me an apologetic eyebrow raise and says, “Look, Lia, Melusine’s trip to visit Sea Daughters is already scheduled. Give her a chance. She can do this.”

	Hope blossoms inside me. Not because I think for a second Melusine could prove me wrong (yeah, right), but because I don’t need to worry about warning him again. I don’t need to quash his love for her at all. She’ll do it all by herself—tomorrow. When she’s at Sea Daughters, she’ll do something to double-cross us. Once she does, her true colors will show themselves and Caspian will know what she is. I don’t have to convince him; I just have to sit back and let Melusine bite her own hook.

	My throat constricts a little at the knowledge of how heartbroken Caspian will be. I hate that he’ll be in that place again. But the sooner it happens, the easier it will be. Later, as I get lost among research konklilis in the library once again, I reassure myself that tomorrow she’ll finally show Caspian who she really is.



	
Chapter Thirty-Six 
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	Tomorrow comes faster than tomorrow’s ever come. I set out early, accompanied by three guards who don’t speak a word to me. One sits up front with the carriage driver, the other two hold onto bars on the back with one hand and keep their other hands on their spears. I don’t know if they’re here to protect me or to protect others from me. The carriage itself is splendid. It isn’t like the gold ones reserved for members of the royal family and their guests, but like all palace carriages, it has the circular shape of a moon shell, this one of hammered bronze. Four giant sea horses carry it through the water, changing from deep purple to midnight blue to magenta to bright yellow as they swim, blending into the surroundings of rock formations, schools of fish, and coral forests.

	I sit alone inside, on the padded bench that wraps around the edges of the carriage’s gleaming walls, a thick seasilk seatbelt strapped around my waist to keep me from floating about as we move.

	Normally, solitude doesn’t bother me—it’s been my steady companion since childhood—but sitting in silence through this long carriage ride gives me too much time to think. About all the wrong things.

	I should use this time to strategize, to anticipate every possible current my conversation with Ondine’s little sycophants could travel and what exactly I would say for each. But every time I’m midway through one predicted scenario, an errant thought bubbles to the surface and latches on, making me veer off course.

	Caspian, walking with me in slow circles around the ballroom, his legs a hairsbreadth from touching my own. Caspian, taking hold of my hands in his larger ones. Caspian, telling me he believes in me in his low, trustworthy voice. Caspian, smiling a small, surprised smile after my lips pressed against his smooth cheek.

	No. I need to think about Jinju and Dionna and the other two. The ones I met and tricked into leaving so I could try to help Caspian escape. Nixie and Thessa. I need my thoughts to stay on them.

	But … Caspian.

	I sigh. I refuse to be some stereotypical, love-addled teenager. Wait, love? Ha, no. It’s just an expression. Caspian has been my only true confidant for months and the only person who believes in me, so I … care about h—I care about not disappointing him. That doesn’t mean I …

	Jinju and Dionna and Nixie and Thessa. What will they say? Come on, Melusine, focus, for sea’s sake. You agreed to do this, and now you have to do it right. A shiver slithers through me at the thought of them. Jinju, Dionna, and the other sirens.

	And Lia, waiting back at the palace for me to fail. Waiting to prove, to herself and (much more importantly) to Caspian, that I’m as evil as she says I am. Am I?

	How is what I’m about to do different from the last time I said yes to taking a risk—when I agreed to move to the surface, siren Clay, and perform the ritual to take back control of the curse? This time you’re not hurting anyone, an inner voice murmurs. Is that the key difference? And is that even why I agreed to do this? For Clay, because I hurt him?

	I don’t have time for this existential flotsam. Does it matter if I’m doing it for good or for glory? For Clay’s future or for Caspian’s smiles?

	Or for … myself? To prove I’m capable of something … anything … that isn’t evil?

	None of that matters. Not now. All that matters is the goal. Find out how to use the dagger to make Clay human without arousing the sirens’ suspicions that I’m aligned (waves help me) with Lia.

	Light filters in through the carriage’s window, muted by the amber window panes but unmistakable. We’re almost there.

	When a guard comes in and escorts me out the bronze entranceway, I close my eyes in preparation, but it barely helps me adjust to the brightness outside. We’re close to the surface now, and golden sunlight filters through the cerulean water. It evokes a memory of the first time I surfaced with my father, when we came to the Community of Landed Mer. The undiluted sunlight was one of the strangest things to get used to, so bright and hot and unforgiving.

	It is a relief when the guard pulls me into the shadow of a rocky mass that stretches up as high as I can see, breaking the water’s surface far above my head. We’ve reached the island.

	At first glance, the rock face thick with ocean greenery looks the same as it did when I snuck here to help Caspian, the same as it did when I came here as a little girl with my father to visit Ondine. But as the guard and I swim forward, the first difference greets us. To the side of a large rock protrusion lies a deep crevice large enough to swim into. The academy’s entranceway used to be cloaked by powerful magic. Ondine’s magic. Now that crevice just sits there all the time, visible to the naked eye. I run my fingertips along its rocky edges. It’s a subtle change, but a jarring one.

	“What are you waiting for?” The guard asks. “Go on.”

	I swim into the crevice that will take me to the academy. It’s only big enough for one Mer at a time, and I can feel the guard at my back. We swim upward, the craggy walls tight on all sides.

	I halt in front of a stone door that was never there before. It’s narrow, crammed into the passageway where no one intended it to go, but where, without Ondine, it’s now necessary. The guard reaches around from behind me and knocks. Having him so close in the tight space makes me swallow down claustrophobia. Then the door opens, and a sharp-looking woman holding a ring of fishbone keys stares down at me.

	“You’re here,” she says, like she wishes I wasn’t. “Come along.”

	She gestures me forward, in front of her. Only once I’m squeezing past her in the tight space of the rocky corridor do I realize, despite her stern expression, she’s probably too cautious to turn her back to me. Me, the infamous criminal.

	I continue swimming upward until the corridor opens up and my head breaks the surface of the water.

	The inside of the island is as dazzling as ever.

	Cool mist hits my face, arms, and chest as they emerge from the waves. I now swim waist-deep in a huge cavern whose domed ceiling arches above ground, letting white sunlight stream in through high openings carved in intricate shapes. I squint up at them; a few of the larger openings have been carefully filled in now that Ondine’s wards no longer hide them from the rare human scientist who comes to check the island nature preserve above. But an abundance of light still pierces through the smaller openings that remain, sparkling off not only the walls but also the indoor waterfalls that flow in from outside at all different heights in glimmering cascades.

	The enlivening song of rushing water can’t drown out the harsh voice of the woman who introduces herself as the new headmistress. She has none of Ondine’s mystery, none of her allure. At best, she appears competent but mediocre. She instructs the guard to return to the door. With him blocking the door and his two colleagues outside guarding the crevice entranceway—the only entranceway, now that the top of the island has been closed off—I couldn’t escape if I tried. But I don’t want to escape the academy.

	I want to go farther in.

	I can’t speak until we leave the main cavern, dive through one of the waterfalls to the hidden cave that lies behind it, and swim through a series of downward-sloping tunnels to classrooms and student lounges that are completely underwater. But even once my voice works again, I say little. I know whatever flood of positive publicity the academy received from Lia’s two-minute-long attendance would be utterly ruined if I chose to matriculate here. No wonder this Mermaid isn’t greeting me with smiles and a welcome buffet.

	The question is, how will I be greeted by the Mermaids I really came to see? The headmistress gives me a perfunctory tour, and as it draws to a close, she says, “When I received the additional request for you to spend part of your visit conversing with a few of our students whom you already know, my initial instinct was to refuse. Why should I”—she stares down her nose at me—“inflict your influence on our pupils?”

	I bite back a scathing response. It isn’t her condescension or cruelty that bothers me—it’s the power she wields. If she doesn’t let me see those girls, this entire trip will have been for nothing.

	My heart pulses in my ears. A sizeable, scared part of me wants her to refuse to let me see them. Even without access to Ondine’s magic, those girls are fully capable of casting spells to hurt me in any number of ways if they suspect I lied to them last time I was here—or that I’m lying to them now. There’s no guarantee the protection spell I practiced will hold up in the face of their magic. The part of me that’s averse to danger and values self-preservation imagines her saying no so I can leave the way I came, retreating to the safety of the carriage and the palace. After all, this isn’t my fight.

	But the rest of me is stubborn and abhors failure. Not to mention … my mind fills with a perfect picture of Caspian’s face awash with disappointment as the realization dawns on him that Lia was right not to trust me. Another image flashes, quick as a quillfish, of Lia curled up in the corner of the couch in Caspian’s room, looking lost and defeated when she thought there was no way for her to learn to use the dagger and help Clay. I blink. Where did that come from?

	I bring my focus back to the present. Unbeknownst to the headmistress, her next words will determine whether Clay has any chance at becoming a Merman.

	She speaks agonizingly slowly, relishing the sound of her own voice the way most mediocre people do. “Yes, why should I let someone like you anywhere near academy students?” She impregnates her pause with self-importance. “Fortunately for you, some people stick to their principles, and we here at Sea Daughters Academy believe in giving our girls the choice. Teaching them that their voices should be heard.”

	And what did their voices say? Will they meet with me?

	“They’ve agreed to show you around and answer your questions about attending school here.” Her pursed lips make it clear she disagrees with their decision. “You have one hour.”

	I expected excitement or at least relief at her words, but knotted seaweed grows from the pit of my stomach, twisting its way up into my chest as she leads me through another series of tunnels and knocks on a door.

	I settle into an enigmatic smirk I haven’t used in a while. Showtime.

	The door opens to reveal a Mermaid about my age or a little older with a shimmering pink tail and long, straight black hair complete with two pink streaks, one on either side of a decidedly beautiful face. Jinju.

	Behind her, a few other Mermaids float about the room, listening as Jinju speaks.

	“Dal deet roliiga, MerMatr—uh, Headmistress.”

	“Here’s your guest for the afternoon.” She says “guest” like she may as well be saying “burden” or “dangerous beast you foolishly agreed to look after.”

	As much as her tone rubs away at my dignity, she may be doing me a favor. Lia might insist these girls are nice, but they’ve been raised by Ondine to seek out power, especially the kind of power only found in the most dangerous magic. The more dangerous I seem, the more they’re likely to respect me.

	Which means the current headmistress only does me another favor when she says to Jinju, “Your faculty advisor is in her room just across the hall if you have any trouble, and you can feel free to come get me in my office anytime” before she leaves and Jinju holds open the dormitory door for me to swim inside.

	Sea sponge beds in giant cockle shells line the walls, standing across from one another. Most are decorated with personal mementos—colorful pillows, sketches of siluess fashions, strands of pretty beads and sea glass—but one at the end remains conspicuously empty and closed tight, like a clam you would toss away instead of eat. Was that Lia’s bed?

	I don’t let my gaze linger on it, aware that four sets of eyes study my every movement, some curious, some critical.

	Jinju’s is the most critical of all. She drinks in every detail of my demeanor, clothing, and accessories. I’ve chosen my scarlet siluess studded with mother of pearl and embroidered with silver thread. It’s fine enough that anyone with a discerning eye could tell it’s expensive, but not so fancy that I look like I’m trying to impress them. The only jewelry I’ve put on is a red fire opal ring that belonged to my mom. I’ve also stuck a black murex shell in my hair, its ends sharpened to points. Not only could it serve as a weapon if the sirens choose to attack, but paired with my volcanic ash–rimmed eyes and criminal reputation, it adds a subtle taste of villainous allure. I’m a study in casual, well-bred sophistication with an edge.

	“So you’re Melusine,” Jinju says. Lia and Caspian told me she was the leader, but even if they hadn’t, I would have known in an instant. Not only from her posture, tone, and initiative, but also, and most importantly, from those two strands of bright pink in her hair. Hair color like that—shimmering the exact same color as a Mer’s tail—comes from performing the most ancient, richly powerful spells and strengthening your own innate magic until it manifests. Jinju has tasted power.

	But her headband tells me something else. She wears it close to her hairline, with the pink strands coming out from behind. I would bet my last ruby she’s hiding black roots, so she doesn’t have to see the daily reminder of what she’s lost now that her access to Ondine’s power has dried up and such spells are beyond her. But even without the ancient spells, it seems she’s retained her role as head of this little group.

	I meet her gaze—and I don’t look away. “Obviously,” I answer, infusing the word with boredom and superiority. She needs to view me as an equal, starting right now, or I have no chance of getting any of these girls to tell me what I came here to find out.

	Jinju’s eyes narrow. “What are you really doing here?”

	I let my lips curl into a smile. “Very good.” A non-answer to throw her sense of authority off balance—with just a touch of flattery to sweeten her attitude toward me. Old lessons never die; my father would be proud.

	“So, um,” one of the other girls pipes up from behind Jinju, “you’re not really here for a tour of the school?” There’s a hint of shyness in her voice, but also genuine curiosity. Unless I’m mistaken (which I rarely am), this is Dionna. A stunning turquoise tail stands out against her dark brown skin, but instead of a matching streak of turquoise among the tight black curls of her hair, she wears a single strand of turquoise beads at one temple. Like she cut the turquoise strand out, then wanted it back. Hmm.

	I scoff at her question, putting a hand on my hip. “I have a lot more on my mind than where to study”—I flit a dismissive hand through the water—“dolphin communication or classical konklilis or whatever it is you do here now.”

	“Told you, Di,” Jinju says.

	“Darn,” says the youngest-looking girl, a blond maybe about sixteen with a tail the same light green as manatee grass. She too has cut out whatever color she had in her hair, but she hasn’t replaced it. She wears a babyish barrette of jingle shells, no doubt to clip back the shorter, cropped strand. “We were hoping you really wanted to start classes here.”

	“Why?” I ask, like I barely care. “So enrollment can nosedive?”

	Jinju snorts.

	“Well, if you were here,” the blond one—Nixie or maybe Thessa, I forget—continues, “there’d be someone for all the other girls to hate more than us.”

	The only girl who hasn’t spoken yet glares.

	“What, Thess?” asks the blond one. “It’s true.”

	Ah, so this one with the gleaming white tail and somber face is Thessa. She’s the only one who has let her hair grow without interruption or concealment. A pearly white strand floats up from brown roots. She looks at me and says, as if giving a report in her oration class, “Some of the other girls whisper about how, since we were the closest to Ondine and were with her the night she disappeared, we must have done something to disappoint her, and that’s why she left. They blame us for not being able to go up top on the island and in the lagoon anymore even though they don’t really have a reason. Nixie is most likely correct in supposing that your presence here would take the focus off us, at least for a time.”

	“Plus, you’re Melusine,” Nixie jumps in with an overly eager smile. “How cool would it be to have you around? We could probably learn so much from you!”

	I dig my thumbnail into the side of my pointer finger to keep my eyes from lighting with glee. It’s the first sign that I might have a chance of winning them over. That maybe they don’t think I’m Lia’s grunion. Which, I’m not.

	“If we can even trust you,” Jinju says.

	Or maybe they do.

	“We saw you on the beach after Ondine disappeared with Caspian, Lia, and her human,” Jinju says, with a hint of accusation.

	“Clay,” Nixie provides, only to clamp her mouth shut at a withering glance from Jinju, who then stares at me with obvious, purposeful suspicion.

	Damn. I have to turn the tide, quickly. “What I was doing there was my business … and Ondine’s,” I say cryptically. “How do I know I can trust you? You were all friends with Lia.” It isn’t hard to infuse her name with disgust. Nothing has felt so natural in a while.

	“Ondine instructed us to befriend her,” Thessa says, “so that she would agree to siren for us in your place.” Once I was convicted, stripped of my voice, and became useless to Ondine. I keep my face impassive.

	“Plus, Lia was nice,” Dionna says.

	“Yeah, until she seized Ondine’s magic, threw it away, and destroyed our circle,” Jinju says.

	“You trusted her to see the bigger picture of protecting Merkind and to put it above her unnatural fondness for humans. That was a mistake,” I tell them.

	Guilt steals onto Nixie, Thessa, and Dionna’s faces. But Jinju’s dark eyes stay hard. “At least we were acting on Ondine’s orders. Were you?”

	Asking what she means would shift the power between us, so I remain silent as sand.

	Jinju swims closer. “Thessa and Nixie said you came to guard Lia’s friend Caspian in their place because Ondine sent you here with a message for them to join us by the shore. But Dionna and I were with Ondine that entire day, and we never saw her speak to you.” She raises an accusatory eyebrow.

	My heartbeat hastens. “And here I thought you understood the concept of magic.” I space the words out like I’m talking to morons. “If you must know, Ondine and I shared a mental bond. She set it up before my father and I moved to the surface, so we could consult her if we needed help with the ritual she had taught my father that would take control of the curse.” Lia and Clay’s weird mental bond gave me this idea as I lay awake last night, so I repeated it over and over out loud into my empty room in case I needed it. Now, the lie slides out smooth and convincing from my lips. “Ondine based it on the family bonds royals used to use so monarchs could communicate with danisses.” Relatives who acted as chancellors, controlling distant regions for the crown. “You may not have seen her talk to me that day, but that’s only because she used our family bond to tell me to come here and send the rest of your circle to you, so you could all stop Lia.” I sneer, as if to say, “Good job with that.”

	I hold my breath. Will they believe the lies or figure out that all I wanted then—and all I want now—was to trick them?

	“Ondine never told us about any bond,” Jinju says.

	My stomach flips. “Well, clearly, she didn’t tell you everything. Maybe I was wrong to come here. You probably don’t even know the information I need. Ondine probably never even told it to you.”

	“She told us a lot,” Dionna says, crossing her arms and raising her voice for the first time.

	“I’m sure,” I say with as much condescension as I can muster. “But not about family matters. Don’t fret over it. After all, you weren’t her family.”

	And that’s the nerve I needed to strike.

	Hurt eyes, clenched jaws, and bitten lips conquer the girls’ faces. Living within the walls of this island since they were five, they barely know the families who sent them here. Ondine is mother and sister both.

	Jinju bristles. “She may not have told me about some little mind-bond with you, but only because she must not have thought it was very important. Not because she didn’t think of me as family.”

	“You tell yourself whatever you need to believe,” I say, driving the knife deeper.

	“If she didn’t think of me as family,” Jinju challenges, “she wouldn’t have told me family secrets, would she? Like about your mother’s murder.”

	My chest tightens at the mention of my mother, but I keep my voice indifferent. “Everyone knows my mother was murdered. That’s hardly a secret.”

	Jinju is smiling now. Why is she smiling? “Yes, but only family, like you and me and Dionna, know how it really happened. Ondine told us what a noble sacrifice your father made to ensure you could come here and siren for us to protect Merkind from discovery.” When he sacrificed the only world he’d ever known to move Above. I did that, too. Again, everyone knows that. But Jinju keeps smiling, keeps talking. “What a noble sacrifice he made indeed. When your mother refused to let you learn the siren song.”

	All the water in the rooms turns to ice.

	“He made it look like any other senseless casualty of the war,” Jinju’s voice continues. “Like she was an innocent victim who got in the way of one of the many skirmishes, when really that’s how dedicated he was to the cause. Dedicated enough to kill his wife so she wouldn’t stand in the way of you becoming a siren.”

	It can’t be true. It can’t. My mother wanted me to lure Clay in, to siren him if necessary, so we could control the curse. It was her plan for me. She wanted me to be queen one day. She wanted, she wanted …

	I’m going to choke. My gills are closing.

	“Why, you’re white as whalebone,” Jinju says with mock concern. “Don’t tell me you didn’t know?”

	“Don’t be a fool. There’s nothing you can say I haven’t heard before,” I force out, my voice sounding far away to my own ears. My thumbnail presses into the side of my finger harder than ever and I dimly wonder if I will bleed. “I’m just shocked Ondine told you such a … secret.” Does that explain away whatever they see on my face? I want to flee from them, hide somewhere quiet until my brain stops spinning. Could it be true? But I won’t let them get the best of me. I won’t let them see me so much as twitch with weakness, even if all I want to do is throw up.

	Jinju thinks she can send me reeling? I’m going to suck out every drop of information she knows. I’m going to get exactly what I came here for.

	But first, I need to get my heart rate to slow down, need to get my breathing under control before I faint and this is all over. I need to buy myself some time.

	“Fine,” I say, only the painful press of my thumbnail keeping my voice from shaking. “If Ondine trusted you like family, then I suppose I can, too. It’s time I told you why I came to the academy today.” I clasp my hands behind my tail to hide their trembling as I take a pointed look at the door. “But not here. Not with your advisor right across the hall and girls swimming back and forth to their rooms. Where can we go where we won’t be interrupted? Take me there, and I’ll tell you everything.”
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	I insist on silence as we swim through the winding hallways and use those precious minutes to push the maelstrom of questions down, down, down. I’ll have plenty of time to think all of it through on the carriage ride back once I’m alone. But right now, I’m not alone. I’m surrounded by girls who have to think I am someone to be respected. Someone to be feared.

	They lead me far away from the main section of the school—far away from the guards at the entrance and the safety they provide—until all the hallways we swim down are empty. We pass a row of portraits, and my grandmother’s stands out. She stares down at me from her algae leaf canvas with sapphire eyes the same shade as my own. When the authorities combed through the school investigating Ondine’s disappearance and confiscating contraband magical objects and potions, they must not have realized these paintings all contained portraits of history’s sirens.

	My grandmother is proof I inherited my ability for sireny through my mother’s line. So why would my mother not want me to embrace it? And even if she didn’t want me to, even if she refused, my father wouldn’t kill her, would he? My breathing picks up again as my father’s face, twisted in anger, looms in my mind’s eye. Could it be true?

	No, no, I’ll think about it later. I’ll think about all of it later. Breathe in, breathe out.

	We turn a corner and suddenly, we’re surrounded by thousands of shells, all different kinds but all white. They cover the walls and ceiling of the small grotto, decorating every surface in artistic patterns.

	Right in that spot, Caspian was tied up in magical ropes, about to die because of Ondine and these girls.

	I welcome the anger that spikes inside me. It steadies me. I will take pleasure in deceiving these Mermaids.

	And the best deceptions always start with the truth.

	“Lia has the obsidian dagger.”

	That elicits the shocked faces and rapt attention I intended.

	“How?” Thessa asks.

	“Does it matter? She’s Lia. She figured out a way to sneak it out of the evidence vault. Now she plans on using it to turn her human loverboy into a Merman.”

	Gasps fill the grotto.

	“Is that possible?” Nixie asks.

	“Yes,” Dionna and Jinju answer together.

	“Since she has the dagger, she can do it,” Dionna finishes, working out the puzzle behind her eyes as she speaks.

	“We can’t let that happen,” I say. “We can’t let her pollute our world with a human presence.” Clay’s face swims to the surface of my mind and the words taste sour in my mouth. Did I really used to believe them? They’re my father’s words, and they’re extreme even for some of these girls, based on their hesitant expressions. “Besides, we can’t let Lia have some happily ever after. Not after everything she’s done to us. Everything she’s taken from us.”

	My crown, my voice, their power, our glory. Our purpose. None of it needs to be said. It hangs like a net of rotten fish, making all our stomachs churn.

	Jinju meets my gaze with one of solidarity. “What do you need us to do?”

	Here goes. “I need you to explain to me exactly how to use the dagger to turn a human into a Merperson. Lia hasn’t figured it out yet, and if I know the solution, I can steer her off course until she runs out of time and has to return the dagger to the authorities.”

	“Why would she listen to you?” Dionna asks.

	“A reasonable question,” I say, with a nod of respect. “I’ve been living under guard in the palace ever since my father escaped from the Foundation’s prison and left a letter behind suggesting he might kidnap me. In that time, I’ve …” I let innuendo seep into my voice, “persuaded Caspian that I came here that day to help him escape. The idealistic idiot wants to believe I’m redeemable. Me!” I laugh. “I have him wrapped around my fin.”

	The other girls look on in awe. It’s fun to speak like my old self; it gives me a seductive sense of control. But it also makes me feel like a hermit crab trying to squeeze back into its old shell. It doesn’t quite fit anymore. “If I tell him Lia needs to perform the spell a certain way, he’ll think I’m telling the truth because it’s what he desperately wants to think, and he’ll convince her.” I share a knowing look with Jinju as I say, “I can get him to believe anything I want him to.” I smirk.

	She smirks back.

	“That’s all you want to know? But that’s so easy.” Jinju swims closer to me, dropping her voice low. “Getting ahold of the dagger is the hard part. If she already has it, then it’s simple for her to turn Clay Mer. You’ll laugh at how simple.” She’s enjoying this moment, this small bit of power. An echo of what she used to wield.

	With the shell-encrusted walls of this hushed grotto enveloping us, Jinju smiles and whispers the next words as if they’re a magic spell. “To turn Clay Mer, all Lia has to do, is die.”



	
Chapter Thirty-Seven 
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	I have to die?

	“Is that, like, a metaphor maybe? Like my hope has to die or my negativity has to die or, y’know, my ability to interpret metaphors has to die?” I don’t expect Melusine to laugh, but I shoot a hopeful glance at Caspian. We’re back in the sitting area of his room, him and me on the couch and Melusine across from us in an armchair. He manages a weak smile.

	“No,” Melusine answers. “It means you have to bleed to death. Jinju and Dionna explained the details, but that’s the crux of it. To turn Clay Mer with the dagger, you have to bleed to death.”

	“You’re sure they were telling you the truth?” And if they were, are you telling me the truth? I wouldn’t put it past any of them to wish me dead.

	“They were telling the truth. I worried they would suspect I was helping you, but apparently the very idea was too outrageous to occur to them.”

	While Melusine was gone, I spent all day in the varellska trying to find a solution. You know how in movies, the characters research for hours during a montage complete with tense music, then find exactly what they’re looking for in some long-forgotten book at the very last second, getting their answer in the nick of time? Yeah, that didn’t happen. It’s embarrassing how far I came from that happening. I researched for hours and nada. I even went to chat with Caspian’s grandmother under the guise of sorting more experimental spell submissions, and I asked her some general questions about determining hidden uses for magical objects, but that didn’t help. All she mentioned is the reveal spell I already tried, and we saw how well that worked.

	It’s late now, and the rest of the palace has been asleep for hours, but Caspian and I waited up for Melusine’s return. She leans forward, resting her elbows on her coral scales and clasping her hands. “The dagger was originally designed to turn the Little Mermaid from her human state back into a Mer when it sliced into the prince’s legs and the blood from his legs ran onto her legs, transforming them into a tail.”

	Yes, when the power of the dagger took me to that ship’s cabin, each drop of the prince’s crimson blood created scales as it hit the Little Mermaid’s legs. Until it gushed in a river that left her with a tail. I swallow back nausea at the memory.

	Since I don’t speak, Melusine continues. “Jinju and Dionna said that, in theory, all you’d have to do is carry out that same process.”

	“So,” Caspian says, working it out as he talks, “since Clay is the one who wants to transform, Lia would have to slice into her own legs and bleed onto Clay’s until she died like the prince was supposed to, and that would leave Clay with a tail.”

	“That’s what they said,” Melusine confirms.

	Two sets of blue eyes stare at me, awaiting my reaction.

	I’m frozen.

	I want to think she’s lying. I was ready for her to lie. Certain she would.

	But the truth of the answer plunks to the bottom of my stomach like a ruined ship.

	It aligns perfectly with everything I know about magic—everything Ondine taught me and everything I’ve taught myself since. Like magic itself, it is cyclical and elegant. Far too elegant a solution to be false.

	When I still don’t speak, Melusine adds, “The dagger was built for bloodshed, so blood is what it understands.”

	Blood …

	Blood! Of course!

	“It did work,” I whisper.

	“What?” Caspian asks. “What worked?”

	“The reveal spell. It showed me exactly what the dagger needed to perform its purpose. The blade wanted blood.”

	It still wants blood. My blood.

	I feel stupid for not figuring it out on my own. “It’s so obvious.” I shake my head. “I didn’t see this solution before because I didn’t want to see it,” I say, more to myself than to either of them.

	Caspian’s hand pats my back.

	I sit hunched over, staring unseeing at my fins on the thick rug. “I want to give Clay what he wants. I love him so much, and I want us to be together forever. But I won’t die for it.”

	“No, Clay would never want you to die,” Caspian says. “I don’t want you to die.” He pats my back again. Melusine’s lips thin as she looks away. I bet she wouldn’t mind if I died.

	“Thank you for going,” he says to her, his hand slipping away from my back. Something in her brightens as she nods. This isn’t how it was supposed to be. She was supposed to double-cross us somehow and bring back information that was obviously a lie and then I was supposed to call her out on it and find the right solution myself and it would be a spell or something I could say over the dagger. Then poof! Clay would have his tail and we’d live happily ever after.

	Okay, so I know that sounds naïve, but … this wasn’t how it was supposed to be.

	This can’t be how it is.

	If I can just think hard enough … “Maybe there’s a work-around?” Something clever, like how I managed to get the dagger without technically breaking any laws. “What if I cut into a corpse instead, and it bled on Clay?” Where would I get a corpse? All right, so it’s not a great plan, but what do you want from me? I’m kinda desperate here.

	Melusine shakes her head. “The Little Mermaid was in love with the prince, and the Sea Sorceress knew that, so she wove it into the spell. The dagger recognizes love bonds.”

	“That’s why you and Clay were able to break the curse on our immortality.” Caspian’s eyes light with the realization. “Because the dagger recognized your true love for each other.”

	An impressed expression passes over Melusine’s features before she focuses back on me. “That’s why it would have to be you. Your blood. Because you,”—she bats her hand back and forth before finally spitting out the next part—“love Clay.” Her voice grows serious. “You can’t trick an object that powerful.”

	“But—”

	“Look,” she snaps, her patience apparently run dry. “I know you want to save your little boyfriend, but this is the part where you give up.”

	She wrings her hands, glancing at the door like she’s ready to bolt.

	Concern furrows Caspian’s brow. “Are you okay? Did anything else happen at the academy?”

	“I’m fine,” she says, but I’m barely listening. I’m still registering something else Melusine said.

	Wait … an idea dives into my brain and splashes on impact. It’s the kind of risky, crazy idea that’s born only in the too-late, too-early hours after midnight.

	“You said we can’t trick an object as powerful as the dagger. But we did before!” My hands flail as I gesture wildly. “When we broke the curse on our immortality! Casp, your grandmother explained it broke because Clay and I were both willing to accept death so the one we loved might live, just like the Little Mermaid did. But the seaquake that triggered the end of the curse didn’t actually start until Clay’s blood poured out into the ocean.” I remember the colorless, blindingly bright light that burst out in all directions as the curse broke—it burst out of the cloud of Clay’s blood in the water. I look at Melusine. “So, the curse broke because when you went to stab me, and Clay took the blade instead, he bled enough that the dagger believed he was dead.”

	“But, Lia, he would have died,” Caspian says, shifting uncomfortably.

	“Right, he almost did. But he didn’t. He didn’t because you gave him your grandmother’s blood replenishing potions.”

	Caspian’s eyes widen. “Lia … no.”

	“What?” Melusine asks, but I ignore her.

	This is it. This will work.

	“Think about it,” I say to Casp. “I know it sounds dangerous—”

	“Because it’s dangerous,” he says.

	“It wouldn’t have to be. If you were already there waiting with the blood replenishing potions when I used the dagger to slice into my legs, then as soon as Clay got his tail, you could heal me.”

	“That’s your plan?” Melusine asks. “What if he,”—she jerks her head toward Caspian, who’s still shaking his—“gets distracted by … a sneezing fit from all the dust in the human world and you bleed out before he’s finished?”

	I roll my eyes. “Because that’s likely.”

	“It’s one example out of a million things that could go wrong at the pivotal moment and kill you. Not that I care.” She crosses her arms and mumbles something under her breath that sounds like, “Gambling with your own life when so many have lost theirs.”

	“Clay has suffered so much because of Merkind. Because of me. If I can do this for him safely, I will.” When I finish, Melusine doesn’t look at me. Whatever. She’s not involved in this decision. I turn away from her, squaring my shoulders in Caspian’s direction. “We’d be really careful. We could do it in that abandoned mansion where Clay and I meet up. No one ever comes there, and we’d lock all the doors so there’d be no interruptions. No surprises. I took anatomy in school—I know where to cut so I’m nowhere near major arteries. We could do it in the bathroom, clean everything first so it’s really sanitary.”

	The words pour out of my mouth in an endless stream as I try to counter every one of his objections before he can make them. “You can watch me the whole time, every step. You’ll be right there with the potions already uncorked, lined up in the sequence you need them, and ready to go.” I paint an orderly picture I know will appeal to Caspian. “As long as we’re super careful and plan everything out ahead of time, it won’t be dangerous.” I’m buzzing with giddiness, sleep-deprivation, and the surety that this is the way forward, the way to make Clay Mer. “What do you say, Casp? Are you in?”
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	“I can’t believe you said yes to her.”

	“I made her sleep on it. And when she came back to me this morning—”

	“She batted her eyelashes at you, and you said yes.”

	“It wasn’t like that.” Caspian swims farther into my room, then turns back toward me. “She can’t stand the thought of Clay dying one day, and she knows this will probably be the only chance she ever gets to prevent it, so she’s going to try this with or without me. If I’m there, I can make it as methodical and safe as possible.”

	“If you’re there and something goes wrong, you could implicate yourself in her murder.”

	“And if I don’t go and something happens to her, I could never forgive myself.”

	Jealousy flares in my chest and throat. The look in his eyes as he talks about her, the sadness on his face as he thinks about losing her … the two of them share a connection I can’t touch. A connection I’ll never be able to touch.

	When Caspian showed up at my door this morning, I thought maybe I’d, maybe I’d tell him what Jinju said about my mom. About how my dad …

	I stayed up most of the night thinking about it. I want to believe my dad couldn’t do it, that he could never, ever … but. And he’s due here today. The guards are transporting him to the palace. I’m sure it’ll take a few days for him to be questioned, but then he’ll expect to see me, and how can I face him if he … No, he couldn’t have. Could he? I need to tell someone. I need to tell Caspian. I need to spend the next few hours diving deep into this and going over every possibility.

	But all he came here to talk about is Lia.

	It’s always about Lia. Because Lia gets everything. She broke the curse without trying and got to be savior of the Mer world even after she sirened Clay. She has the crown … and the family to go with it. Sisters and a childhood in safety and a frortik dog. Parents who don’t leave. She gets everything. She even got the dagger against every conceivable odd, and now she’ll almost definitely be able to use it to turn her human boyfriend into a Merman. Because everything works out for her, every time.

	“Please understand that I have to be there for her. She’s my best friend.”

	And she gets Caspian.

	“I’d like you to support my decision,” he says.

	Anger at the unfairness of it all wells inside me, pooling just under the surface. “Why?”

	He swims forward and takes my hands in his like he did in the shoe storeroom. Was that really only two days ago? “Because I care about your opinion.” He glances down at my hands, then up into my eyes. “I care about you. There’s …” he takes a deep breath, “something between us.”

	Those words—I want to drink those words. To soak in them. “I feel it, too,” I murmur, my hands holding his now as much as his are holding mine. I move in close, floating up so our foreheads are almost touching. My mouth is a hairsbreadth away from his when I whisper, “Stay.”

	“But she needs me,” he says. I reel back.

	I need you! I want to shout. To stop myself, I shout something else instead. “Why do you care so much? Why do you care enough to risk yourself for her—again? The last time you went rushing in to help Lia, you got yourself kidnapped and nearly killed.” A memory of him struggling in pain against ropes of Ondine’s magic bubbles up and makes my throat constrict.

	And after all that, Lia still rejected him. She still chose Clay. So why does he keep choosing her?

	“Don’t do it again,” I say. “Please.”

	“Melusine, I …” He moves to pull his hands away, but I hold them tight.

	“I’m right here. Stay here.” So I can tell you what I heard yesterday. So we can make sense of it together. So we can make sense of everything.

	Caspian’s ocean blue gaze wavers with indecision as it moves up from the floor and fixes on my face. Our eyes meet, and hope swells inside me.

	“I can’t,” he whispers.

	He drops my hands.

	“No, you can’t.”

	He drifts backward in the water and says slowly, “Lia will always be my friend. You have to understand that. She needs my help, so I’m going to help her.”

	“Of course you will. Because you will always choose her.”

	“That’s not what this—”

	“That’s absolutely what this is! You’re kidding yourself if you think you only see Lia as a friend.” We both are. It doesn’t matter that he feels something between us—that I feel something between us, something I’ve never felt with anyone—not when he’ll never let himself get over her. I convinced myself that he actually … but, no. So what if I was just starting to want it, really want it? Just starting to think maybe—I shake my head. I’ve been so hopeful and weak it’s disgusting.

	Not anymore. A familiar sneer leeches onto my face before I can stop it. “So go crawl after her, begging for any scraps of affection you can get, like the fool I knew you were. I’ll be here laughing at you.”

	His eyes and mouth gape open as hurt sluices across his handsome, honest face. No, more than hurt. Heartbreak?

	“I thought you’d changed.” He stares at me.

	“Apparently not.” I choke back tears that I know would fall hot and angry if I let them, but I don’t. “Now go. I can’t stand to look at you anymore.” He stands there, frozen. “Go!” I shout again. “Leave.”

	And he does.
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	I don’t remember ever being happier than I am now. The only thing better will be Clay winding his tail around mine as he kisses me, deep and lasting, once I’ve given him his immortality. We’ll be together forever and no one will be able to pull us apart.

	In fact, once I reach him tonight, we’ll never have to be apart again.

	The thought exhilarates me, making me swim faster and faster. So fast, even my guards, who are in top physical condition, have to push themselves to keep up. They may be workoutaholics, but I’m in love.

	I can’t believe I’m finally swimming toward Malibu again. This morning passed at a snail’s pace, and I felt like I would never get out of the palace.

	This morning, after running a quick but essential errand to the Magic Department, I told my parents I really needed to check something online for my college applications and that I didn’t want to be at the palace knowing Mr. Havelock was there. Which, hey, is actually true. Would you want to be under the same roof as the man who nearly strangled you to death? They agreed to let me go to our house in Malibu provided I was guarded. But they wouldn’t let me leave until Mr. Havelock arrived safely at the palace. It took FOREVER. But as soon as they got word he’d made it onto palace grounds and was securely locked up in a cell awaiting questioning, they gave me permission to head out.

	After so long spent cooped up inside, I’ve never felt so relieved to spread my fins. And for the first time since Mr. Havelock escaped and we found that letter saying he might be coming after me, I finally feel safe again.

	When the blue, phosphorescent glow of the Border comes into view, I do three backflips in a row. I’m almost home! Almost to Malibu. Almost to Clay.

	I flick my gold tail as hard as I can, propelling myself over the Border and into the familiar waters I swam in all my life. I spent so many years yearning to get beyond them, and now I’m so excited to be back, I could cry. Funny isn’t it?

	I smile so much, my cheeks hurt. I can’t seem to stop. We approach the shore near my neighborhood before it’s dark enough to risk surfacing without being seen by my human neighbors, so we wait just underwater. I peek up behind some rocks and catch the first glimpse of my house, far up on the hill, its wall of windows lit up (thanks to an automatic timer), bright and warm and welcoming. It calls to me, almost as strongly as the call of the ocean.

	Once darkness falls, I relish the sensation of sand between my toes as we cross the beach and climb the weather-beaten wooden steps to my backyard. Soon, we’re walking past the swimming pool and outdoor fire pit—and then I’m home again.

	Now all I have to do is wait until I can sneak out and get to Clay. I stayed in the palace all those weeks without complaining because I never would have risked sneaking away from my guards with Mr. Havelock on the loose, but now that he’s in custody, it can’t do any harm.

	Fortunately, I spent a good chunk of my time under guard in this house after the Tribunal stripped Clay of his memories and forbade me from seeing him. I know all the spots where the guards position themselves, how they organize their shifts, where they patrol—and where they don’t. Plus, it isn’t as hard to evade them when they know their presence is more of a formality at this point. Soon, while they think I’m still in my upstairs bedroom using my computer, I’m out of the house and on my way to the abandoned mansion.

	And into Clay’s arms.

	He knows to meet me there. I spent most of the day talking to him in my bedroom mirror at the palace while waiting for the authorities to arrive with Mr. Havelock. Clay and I went over the entire plan in detail. At first, he was dead set against doing any spell that involved me bleeding, but luckily, Caspian and Melusine weren’t there to make the spell sound more dangerous than it is. Once I explained to Clay that we’d have the same blood replenishing potions ready that saved his life, he finally agreed. If anyone has first-hand experience with how well those potions work, it’s Clay. And, okay, I maaaay not have mentioned exactly how deep I’ll need to cut or how much blood the spell will need to work, but that’s only because I don’t need Clay to get all overprotective when it’s my choice and I’ve already made it. We’ll do everything in a clean, controlled, safe environment, so the risk will be minimal. Yeah. So there’s no need for him to worry for nothing.

	Besides, the elation on his face when I told him we finally had a way to make him Mer was worth any pain I’ll experience at the tip of that dagger. I swallow and push that thought—and the accompanying fear that roils in my stomach—away. Nope. Nope, nope, nope. I’m not thinking about the pain. I’m picturing Clay’s face in the mirror instead.

	In a few minutes, I’ll get to see that face in person. At last! I’m sick of mirrors and mind-melds. I want biceps and lips and legs. I want laughter that rumbles through a chest pressed against mine and warmth that envelops me as I lie under it.

	A pleasant tingle runs down my neck and I walk faster, my flip-flops slapping against the sidewalk of the wide residential streets, the evening breeze cool as it stirs my still-damp hair.

	It isn’t long before I’m taking the spare key from its hiding place beneath a stone frog and slipping in the front door.

	The lock has barely clicked behind me when footsteps run along the floor and Clay enfolds me against his chest. The world instantly narrows. Going up on tip-toe, I press my face to his neck and inhale. Cinnamon and leather and him.

	This. This is what I missed. The physical, visceral, all-encompassing sensation of nearness. Of having him hold me. Of having him so close and wanting him even closer.

	Right when I think I’ll drown in him, my face pillowed on the softness of his T-shirt for eternity, Clay takes a step back and holds me by my shoulders, running his gaze up and down my body like he’s forgotten what I look like. My skin heats.

	I drink in the sight of him, too. Did he always look like this? Was he always so much taller than I am? Were his teeth always so straight and shiny? His jaw always so square and perfect? Was he always this downright sexy? Tides! So handsome he stole away all my breath? Did he always look at me with so much love it seemed to radiate from him? Yes.

	Yes.

	Our eyes meet, and then our lips do. They crash together like wind meeting waves, stirring up everything below. With my mouth pressed to his, I show Clay exactly how much I missed him, how much it means to touch him, to taste him, to tangle our tongues and limbs together until we’re gasping.

	We both get lost in that kiss, but when we pull our mouths apart and can see each other’s faces once again, we get lost in that, too. In every freckle and eyelash and quirk of the lips—all close enough to touch again.

	We’re smiling, mirroring pure happiness back at one another.

	And then we’re laughing. At nothing. Just bubbling up with uncontrollable joy. Laughing and smiling and pressing our palms to each other’s cheeks and staring at each other’s faces and grabbing each other close and staring again and laughing again. I thought I knew how much it hurt to be away from him for so long, but I didn’t really know until this moment, when all the pain of it lifted at once. I just might brush away the tiniest of pearls, and as it rolls away somewhere under a couch, Clay’s hazel eyes are shining, too.

	Once we’ve communicated all the most important things through looks alone, I ask, “Did you have any trouble getting here?”

	“Nope, none. The guards in the pool cleaners’ truck disappeared from my street the day you told me Mr. Havelock was captured. I’ve been coming here since then. Just to read or,” he shrugs. “It reminds me of being with you.”

	It irks me that while my guards stayed with me, some committee somewhere in the palace revoked Clay’s as soon as they could justify it. Then again, unlike me and Melusine, Clay was never specified as a potential target. Whatever. I refuse to waste another second on a negative thought. All I care about now is that we’re both safe and here, in the same room for the first time in what feels like forever. With a plan I know in my bones will give us forever for real.

	“I have something to show you.” Without another word, I unzip my backpack, unwind an old beach towel from around the dagger, and hand the weapon to Clay.

	Remembering how I felt when I held the dagger by the hilt, I ask, “Does it make you wanna,” I make an exaggerated serial-killer face and mime stabbing.

	He shakes his head. “I guess it doesn’t make me feel that way ’cause I’m not Mer.” He tilts his head with a conspiratorial smirk and we both hear what he doesn’t say. Not Mer yet.

	“Then you’d better hang on to it,” I say as we walk toward the den. Our den.

	“How long until—” I cover his mouth with mine before he can finish, unable to wait a second longer between kisses, but I know him well enough to know that he was asking how long until Caspian gets here with the healing potions.

	“A little over an hour,” I answer between kisses.

	Casp scheduled a meeting with Ervin Zung as a reason to come Above, so as soon as the meeting is over, he’ll head here with the healing potions.

	“An hour, huh?” Clay raises suggestive eyebrows at me.

	I blush but resist the urge to duck my head. “At least,” I answer, locking the den door behind us. We’re hidden in the depths of the house now, where it’s completely private. I raise my gaze to his and bite my lower lip.

	Hazel darkens and hands run up my sides, a strong grip lifting me around the ribs and pressing me against a nearby wall. Clay’s warm mouth latches onto the side of my throat and my eyes close, my head falling back against the honey-colored wall. My arms twine around his neck and my legs wrap around his waist. This is what my legs were made for.

	Clay carries me deeper into the room and I dip my head, kissing him again.

	“Well, isn’t this romantic.” A cold voice pierces the quiet of our den.

	Then pain bursts against the back of my head and everything goes dark.
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	You’d think once you’ve tried to kill a person—two people—no words that happened to splash out of your mouth could make you feel guilty. I wish that were true. But ever since Caspian swam out my bedroom door, guilt has burrowed deep in my chest and I can’t dig it out. My own voice echoes through me over and over:

	“Go crawl after her, begging for any scraps of affection you can get like the fool I knew you were. I’ll be here laughing at you … I can’t stand to look at you anymore. Go! Leave.”

	I bring my hand up to cover my face even though I’m alone in my room with no one to see me. I should never have said those things. I could have just told Caspian what Jinju said about my parents; surely, if I had told him what I wanted to talk about, he would have sat with me, rested his arm around my shoulders, listened to me. Or maybe he would have left anyway. After all, Lia asked him to.

	Besides, I didn’t want to have to tell him shocking news to stop him from being at her beck and call. I wanted him to want to stay.

	But he didn’t.

	He left, trapping me alone with my thoughts.

	Thoughts I can’t stand, can’t tolerate as they rise up in a constant stream.

	What if Jinju wasn’t lying?

	She had to be lying. She had to be.

	My father loved my mother. When Ondine proposed the plan to have me help change the immortality curse, my parents worked out all the details together. They both agreed to teach me the siren song in case I needed it Above.

	But Dad didn’t tell you about it until after she died, a small voice whispers.

	That’s because they were planning to tell me together and then she was murdered.

	By him?

	I shake my head hard, but it doesn’t stop Jinju’s words from coming back, swimming up from the cave I buried them in.

	She was lying.

	Why would she lie when she was trying to impress you with her knowledge of the truth?

	Then Ondine lied to her.

	Why?

	I don’t know, but Ondine’s certainly capable of making up such a terrible lie.

	She’s also capable of acknowledging such a terrible truth.

	My father didn’t … he couldn’t.

	Couldn’t he?

	An image of my father’s face, twisted in rage the few times I really challenged him, fills every crevice of my mind.

	I hug my coral tail to my chest.

	Jinju was wrong. She was wrong. My mother always told me how disgraceful the Little Mermaid’s actions were, how someone needed to fix what she’d done to us when she’d valued human life too highly. My mother wanted me to siren Clay, so I could be the one to save our kind from death.

	Are you sure? Just because she wanted someone to restore Merkind’s immortality doesn’t mean she wanted you to be the one to put yourself at risk. And it doesn’t mean she wanted you to do it the way you did.

	Yes, she did. I did everything exactly the way she and my father had laid it out. She’s the reason I did it. All of it. Learned to get rid of my Mermese accent, mastered my leg control, moved Above … sirened Clay.

	If she didn’t want me to …

	I propel myself off the bed.

	I can’t sit here with these thoughts, not for a second longer.

	I’m letting myself spin out of control, and that’s unacceptable. My father isn’t a monster. He made wrong choices, but only because he wanted to help the Mer, like I did. So the wars would end and innocent people like my mother would stop being murdered for no reason. All this therapy and time away from him is messing with how I think of him. If I could just see him again, I’d know—know deep in my bones—that he couldn’t have done what Jinju said.

	He’s here in the palace right now. It doesn’t matter if they won’t let me visit him until after he’s been interrogated; all I need is a glimpse, just one glimpse of his face, to banish these horrible, false suspicions. I just need to see my dad.

	I wind my way through the coral hallways and down to the palace’s main level. The only place secure enough for the guards to put him would be the old dungeon. I swim across the main floor, heading toward the staff portholes in back to access the lower levels.

	I know how to get to the dungeon from the time my father and I spent hiding in the palace ruins when we were planning our ritual. But what I don’t know is how to maneuver past the guards to see my father. Maybe I can—

	I stop as the water ripples all around me. A large group is heading this way. Guards with spears held high round the corner. I duck behind a large pillar.

	More guards fill the hall, swimming in a clump around something.

	Someone.

	My father! It must be him.

	I press myself close to the pillar and peek around it.

	At first, all I see is a wall of guards. Then one of the guards shifts forward as he swims and I glimpse the regal puce of my father’s tail, which appears even darker in the white hallway. His hair floats around his head in choppy, uneven hunks, like he’s tried to give himself a hasty haircut, and worst of all, crusted scabs obscure his face.

	I squint.

	A guard yanks him roughly toward the throne room doors.

	“Use your words, man. I’m perfectly capable of moving on my own despite these wretched cuffs.”

	I suck in a breath.

	That voice!

	Cold fear pounds through my body.

	I have to get out of here now.

	Caspian is in terrible danger.
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	The pain in my head is soon joined by pain in my wrists as ropes bite into them.

	“Hello, Lia. Did you miss me?”

	That voice.

	Like fine-cut glass.

	My eyes fly open, instantly intensifying my headache.

	An exquisite, porcelain-doll face stares back at me. Tiny crystals decorate the skin around her gray eyes, glittering like diamonds.

	I can’t help it; relief and joy flood my system at the sight of her alive. I’m seized by the urge to fling my arms around her in a hug.

	But I can’t. Because she’s tied my arms together with seaweed ropes.

	As she pulls them tighter, causing me to wince, I force myself to remember her heartless expression when she admitted she’d spent months playing me, gaining my trust so she could try to force me to work as her siren. Then threatening to kill me and Caspian when I refused. I remember the deranged, murderous gleam in her pale eyes as I fought her in the ocean, fought to take control of her magic before she could kill Casp.

	I almost died at her hands. Hands that apparently just knocked me unconscious. “I didn’t miss you,” I spit out with as much venom as I can muster.

	She rests a hand too gently on my forearm, above the ropes that now bind my wrists. “Yes, you did.”

	The worst part is, she’s right. A part of me has missed her terribly. I miss the friend and confidant who saw how I was feeling when no one else did, who helped me when I needed it most, who understood me so deeply and became my role model in everything. But none of that was real. Ondine cast a net of deceit, and I swam right in. Never again.

	My head pounds, and my thoughts and muscles feel impossibly sluggish, like I’ve been drugged. The same type of seaweed rope that cuts into my wrists traps my ankles, too. I’m sitting with my legs stretched out in front of me on the floor of the den. At least she hasn’t moved me to some unknown location at the bottom of the sea. That’s good, right? A heavy warmth presses against my back—and begins to move.

	It groans.

	Clay!

	More seaweed rope twists around both our chests, binding us together back-to-back.

	“Clay, wake up.”

	At the urgency in my voice, he straightens against me. “Lia, are you okay?”

	“I’m okay. Are you? How’s your head?”

	Before he can answer, Ondine kneels in front of him and begins to tie his wrists the way she did mine. His ankles must already be tied like his chest is, and he’s probably feeling the effects of whatever potion she slipped us, or he’d be fighting by now.

	“So this is the famous Clay,” Ondine says in her tinkling voice. “We did not meet properly last time.”

	I expect him to say that’s because she was too busy attacking us in the middle of the ocean, but instead he bows his head and says, “Nii nai sillis suzallis.” The traditional Mermese greeting offered when you’re introduced to someone for the first time. Then he adds, the Mermese words slow and halting but firm with conviction, “Please, hurt her not.”

	I can’t see Ondine’s face, but her voice rings with approval when she says in English so he can understand, “I can tell why you fell for this one, Lia. Handsome, charming, too confident. I knew a human like you once.” For an instant, her voice travels far away and a question slogs through my sluggish, drugged brain, but then she says to him like it’s a challenge, “You know, you have me to thank for getting your memories back.” It’s as if she wants to get a rise out of him, to provoke him into shouting that she only helped him to trick me.

	“Tallimymee,” he says instead, thanking her. Then in English, “I mean that, even now.”

	“Your pronunciation is awful.” The ropes snick across each other as she finishes tying them. When she walks past me to the other side of the den, the fog hanging over my mind has cleared enough for me to notice her steps are stiff and slow.

	The last time I saw her with legs, she wore the same long, white maxi dress she wears now, but she walked so gracefully then that she seemed to glide along the sandy beach. Why is she … her magic! I seized her magic. All Mer, even those who never study spell casting, possess an innate level of magic, and it’s what enables us to transform between our legs and tail after puberty. When I sucked her magic out of her before she could use it to kill me, I must have depleted even that innate reserve of mystical energy. She must still possess just enough to access her legs.

	Indeed, she sits on the couch as soon as she reaches it, and although she tries to make the movement casual and elegant, relief momentarily passes over her face as her body sinks into the cushions.

	I might feel guilty if she wasn’t, y’know, a complete monster who thinks it’s an A-OK plan to steal humans’ freewill through mass sireny.

	But I can’t let her take my past actions against her out on Clay.

	“Look, whatever you’re planning to do to me, let Clay go.” I try to sound demanding instead of scared out of my scales.

	“Lia, stop,” Clay protests.

	“I’m the one you want revenge on. Not him. He’s never done anything to you.”

	Her laugh clinks around the room where I used to feel safe. “You think this is about revenge?” What else would it be about? “Don’t insult me. When have I ever cared about something so petty?” Her gaze locks onto mine, the crystals around her eyes glinting. “Think, Lia. What have I always cared about most?”

	It’s like I’m suddenly back in the classroom with her instead of tied up on the floor with Clay. Before I can stop myself, I’m attempting to give her the right answer. “Preserving ancient Mer magic.” I get a grip on myself and add with more bite, “Even if it’s dangerous and illegal.” Clay nudges the back of his arm against mine. He’s right: I should keep my anger in check, keep her talking, get as much info as possible.

	“Preserving magic for what purpose?” she probes.

	She wants to fall back into this student-teacher act? Fine, I’ll play. If it keeps her from slitting our throats for another few minutes or reveals something we can use, I’ll play. Every minute we talk is another minute for the potion weighing down my limbs to wear off.

	I keep my voice respectful and pensive, the way she likes, and draw the conclusion I know she wants. “You’ve dedicated your life to preserving spells and magic that could protect Merkind.”

	“From what? Young man?” She calls on Clay as if he’d raised one of his bound hands.

	“From, um, discovery by humans?”

	I told Clay about how Ondine had planned for me to siren an endless stream of human scientists and government officials to ensure Merkind isn’t discovered. Ondine nods at Clay’s answer. “Every day, your kind’s technology improves. Every day, we are in more danger of discovery. It is only a matter of time.”

	I can feel Clay’s back expand and contract against mine as he takes deep, steadying breaths. He doesn’t know what to say to that. What could he say?

	Ondine’s voice takes on a hard edge. “I cannot allow that to happen.” I recognize the cold determination in her eyes. It makes me shudder.

	She walks toward me with slow steps and bends down, her face too close to mine. Gray tinges her skin. She caresses my cheek, and it’s all I can do not to jerk away from her touch. “I didn’t want to do it this way, Lia. Remember that.”

	“Do what?” I ask. She strokes my hair and sighs, then walks away. “Do what?” I call after her.

	Across the room, she hefts a large kelp bag onto the couch that clinks like her voice. She brings out vial after vial of potions and powders in sickly greens and inky purples, and sets them on the coffee table. I swallow and pull against the ropes that bind me.

	So much for getting information out of her. Damn it!

	Lia! Lia, can you hear me? Clay’s voice rings out in my head. The bond! It’s harder to access it without closing my eyes, but all that practice in front of the mirror has helped hone my focus.

	I’m here, I tell Clay.

	Can you move your arms and legs?

	Much more than I could a few minutes ago. Whatever she gave us has almost worn off, but it doesn’t seem like we were out very long. Do you think she needs us awake for something?

	Let’s hope we get out of here before we find out, Clay answers. How much give do you have in your ropes?

	I push against them again. Not a lot. You?

	My ankles are bound pretty tight, but my wrists are much looser.

	What? How?

	Why do you think I was so polite to her? As long as she was focusing on insulting my pronunciation, she wasn’t focusing on how far apart I held my elbows while she tied me up.

	Wow, go Clay. Why didn’t I think of that? I like to believe I would have if I hadn’t been so groggy, but it doesn’t help me now either way.

	Clay’s voice rises up in my head again. I’ve been using the extra leverage to loosen them more while you two were talking. I’m pretty sure I’ll be able to get my hands free. The first hint of hope flares in my chest. The ankle ropes are harder. But if we tighten our leg muscles and then flex one foot while we point the other, we should be able to loosen them up.

	That’s smart. I’ll try it now, while her back is still turned, I tell him. Unlike Clay, who’s in jeans and his high Doc Martens boots, I’m in a miniskirt, so the seaweed ropes dig into the bare skin of my ankles. They’re drier than they would be underwater, making their fibers sharp as needles. But they’re also more brittle than they would be underwater. As I fight through the pain, the ropes start to give. It’s working!

	Good! What about your wrists?

	I shake my head against his. They’re way too tight. No give at all.

	Shit.

	Then I get an idea and have to fight not to smile in case Ondine turns around. Clay, you have a pocket knife on your car keys! They’re in his front jeans pocket. I felt them earlier when we were … If you can get the ropes around your hands loose enough to reach your keys—

	She took them.

	What?

	They’re gone.

	My whole body deflates. Then panic seizes me. Clay! Clay, does that mean she has, did she find—

	The dagger? No. I still have it. Hiding it was the last thing I remember doing before I got knocked out. I still don’t know how she got a jump on me so fast. She knocked you out, I hid the dagger right away, then … everything went dark.

	If she took the keys, why didn’t she take the dagger? I think back. I guess I never mentioned the word dagger when I gave it to Clay in the other room, while she was lurking in here waiting for us and eavesdropping. So maybe she figured he’d have keys but didn’t know to look for the dagger. Thank the tides for that at least.

	I can’t use the dagger to free us, Clay tells me. Even if I could reach it—

	We can’t risk her seeing it and taking it. The thought of one of the most powerful objects in history falling into her hands because of me … I should never have taken it from the palace, from the vault. I should never have snuck away from my guards to come here. Now no one knows where I am.

	No one except …

	Caspian!

	Um, Clay, remember?

	No, Caspian is on his way here! How long has it been? For an instant, the thought of Caspian bursting in and saving us makes my hope resurface, but then—He doesn’t know he’s heading right into danger! Just like last time. Because of me. Because this time, I asked him to come. Guilt, sour and hot, replaces the hope.

	We have to get free, Clay thinks with even more ferocity than before. Before he gets here. It’s just Ondine, and she has no magic, right? If we can get free, I can overpower her and we can get out, hide somewhere outside, and warn Caspian before he comes in the house.

	It’s a good plan. And my ankle ropes are loosening, but, The ropes binding my hands together won’t budge at all.

	He must detect the mounting desperation in my voice, because he thinks, We’re going to get out of this. Do you believe me?

	I believe you. The familiar confidence in his voice permeates my entire body. I do believe him.

	Good. Do the ropes binding your hands have a weird-looking knot on top of your wrists like mine do?

	Yeah. It’s looks kind of … mystical. Ceremonial, maybe? That can’t be good. It would explain why she’s still over there, lining up vials in what looks like some kind of special order, and pouring the contents of one vial into another, carefully, carefully. But Ondine can’t be planning a ceremony or a ritual or anything. She can barely walk—she doesn’t have enough magic to pull something like that off.

	Let me see, Clay says.

	What?

	Like we did in front of the mirrors. Let me see the knot for a sec.

	Oh!

	As quickly as I can in case Ondine turns around again, I close my eyes and tap even deeper into our bond. When I open them, I’m looking at the opposite side of the room—through Clay’s eyes. A wave of dizziness rolls through me at the sudden shift, but I ignore it as best I can.

	Yeah, this looks kind of like some of the sailing knots my dad uses in the navy. It’s not the same, though, Clay thinks. While he examines the knot at my wrists through my eyes, I study as much of the house as I can glimpse through the glass French doors his body faces. Hmm …

	All done. Ready? he asks.

	I retreat into the bond and we switch back, another wave of dizziness undulating through me at the perspective change.

	Okay, try this, Clay thinks. As soon as she’s distracted, use your teeth. Loosen the upper right side first. Then the bottom left, and then the right again. See if that works. Got it?

	Before I can answer, a noise hits us from the kitchen. Metal against metal, like a lid being lifted from a pot. Just a small noise, but it’s enough to make my whole body tense, because it means …

	Ondine isn’t alone, Clay thinks the same second I do.

	“Are you almost through in there?” Ondine calls in the direction of the kitchen. “The sacrifices are ready.” She waves a hand toward me and Clay. My eyes widen. “And I can’t exactly perform the ritual myself, you know.”

	A muscular man with familiar, angular features twisted into a haughty expression strides into the room, his head held an inch too high.

	I gasp. How …?

	Too shocked to use the bond, Clay whispers, “That’s—”

	“Mr. Havelock.” I gulp, staring up at the man who tried to kill me. The man who’s supposed to be in the palace dungeon.

	He carries a sauce pan foaming with bubbling liquid that smells of earth and dead leaves. “I’ve never needed to boil potions ingredients before,” he says to Ondine without so much as a glance at us.

	“I told you this ritual would be far more complex than the last. You aren’t merely trying to control a curse this time.” She gestures to an empty vial she’s set up on a long steel tray and he begins to pour the bubbling, earthy liquid into it. Her voice takes on a superior, pedantic quality as she says to her cousin, “After all, did you think it would be easy to rip the Mer world and the human world apart?”


Chapter Forty-Two 
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	Terror should fill me the instant my toes sink into the sand, the instant my head breaks the surface, the instant I gaze up at the stars. This isn’t my world. It’s the world I’ve been banned from.

	If a single soul from the Community sees me on land and reports it, I’ll be thrown in a prison cell for the rest of my immortal life. But I can’t seem to summon the terror my rational brain reminds me I should feel; every drop of terror in my blood is for Caspian.

	The man those guards captured isn’t my father.

	Which means, since my father hasn’t made any attempt to come get me, he must be after Lia for whatever powerful ritual he mentioned in his letter. Knowing him, he grabbed her the second she was fool enough to go anywhere without her guards.

	And Caspian is heading right for her.

	I hate the thought that my father would hurt Caspian, but he doesn’t know him as anyone other than Lia’s best friend who testified against him. Against us. He doesn’t know Caspian is someone I …

	And if Caspian interrupts some important ritual (which, let’s face it, he has a tendency to do), my father won’t hesitate to hurt him. Maybe … maybe kill him.

	Like he killed Mom? I push the thought away. No proof. No time. Have to get to Caspian.

	I make my way across the beach as fast as I can, then slip between two oceanfront houses so I’m less visible. It’s late, but not so late that no one might come out for an evening stroll. Once I’m in the shadows, I peer out onto the quiet residential street, my gaze darting from house to house. Trying to find Lia and Clay’s love nest certainly marks a new low in my life. It’s somewhere on this street, but which one is it? My best bet is to see Caspian go in, but what if I’m too late? What if I’ve already missed—

	A tall figure rounds the corner, blond hair glinting under a street light. All the air rushes from my body in a sigh. Thank the current!

	“Caspian!” I shout as he walks past. But not a single sound escapes my lips. Storms. Right when I need my voice more than ever! He keeps walking, turning toward the large house on the corner. I have to stop him before he reaches that door.

	His legs are long, his strides quick. I break into a run. Turn around! Turn around! I hope the noise of my steps will get his attention. But my feet are bare, and he must be lost in thought because he doesn’t hear me, doesn’t turn.

	With every step he’s getting closer to that door.

	I cut across the front lawn and jump, launching at him from the side and clamping a hand over his mouth so he doesn’t scream.

	We tumble to the ground, the copper case he carries landing next to him on the grass. A tide of panic floods his eyes but recedes when they land on my face. Only to return with a vengeance. He pulls my hand away from his mouth but has the good sense to heed my warning and whisper, “Melusine, you can’t be here!” He snaps his head back and forth, looking down the empty street. “Your probation! What are you doing? If someone sees you—”

	I flash pleading eyes at him, all my muscles tensing. That’s when I realize I’m still draped over him, my face inches from his, my body on top of his larger one, pressing him into the grass.

	He feels it the same second, sucking in a breath as he freezes. Then his large hands grip my waist, lifting me like it’s nothing. My brain turns back on, and I do the rest myself until we’re both standing.

	“What’s going on? What are you doing here?” he whispers again as he picks up the copper case from where it fell.

	I look up at the house and shake my head, conveying as much urgency as I can.

	“You don’t want me to go in?”

	I nod.

	“Why not?” A car drives by on a side street. He glances down the block again. Still empty. “You shouldn’t be standing out here like this.”

	He’s right. I grab his wrist and guide him around to the side of the house between the outside wall and a leafy hedge. It’s a tight squeeze, but we aren’t visible from the sidewalk anymore.

	“Why can’t I go in?” he repeats.

	Because my dad’s probably in there! Because he might kill you! How am I supposed to gesture that? I let out a silent groan of frustration and try to think, my gaze wandering. It lands on a patch of illuminated green leaves along the hedge. The front of the house is dark, but farther back, light pours out from two of the windows that the hedge blocks from the neighbors’ view. I jerk my head toward them, then hold a finger to my lips. We creep between wall and hedge to the first window. It’s high up, probably above a kitchen sink. We huddle under it on either side, then steal glances through the glass.

	There he is. Perfect posture, black hair like mine. My father stands with his back to us, heating something at the stove. He never once used the human kitchen when we lived Above. There’s no way he’s cooking. He must be mixing a potion. What kind of potion requires heating over a flame? My stomach plummets. One stronger than any I’ve ever heard of.

	Caspian pulls me back down under the window. “But they captured him. He’s supposed to be in custody at the palace.”

	That was my uncle, I want to say. They’ve always looked alike—same build, same hair, similar facial features. The only big difference was their ages. Uncle Axenus is seven years younger than my father, but now that the curse has broken and both of them have reverted to the stasis age of about twenty-five, they must look more alike than ever, just like the queen and Lia’s oldest sister do.

	And with the pox on his face, which looks suspiciously like an overdose of my dad’s potion for scaleworm, they’d be even harder for anyone to tell apart, let alone guards just going off a physical description. But I can’t tell Caspian any of this. I can’t tell Caspian that, like him and his little sister, my dad and his brother have similar tail colors, my uncle’s just a slightly darker shade of puce. I can’t tell him that even I didn’t realize he wasn’t my dad until I heard my uncle’s voice emerge from those red, swollen lips. So I shake my head. I grab Caspian’s hand and open it, drawing a Mermese symbol across his palm with my fingertip.

	“Trick?”

	I nod.

	His hands ball into fists as understanding dawns. “Where are Lia and Clay?” Fear laces the words.

	I tug his wrist again, then move toward the next window. Only two windows with light—it’s the logical choice. I kneel down and peek from below, letting Caspian look in from the side. Sure enough, there they are. Tied up back-to-back with thick ropes of seaweed. Damn it, Dad! He had escaped. He had his freedom. What is he trying to do?

	“What is he going to do to them?” Caspian echoes my thoughts, more alarmed than ever.

	I shrug my shoulders, shaking my head. I don’t know.

	But whatever he’s doing, he must be able to use his magic to sense that Lia purged herself of Ondine’s power, or he would never risk leaving her conscious.

	Movement catches my eye, and I inhale sharply, pointing to the side of the room.

	Apparently, my father has help.

	Ondine takes potion after potion from a bag on the couch, setting each one on the coffee table. I guess that answers the question of who broke him out of prison. All those times we visited him together—she had so many opportunities to case the place, to learn every detail of his captivity.

	Caspian’s eyes widen at the sight of her, then he plasters himself to the stucco wall, tossing his head back and gritting his teeth, his curse as silent as my own.

	“Okay. Okay …” Caspian whispers, thinking fast. “You need to get back in the ocean. Stay as hidden as you can until you get there. I’ll go to the Foundation and get help.”

	A voice soaks through the window’s thin glass from the room within. “Are you almost through in there?” Ondine calls loudly toward the kitchen. “The sacrifices are ready. And I can’t exactly perform the ritual myself, you know.”

	Caspian stops dead. “Sacrifices?” he mouths, worry carving deep trenches into his brow. My father says something I don’t quite catch as he comes into the room carrying the bubbling saucepan of potion.

	Ondine starts talking again about the complexity of the ritual; she’s closer to the window, so it’s easier to hear her. Her voice is crystal clear when she says, “After all, did you think it would be easy to rip the Mer world and the human world apart?”

	What?

	Caspian’s head snaps down to face mine, and there’s only one way to describe his expression: scared. It’s mirrored on the other side of the glass by Lia’s face.

	Clay says something, too quiet and too far away for me to hear. I watch his lips move, and it looks like he’s asking if that’s even possible.

	Yes.

	“Yes,” my father’s voice answers. “This won’t be the first time humans have driven magical creatures away. Splitting from the human world has been done before.”

	By the Fae!

	“By the Fae,” my father says, pouring another liquid into the vial with the one he heated, then corking it and shaking the two together. “When faerie folk grew displeased by the increasing tension and danger in their relations with humankind, they split Avalon onto a separate plane of existence entirely and left the human world behind.” How many times did he tell me that story when I was a little girl? How many hours did I spend poring over his old maps searching for Avalon, daydreaming of fairies?

	“But … but if the Mer depart from this plane, they’ll take the ocean’s magic with them,” Lia cries, her face stricken with fear as the implications click into place behind her eyes and come pouring with increasing speed out of her mouth. “That magic is responsible for the tides, the currents, the moon’s gravitational pull—all of it.” Her voice breaks. “Without it, the human world will self-destruct.” As she finishes, her gaze falls on Ondine, almost instinctively, like she’s still looking for validation.

	My head is reeling. She’s actually right for once. Avalon was an island—isolated, self-contained. When the Fae split off from the human world, they did so without any real harm to humanity. The fairies took their magic with them, of course, which meant sorcery and earth magic became far harder to practice in the human world, but humans focused on improving technology instead, sparking the Renaissance and moving all the way into the Machine Age. The Fae’s retreat to a separate plane didn’t kill any humans. But this … this would kill all of them.

	“I’d say it’s a shame, but then, I rather think they deserve it.” My father crosses the room toward Lia and Clay, a vial clutched in his hand. “It’s not as if they’ve shown the ocean any respect. Why shouldn’t it turn on them?”

	Unlike my father, Ondine doesn’t look as if she takes pleasure in the idea of impending human destruction—but she doesn’t look like she regrets it much, either. She walks toward the window, and Caspian and I both duck down and flatten ourselves against the house, not daring to breathe. “We need to get started,” she says to my father.

	“Ah, the moon is rather higher than I thought,” his voice joins hers at the window. My leg shakes against the rough stucco. “The potion took longer to heat than I expected. I suppose you’re right. If we’re to finish before the moon reaches its apex, we should begin.”

	Caspian and I glance up at the ascending moon—the same shimmering silver as his tail when he’s safe in the ocean instead of huddled and hiding on land—then down at each other.

	His expression tells me he’s thinking what I am: there’s no time to get help. By the time he even reaches the Foundation, they’ll have performed the ritual.

	Caspian’s fists ball tighter, and he hits one against his leg. Decisiveness crashes over his face. If he can’t get help, he’ll go in himself. I didn’t come all this way and risk eternal imprisonment just so Caspian could endanger himself anyway. I shake my head, and tug on my ear, then point to the window. Listen. Maybe they’ll say something we can use to our advantage. When my father and Ondine move away from the window to face Lia and Clay, we peek back inside.

	Lia (to her credit, I guess) must have understood the implications of my father’s words too, and must know how time-sensitive these powerful rituals can be because she instantly starts talking, trying to waste every precious second she can.

	“Don’t do this. Please. You don’t have to do this.”

	My father pays her no mind. He uncorks the first vial and begins pouring a thick, viscous liquid in a circle around her and Clay.

	Ondine lowers herself onto a nearby chair, her movements stilted. Is she hurt? Her voice is calm, controlled. “It’s necessary, Lia. To protect us.”

	“No, it’s not! You can’t do this. There’re other ways.” Her eyes dart between the circle my father is making and Ondine.

	“There was another way, that’s true,” Ondine says. “This wasn’t my first choice for keeping Mer safe from human discovery, if you recall. But no, you couldn’t bring yourself to siren for the good of your species. If you had done what I asked, you would have sirened a few dozen humans a year maximum. Now …” She tilts her head to the side and shrugs.

	“Don’t you dare blame Lia for this,” Clay says, loud and forceful. “If you choose to do this and it really k-kills all human beings—”

	“Oh, it will,” my father interjects as he stands upright, the circle complete. “Within about one moon cycle, I would say.”

	“If you choose to do it, that’s on you. It’s not Lia’s fault.”

	“But it is,” Ondine says, stretching out the words. Enjoying them. I suppose not even she’s above reveling in an I-told-you-so moment. “She was selfish. Shortsighted. And now she’s left us no choice.”

	Lia looks like she’s about to cry, but instead she grits her teeth, biting back the tears. “Then punish me. Do whatever you want to me, but let Clay go. He never did anything to hurt you.”

	“No way I’m leaving you,” Clay says, pressing his back against hers, his legs shifting against each other.

	“There’s that self-sacrificing love everyone makes such a fuss about,” my father says as he walks back over to the coffee table and selects another vial. He holds one up to the light and gives it a shake. “Once again, Miss Nautilus, your rather deplorable love for this mortal proves useful.”

	“What do you mean?” Lia asks.

	My father doesn’t answer. It seems he’s done talking. He takes out a brush and begins drawing symbols on the ground around Lia and Clay. “Stay still,” he snaps at Lia as she shifts in her bonds on the floor. His back is to me and I can’t read what he’s writing.

	Caspian touches my shoulder, drawing my attention back to him where we still crouch beneath the window. “They’re going to start.” His words are the barest whisper. “I have to go in there now and do what I can to delay them.”

	I shake my head violently, grabbing his forearm to keep him in place. That’s what he did last time—and Ondine almost killed him. She doesn’t have magic anymore, but my father does. He has whatever spells she taught him and a whole bag full of potions he can use on Casp.

	I can’t let Caspian do it.

	While he’s whispering about how I should head back to the ocean before anyone sees me, I stand up so I’m in full view of the window and knock on the glass.
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	I don’t know how long my father and I stare at each other before my unexpected presence finally registers. At the first glimpse of me, he nearly dropped the potion in his hand, and his paintbrush clattered to the floor.

	“Melusine!” he finally exclaims.

	Ondine’s pale eyes peer at me through the glass, but she doesn’t get up from her chair. It’s my father who points toward the backdoor and heads there. After I make a hand gesture to a shaken, wide-eyed Caspian beneath the window to stay put, I meet my father and he ushers me inside the house.

	“Get inside before anyone sees you. Hurry.” We move through the kitchen toward the den. “What are you doing here? I wanted you to stay safe in the palace until all this was over.”

	My heart pounds. What am I doing here? I’m keeping Caspian safe, I tell myself. My dad would have hurt him. But he won’t hurt me. Right?

	Just as we enter the den, he wraps me in a hug. “It’s good to see you, even if I wish you hadn’t come.”

	I soften into his embrace. When was the last time he hugged me? It makes me feel like a small child, protected, cared about, safe. All that time away from my dad has made me think the worst—the therapists and guards and even people like Caspian who don’t understand him have been getting to me with their judgments of him, Jinju getting to me with her lies. But here, facing him again as he releases me, he’s just my dad. He’s done things I know now were wrong, very wrong, but he did them to create a better life for us. For me. He loves me.

	I heave a deep sigh. My heartbeat still pounds in my ears and fingertips, but it’s slowing along with my breath.

	The first thing that greets me as I take in the den from this new angle is Lia’s glare. It’s filled with so much hatred for me. It says, “I knew you were up to something. I knew you would turn on us.”

	I don’t dare try to tell her anything different with my own eyes because it won’t help. What will? My thoughts speed by like sailfish. I have to do what Caspian had wanted to do: I have to delay the ritual. If I can just keep my father and Ondine distracted until the moon rises to its apex, then they’ll have missed their chance. Then I can convince them to run, to escape again, before the palace guards find them. Everyone will be safe. I can do this.

	“Melusine, what a surprise,” Ondine says, a hint of suspicion cocking her head.

	I bend low at the knee and tilt my torso forward in respect, as if I had a tail and was offering a formal greeting. Her outward display of suspicion dissolves for the most part, replaced by a nod and an approving half-smile. She always loved ceremony.

	“What are you doing here? Did any of the palace guards follow you?”

	I shake my head. Have the palace guards figured out that they have the wrong man in custody? Are they looking for my dad? For Lia? For me? Even if they are, they have no way to find us here, in a seemingly empty mansion with no known connection to Lia or any of us. And maybe they’re still floating around congratulating themselves on a successful capture, oblivious. Either way, I’m on my own. I square my shoulders—I’ve gotten used to being on my own. My father and Ondine both give me their full attention, waiting for me to explain. I focus on my immediate goals: Slow things down. Buy everyone time.

	Keep my father safe from making another horrible mistake.

	How do I … I glance around the room, then grab a pen from an end table. I bring the tip to my palm. My stomach flips. Gripping the pen tightly enough to keep my hand from shaking, I push it down and drag it across my flesh until my left palm bears a name. I hold it out for my father to see.

	Uncle Axenus

	It’s not the name I wanted to write. Not the one I wanted to ask him about. But it’s the only one I could bring myself to spell out.

	Understanding and relief pass over his face in equal measure. “I thought that might have been what brought you here. And no one at the palace had figured it out yet—that’s why you were still allowed to leave, right?” I nod, and he grins. “Excellent, Melusine. Using your brain like a good girl.” He taps the side of his temple. “Right after I first escaped, I thought Lia would risk sneaking out of the palace to see this one.” He jerks his head in Clay’s direction. “But as time passed and she didn’t, it became clear I had to fake my own capture to lure her out.”

	I paint my face with concern, and it has the desired effect on my father. “My brother won’t get in much trouble, don’t worry. He never said he was me—they assumed it—so he hasn’t broken any laws. They’ll have to release him as soon as the rash clears up and they realize who he is. In exchange for playing his part,” my father chuckles, “well, for playing my part, I promised him he’d be daniss of the region of his choice once I’m king. Once we reign like we were meant to.”

	He steps up close to me, rests his hands on my shoulders, and says, like he’s giving me a gift, “Just wait until I tell you the ritual we have planned! We perform this, and the public will be so grateful for their newfound freedom that the monarchy will be ours.”

	Will it? The old, beloved image of my future self sitting beside my father on one of the aquamarine-studded thrones, wearing a spiked, sparkling crown, shines as blindingly as ever. Whatever expression I bear as I picture that once glimmering dream makes my father smile. “Uncle Axenus is a greedy man and overly proud. He couldn’t resist the offer of ruling over his own territory as a daniss.” My fingers twist in the fabric of my sarong. Family traits, I guess.

	My father continues. “And of course, I did tell him I’d find a way to poison him if he refused.” I swallow. Uncle Axenus is my dad’s baby brother. I always thought they were close.

	“In the end, he realized that working with me was the smarter path. And the instant Lia believed it safe, she did exactly as I predicted and came Above and see her human. All I had to do was follow him to her. Quite simple, really. The two of them even provided the perfect, secluded location, where no one would ever think to look for us.” He gestures with wide arms around the room of this abandoned seaside mansion. “We should be thanking them, really, for making this all so terribly easy.”

	I nod and step toward Lia and Clay, gesturing first to them then to the potion in my father’s hand and the ones on the coffee table. I raise my eyebrows in question.

	“We’re going to ensure humans never discover us,” Ondine says, pride straightening her spine where she sits in her chair.

	“We’re going to give Merkind power over our own destinies,” my father adds, “by splitting the human and the Mer worlds in twain.”

	He says it like a big reveal. He doesn’t know I was listening at the window. None of them do, so I widen my eyes and drop my jaw. I bring my hands up, palms toward the ceiling, and mouth, “How?”

	I’d hoped giving me an explanation would delay him, but he’s too smart to be distracted when time is of the essence. He picks up his brush and continues painting symbols on the floor as he talks. “As quick as I will be to take credit in front of the public, the ritual was your cousin’s idea.”

	“I could care less about credit,” Ondine says. “All that concerns me is outcome. And my promised position as the new head of the Magic Department so I’ll finally have resources at my disposal to begin rebuilding my power and can continue my important work passing our greatest spells on to future generations.”

	“As agreed, as agreed,” my father says. He moves toward Clay, and the ancient symbol he’s painted in front of Lia sneaks into view. Could it reveal something vital to the ritual? I peek at it, careful not to let my eagerness show.

	But all it says is “Mer.” What? That’s it? Why would any spell require him to write something so obvious?

	He starts on the one in front of Clay. “It was Ondine who realized the true potential of the bond Lia and Clay share.”

	“It took a strange confluence of events to create that bond—for when else in history has a siren spell transmuted, creating a true-love bond between a Mermaid and a human?” Ondine turns to Lia and her voice takes on a bitter, obsessive edge it didn’t have when she addressed me. “A love bond you’ve spent so much time developing and strengthening so it’s not only instinctual, but physical and mental both. Thank you for letting me study the bond in such detail, Lia. For letting me get to know it, taste it. I could never have designed this ritual without your help.”

	For once, Lia looks like she despises someone more than me. She’s practically shaking with the force of her hatred. Or is it fear disguised as hate?

	Clay shifts his back against hers, as if to offer comfort.

	I fight hard not to let my gaze flick to the window to check for Caspian. He’s only safe right now because he’s hidden, and I won’t be the one to give him away.

	My father moves to begin painting a knot design around the circle, and I can read the ancient Mermese symbol in front of Clay: human.

	Wha—oh.

	“Very good, Melusine,” Ondine says when she sees understanding dawn in my eyes. “It’s a shame you never made it to Sea Daughters—you’re quick.” She speaks the compliment like a caress. “Because of the bond they share, Lia and Clay are connected, just as the Mer and human worlds are connected. With Lia representing the Mer world and Clay representing the human one, we can ritualistically break that connection.”

	Lia shakes her head, back and forth, back and forth, face screwing up small. She couldn’t read the symbols, so for her, the roles she and Clay will play in the ritual are only now clicking into place.

	“How? How do you break the bond?” Clay asks, but his tone tells me he already knows.

	“First, we cut the ropes,” my father says as he completes the circle. He stands and puts the brush aside, his task finished. “But that only symbolizes the bond breaking. To actually break it, well, your girlfriend here,” he sneers the word girlfriend like it’s highly inappropriate, “has strengthened it so much that there’s only one way to ensure it’s broken.”

	“One of you has to die,” Ondine says with a hint of real regret. “The only way,” she mutters to herself.

	My father has no such remorse as he speaks to the two tied on the floor. “You can choose which.” A smile curls his lips—and curdles my blood. Did I used to talk like that? He’s enjoying this. My father is enjoying this. I swallow down nausea. Take an involuntary step back. The walls are too close. Lia, Clay, my father—they’re all too close. Suddenly, I wish I’d never come into the room at all. I want to jump through the window and run and swim and get far, far away.

	“It’s ironic, isn’t it?” Ondine says in a low, intimate whisper to Lia. “If you’d kept my power instead of throwing it away because you were too scared, you might be able to stop this. As it is, no one can.” She stares down her nose, one crystal-embellished eyebrow lifting. “Especially not you.”

	Each word stabs into Lia and she recoils, pulling her arms and legs as close to her body as she can in the ropes. Curling in on herself.

	Clay, too, twists in his bonds as my father leans down and says to him, “You should be happy. Because of this, you will be a human who actually matters. Your bond—your love—has provided us this unprecedented opportunity to free ourselves from the shackles of your world forever.”

	Stop it. Stop it. We’ve hurt him enough. But I don’t move. Don’t lift a hand to stop my father.

	As hard as it must be, Clay forces himself not to react to the cruel, taunting words. But Lia … the anguish on her face makes my stomach churn. I turn away, and my father catches my eye.

	“You see,” he says to me, “if you hadn’t failed to keep this human away from Lia, their bond wouldn’t exist and we wouldn’t have any way to accomplish this great feat now. So, you can finally swim out from under your shame.” He steps up to me and lifts my chin. “I forgive you, my darling.”

	He forgives me?

	“You should leave now and be careful no one sees you,” he says. “I want you to return to the safety of the palace. When I come for you, it will be with an army at my back. And I will set you on the throne beside me.”

	Does he want to protect me because I’m his daughter, or because now, once again, I could be his heir to the throne? I may never know the answer.

	But I know I can’t leave. I can’t leave him to entrap himself in a double murder, I can’t leave Caspian to burst in and get himself hurt the second I fail to delay the ritual, I can’t leave Clay to be victimized again when I’ve already brought him so much pain, and … even Lia, tied up there and at the mercy of my relatives …

	I can’t leave.

	My feet move, one in front of the other, across the hardwood floor. And before I can think any more about it, I’m standing in front of my father, blocking his way to Lia and Clay.
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	The entire room looks different from this side. In just a few steps, I have walked myself into danger. Betrayed my family and everything I was brought up to believe. The change makes me dizzy.

	“Melusine, what are you doing?” my father asks, his eyes narrowing.

	What am I doing? Ondine steps next to him. I look between where they stand in front of me and where Lia and Clay sit tied up on the floor.

	I stare at my father and hold my hands up close to my chest, palms out: stop.

	“Don’t tell me you’re feeling something for this traitor who tried to kill us and who helped imprison us,” my father says, with a dismissive gesture at Lia. He doesn’t suggest I’d feel anything for Clay. Maybe it doesn’t occur to him, or maybe voicing such an idea is beneath his dignity.

	Admitting any feeling for either of them will set him off, so I shake my head. I can practically feel Lia’s glare burning into my back. Is Clay glaring too?

	I can’t check without appearing to care, so I focus on my concern for my father instead. If his plan goes wrong and he’s caught, the authorities Below will be harsher than ever. They’ll lock him up in some deep ocean cave—or worse, execute him. For once, I don’t fight the fear from showing on my face. I allow all the fear and worry and love I have for him to surface as I gesture with both hands toward the back door. Run. Escape while you can. I point to him and then to me and then out the backdoor, my movements increasingly frantic. We can escape together. Go far away from here and start over.

	“Please,” I mouth. “Please.”

	My father’s expression softens. He cups my cheek with one hand, his long fingers covering nearly half my face. “My Melusine. You’re scared for me. But now is not the time for cowardice.” His voice takes on the hard edge of authority I know so well. “Now is the time for us to rally. To reclaim what should be ours. Glory comes only to the deserving—to those willing risk everything for it. Isn’t that right?”

	His hand on my face turns firm as he presses into my cheek, moving my head in a nod.

	It’s everything he’s always taught me. Everything I was raised to believe in. Am I weak now for trying to get in his way? Weak for letting my emotions stop me and my family from achieving all that we can? If he performs the ritual tonight and succeeds, wouldn’t all we’ve been through, all I’ve had to do—sirening Clay, stabbing him, having my voice ripped from me against my will, going to a school where I’m hated, living in solitude at the Foundation, being abandoned by my only family—wouldn’t it finally be worth it?

	“Picture it,” Ondine says in her soothing, musical voice. “With one ritual, Merkind can leave this world, with all its ugliness and danger. We can fade from this reality into our own. One where we’ll no longer have to hide. Where we can surface anytime we like to frolic in waterfalls, splash in lagoons, lie out on the rocks sunning our tails.” I can picture it; it’s so vivid, so bright. A dream within our grasp. “It will be paradise. Join us in paradise, Melusine.”

	I gaze at her beautiful face, as beautiful and spellbinding as her words, like magic come to life. Who wouldn’t want to join her? But isn’t she also the one who was prepared to use me as a tool in her sireny plot, and who then easily cast me aside for Lia when I was no longer useful? Isn’t she the one who confided to Jinju that my father killed my mother?

	At that thought, all the nervous energy and toxic suspicion that sent me in search of my father gushes forth from where I locked it away. I can’t hold it back any longer, can’t hide from it. I need to know.

	The pen from earlier still rests in the pocket of my sarong, so I retrieve it. My left palm already bears my uncle’s name, so this time I ink a name onto my right. Using my left hand to hold the pen makes writing difficult and I tell myself that’s why I’m clutching it so hard, not to hide my shaking.

	My father and Ondine wait, expecting me to answer Ondine’s question.

	Instead I hold out my right palm and it bears the name I so desperately wanted to write earlier.

	Seline

	My mother’s name.

	“Yes, that’s right,” my father says. “Your mother would have wanted this. Nothing would have made her prouder than seeing you up on the throne, so it’s our job to get you there. For her. Now step aside so we can get started.”

	It would be so easy to believe those words, like I have so many times before. To step aside and let it happen. It took all my strength to write my mother’s name and now I feel so drained, like I have nothing left. An image of Caspian outside rises in my mind. I still don’t dare look toward the window, but I can feel his gaze on me through the glass. Knowing he’s there—that I’m not as alone as I seem—keeps my breathing even and my feet planted.

	I strain my fingers, pressing the palm with my mother’s name farther forward. Then I lock eyes with my father and mouth the four words I’ve been terrified to ask: “Did you kill her?”

	His face clouds and his head tilts. “What?”

	I’ve started shaking, hard, but I mouth the words again, slowly this time, making sure each word lands before I move on to the next. “Did. You. Kill. Her?”

	My father’s eyes widen and he takes a faltering step back, away from me and the name on my palm. “No. How could you ask me that? How could you even think …? No. Of course I didn’t kill your mother. Of course not.”

	They’re exactly the words I yearn to hear. And their tone rings true.

	But his top lip is uneven as he sucks down on one side. The same as it was on our last visit before his escape. He’s a damn good liar, but it’s the one tell he’s never managed to erase from his performances.

	In that moment, I know. I just know. And the truth kicks me in the stomach.

	I can’t breathe. Heat blazes in my face, pressing against the backs of my eyes and nose. The shaking intensifies, all over my body now, and my legs tremble so badly I crumple to the floor.

	“Liar! Liar!” My silent shouts tear through me with such force that air erupts from my throat.

	“No,” my father says again, more vehemently than before. “You know how much I loved her. You know I could never—”

	Ondine stays him with a delicate hand on his arm. “The time for lying has passed, Filius. Lying diminishes you and underestimates your daughter, the way your wife did. Melusine is not a child. You cannot expect to rule with her if you shield her from the meaning of necessary sacrifice.” His nostrils flare and he glares spears at her, but Ondine squares her shoulders. “She needs to learn, and it is our duty to teach her.”

	All the air in my body is gone. And for once, I’m glad I can’t speak because I wouldn’t know a single thing to say.

	My father apparently doesn’t know either because all he does is tighten his fists by his sides. It’s Ondine who bends at the waist and says, voice more comforting and melodic than ever, “Your father didn’t do what he did lightly. He did it for you. To ensure your future.”

	I stay crumpled on the floor, unmoving, barely breathing.

	“Mel, I’m sorry this happened,” comes a whisper from behind me. Clay. “It’ll be—”

	Then a sharp hiss of pain as my father’s foot rams into Clay’s stomach. Hard. “Don’t you talk to her,” my father threatens. “I enjoyed knocking you unconscious earlier. I’ll gladly do it again!”

	“Clay!” Lia exclaims, her back bowing as the boy tied behind her doubles over in pain. She twists as much as she can to look at him. I’m sure she’ll find a way to blame me for that kick, but I can’t care about her right now.

	My father … killed my mother.

	My father killed my mother.

	It doesn’t feel real. This isn’t real life.

	His long hands grab my upper arms and haul me to my feet. He holds me right up close to his face.

	Some of his anger now expelled at Clay’s expense, he says, “You know I loved your mother. And you know she wanted great things for you. It’s what she and I always planned together. But when we found the human descendant of the prince and the time came to plan the move Above for the ritual, to teach you the siren song in case you needed it, to ready you to sacrifice him, she suddenly decided it was all going too far.” He shakes his head, a disgusted expression taking over his face. “Too far? It was necessary.”

	He’s still gripping my upper arms, and he pulls me up so high I have to stand on my toes. My legs feel so shaky that I know I’d fall if he let go, but I want him to all the same. I focus my gaze away from him on an empty, safe spot on the floor.

	“Look at me!” he shouts. I can’t.

	I can’t.

	“LOOK AT ME.” He’s practically spitting. I drag my gaze up to meet his. There’s a wild animal thrashing behind his eyes and he can barely control it. I swallow back the bile in my throat, but I can’t stop the fear from filling my every pore.

	“It was necessary,” he says again, straight into my eyes, which he traps with his own. “In time, your mother would have seen reason. I know she would have. But with the anniversary of the curse approaching, we didn’t have that time. She said she was going to tell you not to listen to me, not to do any of it. She said she didn’t want to put you through it. But I knew you could handle it, and I could not have her poisoning you against me. She was trying to limit you, Melusine. Limit what we could achieve. She would have ruined everything. Do you understand?” He gives me a sharp shake. “Say you understand.”

	The room falls into terrible silence in the absence of his yelling as he waits for my response, keeping my face up close to his, too close. I do the only thing that might calm him, might make him release his bruising hold on me: I give a small nod.

	He releases me at last and throws his head back, some of the ferocity melting from him now that I’ve appeased the beast.

	I do understand. I understand that none of what I’ve done since my mother’s death is what she wanted for me. I’m not the Mermaid she wanted me to be.

	“She was in our way, Melusine. She had to be dealt with,” my father says, nodding at me with a fervor that hints at fanaticism. But I’m done nodding back.

	“You should start the chanting now, Filius,” Ondine says with quiet assertiveness. “If you don’t, we’ll have to give both of them potions and keep them unconscious until tomorrow night. They’re already all set up.”

	I curse inwardly. It was stupid of me to think I could just delay them. This isn’t like the immortality curse—it isn’t tied to an anniversary. They can do this ritual any night there’s a moon. They’ll keep Lia and Clay as long as they have to. Out the window, the moon continues its rise at a slow crawl. Despite everything I’ve just put myself through, there’s still time for them to finish this tonight

	“Yes, I suppose you’re right,” my father says to Ondine, inhaling a deep breath and exhaling the tension in his shoulders before turning to where I still stand in front of Lia and Clay. “Go back to the palace now, Melusine, and wait for me while I take care of this.”

	Like he took care of her.

	I won’t let him hurt them the way he hurt my mother.

	I raise my right arm straight forward, holding up the hand emblazoned with my mother’s name. Blocking him.

	But I’m no match for his strength. Within seconds, he grabs me, spinning me around so my arms are pinned against his chest. “Get the ropes,” he shouts to Ondine. “You’re angry. We’ll discuss this later,” he hisses in my ear.

	Three things happen at once.

	Glass shatters and spills across the floor as Caspian uses the hard exterior of his grandmother’s copper potions case to break his way into the room. He rolls in among the shards and jumps to his feet.

	In the same instant, Clay shouts, “You need ropes?” and throws the seaweed restraints that bound him and Lia into my father’s face as she and Clay leap up.

	Lia pushes Ondine backward into the bottles of potions strewn across the coffee table. Ondine loses her balance and falls to the floor as vials clatter around her.

	“This way,” Lia says to Clay in the seconds that follow, tugging him by the wrist. They run for the back staircase.

	All that twisting in their ropes while they cowered on the floor in silence—they were working their way free! Even with the commotion, admiration fills me.

	Lia stops on the stairs and calls out, “Caspian!” Her wide eyes tell me she can’t believe he’s really here. “We need you. This way! Bring everything!”

	In the chaos, my father’s hold has loosened.

	I rip myself free just as Caspian lifts his copper case and rams it into my father’s side, sending him to the ground.

	“Come on!” Caspian shouts, holding out his hand.

	I stare down at my father, who’s already fighting his way back to his feet.

	Then I take Caspian’s hand, and we run after Clay and Lia.
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	Clay is faster than I am on land, and soon he’s passed me on the stairs.

	“Where are we going? Why aren’t we heading outside?” he shouts as he takes them two at a time.

	“There’s no way we’ll reach help before they catch us.” Not when they have magic and potions that can drug us into unconsciousness. “And we need somewhere private,” I gasp, ignoring the stitch blooming in my side as I rush upward. “Keep going. Up to the attic!” When Clay and I were spending so many hours hiding out in this house, I went scavenging up in the attic for anything useful. Unlike the front staircase, the back one leads all the way up, a detail I remembered as I looked through Clay’s eyes and saw the start of the stairs in the hallway off the kitchen.

	“You have a plan?” he asks.

	“I have a plan.” It’s a reckless, probably stupid plan, but it’s all I’ve got.

	I glance over my shoulder; I don’t see Caspian. All I can do is hope he’s following. Hope he makes it to us before Ondine and Mr. Havelock do. If he doesn’t …

	Clay reaches the attic door and holds it open for me.

	I run in, and he goes to barricade it behind us. I stop him. “Don’t!”

	“What? Why?”

	We have to leave it open for Casp, but I don’t say that because if I do, Clay will know what I’m about to try. Instead, I say, “Where’s the dagger?”

	“Huh? Oh, it’s in my boot.” He smiles, unable to stop the pride coloring his voice. “It’s the one place I figured two Mer wouldn’t think to check. When the Tribunal patted me down before making me drink the memory potion, they never checked my shoes.”

	But I’m barely listening. I’m already digging into his Doc Martens, first one, then the other, until my hand closes around the ruby-encrusted hilt.

	I draw it out.

	Blood. Blood.

	Its whispers fill my head the same as they did before.

	This time, I’ll give it blood.

	“What are you doing?” Clay asks, instinctually pulling back from the blade that almost killed him.

	With my heart still pounding and adrenaline flooding my system, I’m tempted not to answer, to start right away so I can save him and stop the ritual, consequences for myself be damned. But there’s one snag … “Your pants,” I say with frustration, like I’m cursing. “You need to take off your pants.”

	“Lia, you know that’s a sentence I definitely appreciate hearing from you, but now really isn’t the time to—”

	“You need to take them off. The denim will soak up too much of the blood.”

	“The blood?” His eyes widen and he gasps. “Lia, you can’t.”

	“I can and I have to.” Fear invades my voice and quickens my breath. “You heard what they said! They’re going to use us to split our worlds apart. All the humans will die.” My words come faster and faster. I can hear the edge of panic in them, but I can’t stop it. “All of them, Clay! Your mom, your dad, Kelsey, everyone at school, people we’ve never met. And all the animals.” I picture Barnacle and almost burst into tears. “It’ll work. The ritual. Ondine designed it, and it’ll work. But they can’t do it without us and our bond. I represent the Mer, but you, you represent the humans. Don’t you see? If you’re not human anymore, their ritual can’t work. We have to make you Mer. Right now.”

	Shouts and a bang like a body hitting hardwood erupt from down the stairs. Fighting. Is Caspian hurt? Will he get here before Mr. Havelock and Ondine reach us? I can’t wait another second to find out.

	My hands shake as I step close to Clay, fumbling for the top button of his jeans, my movements awkward since I still hold the dagger in one hand. He grabs both my wrists, halting my efforts but not pushing me away from him. Holding me. “You can’t do it without Caspian’s replenishing potions. You’ll bleed to death!”

	I shake my head. “Maybe not.” My breathing still short, pearls roll down my cheeks and clatter on the dark wood slats of the floor. “Not if Caspian makes it up here in time.”

	If it were just for Clay, just to make Clay Mer, I’d never risk it. No matter how much I love him, I’d never do this without those potions in place, ready and waiting to ensure my safety. But this isn’t just for Clay anymore. How can I not do it, when it’s the only way to save all those people?

	“I have to!” I say again, trying to pull my hands free of his grip. He holds firm. “It’s the only way to stop their ritual.”

	“I’m not letting you die. Not for anything.”

	I stare into his hazel eyes. “Not for your whole world?”

	His face tightens against the intensity roiling behind those eyes. He shakes his head. “I can’t risk you.”

	I break my hands free of his grip too fast for him to stop me. “I have to stop the ritual.”

	Like the Little Mermaid before me, I look back and forth between the dagger in my hand and the love of my life.

	“Lia, don’t do this,” Clay says, his voice somewhere between a command and a plea.

	Would I have listened to him? Neither of us will ever find out.

	Because at that moment, the door swings open.
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	We don’t have stairs in the ocean. When you don’t get legs until you’re ten years old, and you don’t set foot on a stair until you’re seventeen, the sight of a staircase sends your pulse racing. Every time.

	Stairs get easier, but never easy.

	They’re even harder when you’re running up them while being chased.

	By the time I pass the second floor, I’m ready for each new step to be the one that trips me, that sends me spiraling into Ondine’s clutches.

	She’s only a few steps behind me now, and my father will catch up to her any moment. What’s worse is that Caspian has had years more practice climbing stairs than I have, and I know that holding my hand is slowing him down, putting him in danger.

	That’s why, with Ondine closing in, I let go of Casp’s hand. “Run!” I shout.

	Then I turn back to face her.

	Ondine is having an even harder time on the stairs than I am. She’s frail from Lia’s magic-suck and her long white dress isn’t helping—but her piercing gray eyes say she’s as determined to succeed as ever. She must be pushing everything she has into maintaining her legs.

	So I push, too. I put my hands on her bony shoulders and push as hard as I can.

	She falls backward, mouth agape.

	And slams directly into my father behind her. He shouts as the two of them tumble down the stairs, hitting the second-floor landing with a bang.

	All I can do is hope I can catch up with Caspian before they recover. I turn back around to run after him.

	But he’s standing right there. He never left.

	“This’ll be faster,” he says. He bends down, and strong arms lift me over his shoulder.

	With my torso now hanging down his back, he presses my legs to his chest, holding me against him with one hand and picking the copper case back up with the other. Then he runs the rest of the way up the stairs, and from over Caspian’s shoulder, I watch my father and Ondine get smaller and smaller as we ascend.

	When we reach the top, Caspian kicks the door open and the world erupts into yells of chaos.
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	“Get in! Hurry!” Clay yells to Caspian. Casp rushes inside, Melusine dangling over his shoulder.

	But I can’t waste time thinking about his hand gripping her thighs or what her presence here might mean. As soon as my gaze lands on the copper potions case he carries, I shout, “Barricade the door!” Then, turning to Clay, I say, “Caspian’s here now.” Which means there’s nothing left to argue about. I’m going to do this. We’re going to. “Take off your jeans,” I tell Clay.

	“Huh?” Caspian asks, setting Melusine down and looking between Clay and me.

	But I don’t answer. I just wait for Clay to nod.

	“Barricade the door,” he says to Caspian.

	Then his hazel gaze meets mine, and he nods.

	I’m dimly aware of the scrape of an old dresser across the rough floorboards as Caspian and Melusine push it in front of the door. But then my world narrows to Clay.

	Clay, who toes off his boots, then undoes his jeans, the denim rustling as it skates down his legs and leaves him in a pair of blue cotton boxers. Clay, who stands before me in stark relief against the dark brown wood that covers the floor, walls, and triangular, eaved ceiling of this small attic room.

	Clay, who strides toward me, lies on the floor on his back, and looks up at me with eyes both more vulnerable and more determined than I’ve ever seen them. “Ready,” he tells me.

	I swallow and kneel, holding his gaze as I drape myself on top of him.

	I shift against him as I settle into position, and he shifts beneath me, our bodies pressed together from shoulder to ankle. His chest rises and falls with his breath. Sweet, heady breath I can taste against my lips as they hover just above his. We share the very same air, like we share everything.

	My miniskirt rides up and my bare legs skim his, skin to skin. I’m warm all over now. And growing warmer despite the fear still coursing through me.

	His hands slide up my sides until he’s holding my upper ribs in a firm grip, his fingers wrapping around, grazing the front of my siluess. Even knowing all the dangers tonight could bring, with Clay’s hands on me, I feel safe.

	Like Clay, I’m ready, too. I shift some of my weight onto my left forearm and bring my other hand up between our bodies—the hand that grips the obsidian dagger. My gaze darts down to where the black, spiny blade contrasts with the pale flesh of my thigh. I bite my lip and angle my wrist so the tip lies against just the right, carefully chosen spot.

	My eyes bore into Clay’s one last time, and then I slice across both my legs.
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	In that first instant, all I feel is the pain.

	Pain like I’ve never experienced. Pain. So much pain. Too much pain for me to even scream. But my mouth stretches open anyway as agony, white-hot with the dagger’s cursed magic, burns through my body. As Melusine promised long ago, the obsidian blade brings with it liquid fire.

	Yes, in that first instant, all I feel is the pain. Then I feel the blood.

	It pours out of me—hot and wet and horrifying—flowing forth onto Clay.

	I twist and writhe on top of him. Fear seizes his handsome features as he stares up at me. Is the color draining from my face? My head is so light, it could float right off. With the agonizing pain still searing through my veins, giving into that floaty dizziness promises relief. My eyelids grow heavy. Soon, I’ll be lost in it all.

	Clay curses, says my name, says a lot of things that sound so far away.

	Then his voice rings out clear and close, right inside my head.

	Lia, stay with me.

	The bond. So bright it gleams through the fog, through the pain. I clutch onto it with all my remaining strength.

	That’s it, Clay encourages me. Stay with me.

	I cling to our bond, drawing strength from it. Enough strength to make the dizziness recede and my thoughts grow clear again, even amid the pain. It brings me back to myself. And back to Clay.

	Because Clay is everywhere.

	He’s inside me. Inside my mind. Filling my consciousness.

	I’m here with you.

	We can do this, I tell him. We can.

	Blood still flows from my legs onto his. This is going to work.

	A jolt of shock radiates from Clay’s consciousness to mine, and he abruptly lets go of the bond, his head lolling to the side. What’s going on?

	Before I can find out, someone wrenches me off him.
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	Underwater, blood emerges in pale tendrils then disperses and dissolves, washed away quickly by the current. But up here … up here, there’s nowhere for it to disappear. No current to carry it away. It drips and pools in a sticky, sickening mess.

	I’ve never seen so much blood.

	And the smell. Without water to dilute it, the thick, metallic scent of Lia’s blood fills the small wooden room until my stomach rolls with it. Why would she—oh! If Clay’s not human anymore, then my father and Ondine can’t … She’s found the only surefire way to stop them from destroying the human world. Even if she might die pulling it off.

	So much blood. My hand moves to cover my mouth and my feet back up until my spine is pressed against the dresser that Caspian and I have used to block the door. It’s as far away as I can get.

	Unlike me, Caspian moves closer. The second the dagger pierces Lia’s skin, he makes a mad grab for his grandmother’s copper case. In two quick strides, he’s across the room and kneeling beside Lia and Clay. He opens the case and bottles clink as he finds what he needs, fast as he can. He places a small tub and a glass bottle full of sloshing, rust-colored potion on the floor in front of the case, but keeps a second, smaller bottle clutched in his hand at the ready. That must be the one he’ll need first.

	But now that he’s prepared, he waits there, his large, kneeling frame looming and tense with uncertainty, his blue eyes sparking with panic. “How long should I wait? How long should I let her bleed?”

	All I can do is shake my head, my mouth open. I don’t know.

	Lia writhes in pain, her blood covering Clay in red. I remember taunting her, so long ago, about how much pain the curse on the dagger would inflict as soon as it broke the skin. Who could’ve guessed then that she’d ever stab herself with it? Could I endure—embrace—that kind of agony for another person?

	Clay is cursing and shouting beneath her as she grows whiter and whiter, her head starting to droop. But before Caspian knows whether to spring into action, Clay falls silent and Lia’s head snaps up again, her eyes locking onto his. An intensity passes between them without words. The bond, maybe? Magic crackles around them. Is their spell worki—

	Clay’s whole body stiffens. His head falls to the side, his jaw open. He stares out at the room, unseeing. More color drains from Lia’s face, her limbs growing limp atop his as blood courses from her body.

	Caspian wrenches her off Clay and onto her back on the floor.

	“Nnn …” She tries to protest as she blinks heavy eyelids up at Caspian, but she’s weak. So weak. Something lurches in my chest. “What if it’s not enough?” she forces out before words become too much for her.

	“It’ll have to be,” Caspian tells her. He bites the cork out of the glass bottle in his hand and spits it to the floor. “If you lose any more blood you’ll die.” He pours the potion onto the wound slashed across both her thighs. The bleeding stops, and I breathe for the first time in a while.

	Caspian grabs the second potion, the one to replenish the blood she’s lost.

	I begin to shake. No—not me. The dresser! I jump forward as it shakes with magic.

	Caspian’s gaze flies up, first to the dresser, then to me as the same fear grips both of us. “Your father’s figured out how to magic his way in!”

	He’s coming.

	Wood creaks behind me as the dresser tilts forward and back, stronger than a second ago. He’s coming soon.

	I run out of the dresser’s path, farther into the no man’s land between the shaking barricade and the spot where Lia and Clay lie painted in blood.

	Caspian uncorks the second bottle. “Lia, you have to drink this. Right now.” He brings the bottle to Lia’s lips, so he can pour it down her throat.

	Three of the dresser’s drawers fly across the room. I gasp—one drawer careens toward Caspian. Its sharp corner whacks his arm before it smashes hard against the far wall.

	His arm jerks backward at the impact.

	And he drops the bottle.

	It crashes to the floor, rust-colored liquid soaking into the rough, wooden planks.

	“NO!” He runs his hands over the unfinished wood, as if he can grab the potion back. He looks up at me, his mouth opening and closing. Finally, he says, “It was the only bottle. There were at least five doses in there. I thought …” Everything he doesn’t say is written on his pained and panicked face. That this part was his responsibility. That without the replenishing potion to replace the blood she’s lost, Lia will be dead in minutes. That he’ll be the one who killed her.

	The last part’s not true, but it’s true to Caspian.

	Lia’s eyes are barely open now, her skin pasty, and covered in a thin sheen of sweat.

	I move to the copper case. Row upon row of bottles, tubs, and jars of potions and powders stare back at me. Hmm. No. Not this one. No. Definitely not this one. What about … no. I pull out one after another. I never knew my hands could move this fast. But none of these will help. I squint at potions of every color—dark bronze, blanched jade, charcoal gray, yellow and salmon and seafoam and … wait … not charcoal gray. Lighter. Iron gray. I hold the bottle up so the light from the ceiling bulb shines through the glass. Could this be … yes! Yes! The specks I’m looking for flicker in the light.

	The dresser tilts forward farther than before. It almost falls over before crashing back against the door.

	Lia moans.

	I kneel over her, between Clay’s unmoving body and her barely moving one. At the sight of me, she raises her head and tries to sit up, as if to defend herself, even now. “What are you doing?” she croaks. I hold the bottle out for her to take, pointing to her legs so she knows not to drink it.

	Lia’s eyes, frantic and turning foggy, fly to Caspian.

	He shrugs, his words coming quickly as the dresser continues to tilt forward and backward. “I’ve never seen my grandmother use that one. I don’t know what’s in it.” He turns to me. “You’re sure?”

	I nod, slow and certain. If only I could use my voice to explain.

	“It’ll work,” he says to Lia, propping her up in the crook of his arm. “Melusine’s father was a medic Below, remember? She knows this stuff.”

	Lia studies my face, but she still doesn’t take the bottle.

	We don’t have time for this. Not anymore.

	I uncork it and press it into her hand, my own eyes pleading with her to believe me. Just this once.

	With both our fingers now entwined around the small glass bottle, she brings our hands above her legs. I nod one last time, and Lia empties the vial onto her wounds.

	The potion seeps in, deep.

	With the last of her strength, Lia looks over my shoulder—and smiles.

	What’s she smiling at?
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	At the first sparkling glimpse, I think I’m hallucinating from the blood loss. But I could never imagine something this good.

	Behind Melusine, the crimson blood covering Clay’s legs begins to shimmer. A drop on his thigh turns a brilliant green. One on his calf transforms from ominous red to the rich brown of fresh-tilled soil. Then on his knee, the orange of a fall leaf. And on his toe, is that … gold?

	The next instant, he sits up, eyes open and fixed on his legs as they glimmer and transform, a tail bursting forth in dazzling earth tones, the fins tipped the same gold as my own.

	We did it, I think, and I finally let my eyes close as I pass out.
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	It figures Lia and Clay would both be useless when the dresser finally smashed to the floor and my father and Ondine burst into the room, seething.

	Lia lies unconscious and smiling like a fool. At least her wound has started to close. And Clay—they actually did it. Clay stares dumbstruck at his (admittedly gorgeous) tail. What an array of colors! But he can’t even stand. He just flops there in new fins he can’t control yet.

	It’s Caspian and me who jump to our feet in front of their prone bodies.

	The first thing my father does as he steps over the dresser’s splintered remnants is pin me with hard eyes. “Traitor.”

	That single word cuts deep, as if it’s pierced the place within me where all my tears are buried. Those same tears rush forward now, pushing to come out. But I can’t cry in front of him.

	“Filius,” Ondine says, grabbing his arm to redirect his attention. Shock makes her face hang open.

	When my father follows her gaze, his own face distorts with rage. “What did you do to yourself?” he yells at Clay. “You abomination!” He pushes me out of the way, and I hit the back wall with a thud, crumpling to the floor.

	“Melusine!” Caspian shouts.

	My father launches himself onto Clay. I raise my clunked head in time to see my father’s hands closing around Clay’s throat and new gills.

	Clay tries to push him off, but he’s losing oxygen fast. Caspian lunges past me and pulls my father off, dragging him across the small space away from Lia and Clay.

	When my father breaks free, Caspian grabs him by the shoulder and punches him in the jaw, his head snapping to the side. My father recovers quickly and pulls away, swinging his own fist hard into the soft spot just below Caspian’s ribs, making Casp’s body bow. Panic steals my breath. I move to lift myself from the floor, but my head spins, the room around me spinning with it as I fall back down.

	“Did you help them do this?” my father shouts at Caspian, his head jerking toward Clay as he rains down punches. “You’ve betrayed your own kind.”

	Ondine stands there, her attention torn between the flinging fists off to her side and the unprecedented magic of Clay’s new tail at her feet. She looks like she wants to study it. Like she’d just love to get her hands on it. She glances once more at my father, as if perhaps she should try to intervene. In her moment of indecision, Clay leans back, supporting his weight on bent forearms, and lifts his tail off the ground for the first time. In a flash of shining earth tones, it slices through the air, swiping Ondine’s fragile legs out from under her.

	By the time she hits the ground, she’s lost the last semblance of leg control that kept her from transforming, and her ice blue tail lands hard on top of Clay’s, while her torso smacks down on the wood floor next to Lia. Ondine catches sight of the rapidly healing wound across Lia’s legs and grabs at her, peering close.

	“Don’t you lay a hand on her,” Clay hisses, dragging Ondine away from Lia and toward himself. She lashes out at him, trying to get him to let go, her sharp nails aiming for his eyes.

	He may be unused to his tail, but his arms are muscled and strong. He flips her over so her back’s against his chest, then puts her in a chokehold. Okay, maybe he’s not as useless as I thought.

	Ondine’s gray eyes glaze over. Her arms and fins go slack as she passes out, leaving Clay gasping but victorious.

	Caspian isn’t so lucky. My father has him pinned to the ground now. Casp may be tall and athletic, but my father is lethal. Ready and willing and gleeful to kill. A part of me knows I should be glad my father is ignoring me in favor of someone else, so I’m not on the receiving end of all that fury, but I can’t be glad—not even a little bit. Not when it’s Caspian he’s attacking. Get up, my thoughts shout at Caspian. Fight. I’ve pulled myself to my feet now, but I stay pressed against the far wall, paralyzed, my gaze locked on Caspian and my father. How can I help one and hurt the other?

	My dad grips Caspian’s head, one hand on either side, and bashes it against the floor. Shock and pain flare across Casp’s oh-so-familiar face. No! Without even a second’s pause, my father brings Caspian’s blond head back up and bashes it again. This time, those ocean blue eyes turn from anguished to cloudy.

	No more.

	I grab one of the half-splintered dresser drawers and move behind my dad, who’s oblivious to me, too focused on his task to turn around and notice what I’m doing.

	As he lifts Caspian’s head again, I lift the drawer even higher, my arms shaking with tension. He’s about to slam Casp’s skull for a third time. I bring the heavy wood crashing down as hard as I can, and it cracks over my father’s head.
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	My father drops like an anchor at the bottom of the sea. Then the drawer drops next to him as my grip turns slack.

	“Melusine?” Caspian moans as he blinks, bringing a hand up to his head.

	His voice shakes me from shocked stupor, and I’m at his side in seconds, my hand on his cheek. My fingers tremble as they caress his face, tears burning behind my eyes. A heavy, ragged breath leaves my lungs. He’s okay. Caspian’s okay.

	He smiles weakly up at me. “Thanks.”

	I duck my head and help him sit up.

	“Uh, guys. Ropes would be good,” Clay calls out. A semi-conscious Ondine still lies sprawled on top of him, groaning incoherently. He’s loosened his chokehold so he won’t kill her, but he hasn’t let go of it, I’d bet in case she wakes up enough to start struggling and he needs to use it again. “Huh. I guess I still remember a few things from self-defense.”

	I move toward the door to get the ropes, but his voice stops me. “Mel, they gave us something earlier. Lia and me. They drugged us to keep us unconscious while they tied us up. Can you try to find that while you’re down there?”

	Clay looks straight at me, waiting for me to answer.

	I meet his gaze for the first time in what feels like forever and offer him a single nod.

	Then I’m off.

	When I return to the attic fast as I can with potion and ropes in hand, Caspian’s baritone, lowered to a murmur, reaches me. He’s giving Clay some pointers about how to call up his legs, so I wait outside the door to give them their guy moment.

	“Thanks, man,” Clay says. “I guess I’ll try all that out as soon as I don’t have an evil sorceress on top of me.”

	I come inside to see Caspian finally spreading white cream from that small tub onto Lia’s leg wounds.

	When he finishes wiping his hands, I pass him the ropes, but before I give the potion to Clay, I hold up one finger and retrieve another glass bottle I saw earlier in the copper case. I add a few drops, then make a stretching motion with my hands.

	“That’ll make it last longer?” Clay guesses.

	I nod and give him the mixture.

	“How long?” Caspian asks.

	I hold up three fingers.

	“Three hours?”

	I flatten my hand and wiggle it in the air. Approximately.

	“Good.”

	In no time, Clay has poured the potion down both Ondine’s and my father’s throats, but he can’t move around enough in his tail to tie them up, so Caspian does instead (“Really tight. No wiggle room,” Clay instructs).

	We’re all left panting, stunned, and exhausted. Well, all of us except Sleeping Beauty over there, who slept through the whole thing like a … well, like a princess.

	“Will she be okay?” Clay asks. “Her color is back and she’s breathing evenly. That means she’ll be okay, right?”

	Caspian shoots me a questioning, concerned glance as he sits down beside her. I’m the only one who knows what that second potion was.

	I nod.

	Clay sags with relief and drags himself across the floor, resting Lia’s head on the scales of his lap. He strokes her hair. “Thank you,” he says to me.

	I never thought Clay would have anything to thank me for. I wish I could explain to him that the potion Caspian dropped was an oral blood replenisher, but his grandmother also had a topical dose for emergencies, in case someone was too hurt or too far gone to drink anything. It’s no surprise Caspian never learned about that one; there’s usually no reason to use it since the other one works much faster.

	That’s why Lia still hasn’t woken up.

	But soon, she stirs, nuzzling her cheek against Clay’s tail and sighing contently.

	We all sit up straighter.

	When she blinks open her eyes, it’s to the sight of his glittering scales in a gradient of greens and browns, oranges and golds.

	She runs her hand along the length of his new tail, her mouth open and her eyes gleaming with awe. She sits up, and before either of them can say a word, their lips are busy.

	She kisses him over and over, joy radiating from the two of them. When his hands find her waist and he pulls her closer against him, a small moan escapes her lips and their kiss deepens.

	Caspian and I both look away, then at each other. He rubs a hand along the back of his blond head and gives me a small smile. I return it with a little shrug, trying to acknowledge the mutual awkwardness of being the two people in the room not currently in an end-of-the-fairytale epic lip lock. We share a silent chuckle and both pretend we don’t notice the other blushing.

	“Oh!” Clay exclaims, and I swivel to face him just in time to glimpse a flash of his legs before his tail replaces them again. “So that’s what that feels like.” He shoots Lia a stunned expression.

	I’ve got to hand it to her: that was fast.

	Lia swipes her lower lip with her thumb, looking very satisfied with herself.

	Caspian hops to his feet and shakes the dust off a blanket before handing it to Clay, who drapes it over his tail. His boxers lie in shreds on the floor from his initial transformation. His jeans still sit in a puddle where he stepped out of them earlier, but if he tries to put those on right now, they’ll probably meet the same fate as the boxers.

	“Uh, thanks,” Clay says. Then his attention slides back to Lia, and he cups her cheek with one hand. “You feeling okay?”

	“Totally fine,” she answers.

	You’re welcome, I think. Of course, Lia’s way too focused on Clay to—

	She turns around. “Melusine, thank you. For finding me that potion.”

	If my voice still worked up here, would I be able to speak right now? I look her in the eye, and nod once.
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	The moon shines down on us as we make our way toward the Foundation to get help. We rechecked the ropes and barricaded the attic door—from the outside this time—but it wasn’t safe for us to stay in that house with my dad and Ondine, just in case they woke up unexpectedly.

	The farther we get from my dad, the shorter my breathing becomes. Part of me is terrified of how he’ll look at me when he wakes up, how he’ll hate me for what I’ve done. The other part of me just hopes that he wakes up at all. What if when I cracked that drawer over his head, I …

	Keep walking. Just keep walking.

	As much as we’d all like to, we can’t run or we’d risk catching the attention of any human neighbors who might be gazing out their windows, so we walk as fast as we can while still trying to look natural. Which means, not very fast, especially since Clay is still new to leg control.

	“Are you sure you’re okay?” Lia asks him for the twelfth time. I roll my eyes, but she’s looking at him, not me, so she doesn’t notice.

	“I think you underestimate the power of being an eighteen-year-old guy.” He hits his hand twice against one thigh, as if showing his legs off. He is much older than most Mer are when we get our legs, so it probably is a lot easier for him to maintain them since he’s much more comfortable thinking about sex than a thirteen-year-old would be. He whispers the next part in her ear, but I can still hear him on the quiet, lamp-lit street: “And you underestimate the power of that dress.” His gaze roves up and down Lia’s body and she giggles, ducking her blushing face against his upper arm affectionately as they walk, all entwined with each other, fingers interlaced. She had a change of clothes in her backpack that she packed when she thought the only thing she’d be doing tonight was the spell to make Clay a Merman.

	A few specks of blood still dot the hem of Clay’s T-shirt, but nearly all of it transformed into scales. And Lia gave me a hair tie, so with my black hair pulled back in a tight bun and my coral tail replaced by legs, hopefully I’m not too conspicuous in the dark.

	I shake a tremor out of my hand. Soon, we’ll be facing Foundation authorities.

	“It’s going to be okay,” Caspian says as he walks next to me.

	I shake my head. I violated my probation. I came on land. I’m still on land. And I can’t sneak back into the ocean now because if the palace has discovered that they have my uncle in custody and not my father, they’ll be looking for me. They may already be lying in wait to arrest me.

	“You didn’t violate your probation,” Caspian says.

	I shoot him a questioning look, then nod. Yes, I did.

	“No, you didn’t,” he insists. He levels me with a serious expression. “Your father kidnapped you, do you understand? He kidnapped you just like he kidnapped Lia and Clay and brought you on land against your will.”

	That … would work! My gaze flashes to Lia. Will she tell on me? Will Clay? No matter what we just did in that attic, it would be foolish to forget even for a second that they’re the ones who testified for my imprisonment.

	Lia straightens, then says, “Sometimes our legal system … its decisions … aren’t right. Like what they did to Clay’s memories. They’d send you to prison forever if they found out you came here tonight. Even if they knew it was to help us.” She and Clay share a look, then she meets my eyes. “We won’t tell.”

	Caspian draws my focus again, talking quickly. “Say you couldn’t stand the idea of being in the palace once your father was there, so as soon as they thought he’d arrived safely from the North and you were allowed outside the palace walls, you went for a swim out in the city. That’s when your father grabbed you and brought you here, because he wanted the two of you to be together after the ritual. Then you broke free from him and helped us instead. All right?”

	It’s a good story, but there’s one glaring problem. I point backward, toward the house we’ve left, toward my father and Ondine. When my father wakes up … if my father wakes up …

	Caspian catches my meaning. “Even if they say something different, nobody will believe two dangerous, lying criminals over us.” He gestures to include Lia and Clay. “Not if we all tell the same story.”

	An image fills my mind of honest, noble Caspian lying on the stand at my trial to protect Lia; now he’s lying to protect me. Maybe I should feel guilty. I’ve gotten better at letting myself feel guilt lately. But right now, in this moment, as I stare into Caspian’s earnest face, all I feel is gratitude.

	It wells up inside me, flowing deep and rising high.

	When Caspian reaches down to hold my hand as we walk, it stops trembling.

	Lia, Clay, Caspian, and I turn a corner and face the imposing blue-green glass of the high-rise that, unbeknownst to human passersby, stretches just as many stories below ground as Above. The four of us enter the Foundation together.


Chapter Fifty 

	[image: Mer-Chapter.jpg]

	 

	Lia

	 

	 

	When we step inside, the Foundation is in an uproar. Four teams of plainclothes guards stand in group formations around the lobby as Aunt Rashell shouts instructions, holding a map with the surrounding area split into quadrants for them to search.

	Over by the alabaster dolphin statue, Caspian’s grandmother leads five other Mer, who I recognize from the Magic Department, in what looks like a complicated location spell. More guards, dripping wet, spill out of the elevator to inform her that the teams Below still haven’t found any sign of their quarry. At first, I think they mean the real Mr. Havelock, but about two seconds after we walk through the large doors of blue-green glass, a worried-looking receptionist puts down the phone and points at me. “There she is!”

	The entire room turns to face us. My aunt is in front of me in two quick strides, checking me for wounds. “I’m fine,” I say as she suspiciously eyes the still-sticky layer of white healing cream on my legs. Her eyes dart to Clay, widening as recognition registers. “He’s fine, too,” I say. “He remembers everything.”

	I squeeze his hand, hoping, hoping, hoping he can keep his leg control just a little longer. Before her questions can start, I tell her the location of Mr. Havelock and Ondine, and she sends one of the groups of guards to retrieve them. She instructs the receptionist to call my parents on my mother’s cell phone. Apparently, they’re up here already, searching the area for me themselves alongside another trained team.

	Aunt Rashell fills me in with the efficiency of someone who has professional experience handling crisis situations. “As soon as Kai interrogated Melusine’s uncle and realized he wasn’t the right Mr. Havelock, we contacted your guards at the Malibu house. When you weren’t there, your parents and Em came up here right away.”

	The receptionist reaches them and tells us they were on their way to check Clay’s house to see if maybe I’d gone there. Now they’re doubling back to the Foundation. It takes my firm insistence to Aunt Rashell—and her subsequent order—to keep the Foundation officers from cuffing Melusine and dragging her down to a cell in the depths of the building.

	Soon, though, Melusine, Caspian, Clay, and I are sitting across the table from my parents, Em, MerMatron Zayle, and Aunt Rashell in one of the private conference rooms on the building’s upper floors. I’ve never been here this late. Night splashes in through the large windows, and down below, lights twinkle against the dark sky that melts into the darker ocean.

	I give them the basic rundown of what Mr. Havelock and Ondine tried to do to us and how we escaped. Caspian interjects occasionally to specify or help answer their questions. Melusine stays quiet because she doesn’t have the option of talking, and Clay stays quiet so he can pour all his focus into keeping his legs.

	That is, until my mother says, “The one thing I still don’t understand is how Clay has his memories of Merkind back. Everyone agreed there’s no antidote to the potion the Tribunal gave him.”

	“You mean forced on him,” I can’t help but mutter.

	“It was Ondine,” Clay says. His voice comes out a little stilted with the effort of maintaining his legs. If we’re lucky, everyone on the other side of the table will think he’s just choked up with emotion. I rest what I hope looks like a comforting hand on his denim-clad leg. Some of the tension leaves his shoulders as my touch bolsters his control.

	“Ondine created a ritual to restore my memories before she disappeared,” he continues.

	He skips over the part where I played an integral role in performing that ritual. If I admit to it, MerMatron Zayle will want to know every detail, and I can’t tell her those details without revealing the existence of the siren bond to my parents and implicating the other girls from Sea Daughters Academy, which I gave them my word I’d never do. Not only would it be wrong to take away any hope they have of a second chance and a normal life now that they’re free of Ondine’s influence, but they’d for sure seek revenge by revealing my sireny to the entire kingdom, ending my parents’ reign and any hope of peace. I let Clay’s omission stand.

	“I’ve had my memories back since right before she disappeared,” he says.

	“Why would she want Clay to have his memories back?” my mother asks, half to herself. I pretend her question is rhetorical. No one else answers either. She folds her hands on the table and levels me with a gaze that says she expects the truth. “Did you know he had his memories back?”

	I nod. “I’ve been sneaking out to spend time with him since before the coronation. I stopped when Mr. Havelock escaped, but I snuck out tonight when I thought he was in custody so I could see Clay. That’s when he and Ondine got us.”

	“Well,” my dad says, “I’d say what the two of them put you through was almost punishment enough to teach you your lesson.”

	“Almost,” my mother says smoothly, as if she’s agreeing with him instead of taking the reins. “Your father and I will discuss an appropriate punishment later this week once things have calmed down, and we’ll expect to talk to you more about this once you’ve gotten some sleep.” I nod, and she sighs, glad that part’s done. “We’re so glad you’re all right,” she says to me now, looking like she wants to leap over the conference table and clutch me to her. Then she addresses all of us, “Of course, you’ll all need to give formal statements in the coming few days, but we’re relieved that—”

	“There’s more,” I say. I have to admit, the more I’ve hidden from my parents, the better at it I’ve gotten. But hiding the rest of what I did tonight won’t help them or help keep their kingdom safe. It’s time for me to be honest with them.

	“More?” My father sounds anxious.

	I look over at Clay and slowly lift my hand from his leg.

	He shuts his eyes, releases the breath he’s been holding, and finally lets his body relax.

	The ripping of denim fills the room. Damn. Those were my favorite jeans of his.

	“Tides!” My father jumps up from his chair at the sight of Clay’s tail, gleaming in the conference room’s florescent lights. Clay grabs the arms of his office chair to keep from sliding off.

	My mother gasps, deep and loud, and it’s maybe the most uncontrolled reaction I’ve ever witnessed from her. Aunt Rashell and MerMatron Zayle share equal expressions of shock, jaws hanging open.

	Em brings a hand up to her mouth. “You did it!”

	My mother blinks, then rounds on her. “You knew about this?”

	“I can explain,” I say. And I do. I explain that once Clay got his memories back, he wanted to be Mer more than anything. I explain how we figured out the dagger was the key to transforming him and how Em, Amy, the twins, and I managed to get it out legally with Em’s official permission. (This part leads to a—yes, justified—outburst from Aunt Rashell about Amy’s safety and a scolding from my mom to Em, the likes of which my perfect, obedient older sister has never received before, but perfect Em stays perfectly calm. All she says is, “We owed it to Clay.” My parents can’t argue with that.) Then I explain the hard part: the spell itself. I explain what it entailed and what I was willing to do to help Clay. That’s when my parents get quiet. Scary quiet.

	It’s MerMatron Zayle who puts the pieces together first. “So as soon as you and Mr. Ericson got away from your captors, you started the spell early to stop their ritual. If he wasn’t human, they couldn’t use him to split our worlds apart.”

	“Yes,” I confirm. “I waited until Caspian got to the attic with the healing potions, and I did what I had to.” Then I grow quiet, too.

	The silence stretches.

	“You’re lucky you’re not dead,” my mother exclaims, eyes narrowed, head shaking.

	My father comes around and kneels by my chair. He puts his hand on mine. “Seashell, you were very brave, but,” his voice breaks, “we can’t protect you from this.”

	“All we’ve ever done is tried to protect you girls,” my mother says, almost to herself but gazing back and forth between me and Em.

	My father continues, “Being royal doesn’t mean you’re not subject to the law. We all are. You cast a highly dangerous, illegal spell, and we can’t shield you from answering for that.”

	“No, I …” I clear my throat, find my voice. “No, I didn’t. I would never put everything you’ve built—the fate of our whole kingdom—in danger like that. The spell I cast wasn’t illegal.” I force myself to look them in the eye instead of staring down at my hands. “It was based on a spell that was never classified as dangerous.” Technically. Because it was never classified at all. “That makes it a Level One experiment.” My eyes dart to Caspian and Melusine, who have also sorted new spell submissions and know the guidelines. They nod. “Only Level Two and up need prior approval. Level One experiments can be cast as long as the appropriate shells have been submitted for review. And I submitted them today before I left the palace.”

	MerMatron Zayle clears her throat. Without taking her eyes off me, she says to my parents, “She’s right. That’s the current system.”

	“Which clearly needs to be revised,” my mother says in a clipped tone.

	“Yes, Your Majesty.”

	My parents stare at me like they’re seeing me for the first time. Sometimes I forget they don’t know everything I’ve been through over the past year. To them, I’m still the same kid complaining about P.E. and worrying about being late to school. As the implication of my words sets in, relief floods their faces. I won’t be facing a prison sentence. This isn’t the end of the monarchy or our family’s reputation or my life.

	My father flings his arms around me, enveloping me in a bone-crushing hug and only lets go when my mom has walked around the table to do the same. “You should never have put yourself in so much danger,” she says as she rocks me back and forth. “Promise you won’t do it again. Promise me.”

	“I promise.” I mean it. I really, really do.

	She flicks a pearl onto the carpet, then stands up straight and rights her clothes. “That just leaves the question of what to do about Clay. There’s no precedent for a former human joining our kingdom, and—”

	“Our legal system isn’t exactly known for respecting even the basic rights of humans,” Em finishes. “Whether Clay’s still human or not, the courts may still see him that way. We thought about that.”

	I jump in. “I have an idea,” I tell my parents. “I need you to call a meeting of the full council.”
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	“And so, in closing, I would like to ask the esteemed members of the orstitii,” I gesture to include everyone on the council, “to abide by the very constitution you yourselves have so recently ratified and put your names to.”

	Several sets of eyes narrow at me from where the members of the council sit in a semicircle on white marble stools that have been placed in the throne room across from where my parents sit on a raised platform in their aquamarine thrones. Em floats next to my mother in her official place as heir, and I swim below the platform, between them and the council, as I speak. Lapis and Lazuli sit off to my right with Clay and Leo, and Amy sits with her parents to my left. Their presence fortifies me as I say, “In the constitution’s own words.” Then I drag a whalebone stylus along the wide mouth of the trumpet shell nearby, already screwed on to a massive conch konklili that I cued to the appropriate section.

	A dry, bureaucratic voice intones, “All Merpeople, herein defined as anyone who can take the form of scales and skin together, are hereby bound to and protected by this document, and under the jurisdiction hereof.”

	I stop the recording and watch as realization dawns on the faces of the council. “So, you see,” I say, “it’s very simple. The constitution puts no requirement on being born Mer in order to qualify as a member of this kingdom—only on the ability to achieve both skin and the scales of a tail at once.” I gesture to Clay, who now undeniably meets that qualification. “In its wisdom, this council chose to leave the definition from the old constitution unchanged when it adopted this new version. Now all I ask in my petition is that the orstitii abides by its own wisdom.”

	The definition of what it means to be Mer was the most important information I found when I went digging in the legal section of the library. This part of the old constitution is the very one I talked to Em about in the lab that day. I asked her just to ensure that one ancient sentence was left unchanged. And she did.

	“Constitutions can be rewritten,” says one member of the council. He shoots a suspicious glance at Clay.

	Before I can answer, Em’s voice rings out, her authoritative tone cutting through the murmuring of the council as they whisper amongst themselves. “We all know how difficult it was to get this constitution ratified in the first place.” She eyes them, and a few send scathing looks in the direction of the man who mentioned another rewrite. I get the impression he was a cause for some of the delays during that ratification process. It doesn’t look like it’s won him many friends. “We also know how crucial it is that we succeeded in passing this constitution into law during a time when our people need stability more than ever.” She hits the word “stability,” so the council understands that trying to change the constitution again or making any decision that deviates from it could turn public opinion against them and create a real threat to the positions of everyone in this room.

	“And let me remind you all,” my mother says from her throne, “that many of our people have spent the last two decades living and working among human friends and colleagues. Their children grew up in human communities and went to school alongside humans. They won’t take kindly to the unfair, unlawful treatment of a former human from their own neighborhood.”

	“Especially not the one responsible for giving all of us our immortality and putting an end to the wars that took members of every single family,” my dad says, reminding everyone that, like me, Clay is considered a savior of the Mer world. There’s a reason my dad was in charge of P.R. for the Foundation when we lived Above. He understands that people love a good story. This council of career politicians knows that, too.

	My dad puts on a friendly, expectant smile as he says to them, “Surely, we all agree that welcoming Clay into our kingdom—that upholding the law and granting him full legal rights—is a reason to celebrate. Let’s get on with the vote so I can call for some refreshments, and then we can get down to the real business of planning a parade. We’ll honor Clay and announce the date of Princess Emeraldine’s wedding.” He shoots another smile at Em, then at Leo, this one as warm and genuine as can be. Then he looks at my mother. “Dear?”

	“I call this vote to a count,” my mother decrees.

	For a moment, the entire room is still as pond water. But I can hear the thoughts swimming under the surface. Some of the council members may have considered facing off with Clay and me, despite what we symbolize to the people. But with the support of not only the queen and king behind us, but also Em, who will be queen herself one day, no one wants to stake their reputation and position at court on the objection of a single citizenship case, as unprecedented as it may be.

	“All in favor of recognizing Clay Ericson as a Merman under the law with all the rights, obligations, and privileges the title entails?” my mother asks.

	Every member of the orstitii raises their fins.
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	“You did it!” Caspian scoops me up in a hug as soon as he sees me in the hallway. For the first time in a long time, his nearness doesn’t feel awkward or like something I need to be extra careful to avoid. His hug is just a hug, joyful and full of the purest friendship. “Amy told me everything,” he says as we separate. “She said you were amazing.” Since Caspian isn’t a member of the royal family, the orstitii didn’t invite him to attend the morning’s proceedings, so he’s been helping his grandmother in the Magic Department. She told him he’ll be working off the cost of every one of the potions he took from her copper case. Plus overtime. I’m going to help, too, starting tomorrow.

	I duck my head. “I’m just relieved it worked.”

	“It worked because you made it work.”

	“It felt good. Standing up to the council, having the law on my side.”

	Caspian nods. “I’m happy for both of you.” His blue eyes shine with sincerity.

	“Thanks, Casp.”

	“Oh, listen. Whenever you have time, my grandma wants to talk to you. She’s going to offer you an apprenticeship in the Magic Department.”

	“Yeah, she, um, hinted at that last night, after I turned over the dagger and detailed the spell for her again.” She said she sees potential in me, that I might even be able to take over for her as head of the department someday. “To be honest, though, I kind of feel like this was my last big spell. I did it for Clay, but,” I shrug, “I don’t want magic to be my future.”

	I don’t want to end up like Ondine, thinking I can change the world with one big, dangerous ritual or another. I’ll probably still stay in touch with my own magic, hone it so I can control it and continue using the bond with Clay, but I don’t want strengthening it to become my life’s work. I don’t think it would be good for me.

	Is that relief on Caspian’s face? Maybe he’d come to the same conclusion about me.

	I tilt my head toward a more isolated alcove and guide him over so we have more privacy. “Actually, I’ve been thinking.”

	I fall silent. Caspian waits, knowing me well enough to know I’m trying to figure out how to phrase what I’m about to say. “Amy’s so much younger than I am and she’s using her new position as a member of the royal family to really … do something that will be meaningful to people and could even shape policy to make their lives better.” The press got ahold of some of those shell responses Amy sent to glei elskee and voklell Mer expressing her support, and now Amy’s voice has been playing across the low-frequency waves for the entire populace to hear. She’s taken it in stride and even agreed to do a few interviews because she thinks hearing what she has to say might help people. “And what am I doing? Accurate or not, I’m the one Merkind perceives as a savior of our species, so I could probably have, like, a voice if I chose to. And I should choose to, shouldn’t I? I’ve been so focused on Clay and on wading my way through my own guilt over everything I’ve done, but …” I straighten my shoulders, lift my chin. “Now maybe it’s time I focused on something … bigger than Clay and me.”

	Caspian smiles at me the way he smiles at his sister Coraline when she does something to make him especially proud. “You could do that.”

	“So, I’ve been thinking that when college acceptances come in, if I get in anywhere—”

	“Which you will,” he says.

	“Well, before the academic year starts, I might change my major from Undeclared to pre-law. You know, the social sciences, something like that.” I look up at him, and when he doesn’t immediately shut down the idea by pointing out that someone who’s committed the high crime of sireny and barely avoided a few others has no place in law school, I continue, the words rushing together. “Then maybe I could take what I learn about human legal systems and bring it back here. Educate people or work for reforms or, I don’t know, maybe sit on a Tribunal one day, and make better decisions. When I’m, y’know, wiser and have … all the knowledge and better posture and—”

	He stops me from rambling. “I think you’d be great at that.”

	“You do?”

	“I do. I think you’ve proven you have an affinity for understanding the law, and it seems like you’re genuinely interested.”

	“Yeah, I think I am.” Which, hey, I’ve never felt like that about anything before, so that’s something, right? Something big. Maybe the something big I want to do. “It’s worth exploring anyway.”

	“Definitely.”

	If anyone would think I have no right to consider a legal career, it would be Caspian; he’s been harder on me about my sireny than anyone, even Em. Knowing he supports me in this makes a smile push up into my cheeks so hard, they start to hurt.

	Just when I think I might burst with the happiness of all the new possibilities today has brought, Caspian’s next question sobers me. “Do your aunt and uncle have any update on Ondine?”

	I shake my head. “Nothing yet.” When the team of guards got to the attic of that house last night, they found Mr. Havelock tied up and unconscious, just like we left him. But Ondine was nowhere to be found.

	Caspian’s grandmother speculated why. She said it had to do with the potion Melusine added to the one her relatives dosed Clay and me with. It was meant to prolong the effects of their potion, but it activates by bonding to a Mer’s magic. Ondine had almost no magic left for it to bond to, so it didn’t work. She must have woken up and managed to get out of the ropes. I hate the thought of her out there somewhere.

	Caspian puts a hand on my arm. “She was weakened. She couldn’t have gotten far. I’m sure they’ll find her soon.”

	I go to ask him if maybe Melusine knew that the potion wouldn’t work, if maybe she wanted Ondine to get away, but even I don’t really believe that. Suspecting her is more habit than anything. Instead I take a deep breath, then make myself say, “You should bring Melusine to Em and Leo’s wedding if you want to. As your plus one.”

	“I was already going to,” he says, but he keeps the words light.

	“That’s good,” I respond, and he raises an eyebrow. “Hey, I’m trying. I’m never really going to like her, y’know. But I know nothing I say is going to change how you feel about her.” Not after what she did to help us. Okay, all the things she did. Caspian is in love with her—I watched them together all last night and I’m sure of it—so my opinion isn’t going to sway him. Just like his could never sway me to leave Clay. “But, I do want you to be happy. Really I do.”

	“I know, Goldfish,” he says. Even if he already knew, hearing it from me must matter to him because happiness splashes across his features.

	“And I don’t think I can actively hate her anymore. So, progress.” My voice grows more serious as I say, “I can’t promise the same thing for Clay, though. She still sirened him, and I can’t ask him to forgive that, even for your sake.”

	“I know,” Caspian says again. “And so does she. She would never expect that from him.”

	With that cleared up, the tension dissipates, and both our gazes wander around the room.

	“Well,” I say, “as long as we avoid any double dates, I guess we should be all right.” But I can’t keep a straight face. “Tides! Can you picture it?”

	Casp and I burst out laughing.


Chapter Fifty-One 
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	“Congratulations,” I say to Clay in the middle of the crowded ballroom before taking the last sip from my covered goblet. The king decided to hold a buffet-style brunch for the orstitii and everyone else in the palace following their decision. I don’t think my presence at the brunch was appreciated much, but it was tolerated. I speak loudly so Clay will be able to hear my English even though it’s muffled underwater. But to my surprise, his answer isn’t in English.

	“Uh … thanks. It is nice for you to say that.” It’s strange talking to Clay when I haven’t in so long, and it’s even stranger when he’s talking in Mermese. “I am happiness for the future.” Storms, his Mermese is pitiful. My English was never that bad.

	“That’s pretty good,” I tell him. He brightens, his smile lighting up his whole face. What? I’ve always been a good liar.

	“It is difficult. But Caspian teachings will give me more now.”

	I smile and nod. Then decide to switch to English.

	I don’t want to risk getting closer and making him uncomfortable, so instead I swim to his other side, where the water between us is stiller and less likely to carry my words away on the current. “Are you heading out already?” He was saying goodbye to Lia’s parents and thanking them before I swam over here.

	“Yeah. I gotta get home. My mom thinks I slept over at a friend’s house last night after a party. I texted her before I got to the house yesterday and told her my phone might die and not to worry if she didn’t hear from me, but if I don’t check in soon she’s gonna freak.”

	“What do you plan to tell her about all of this?”

	“Well, for now I can lock my room at night so she won’t see my tail while I’m sleeping. I usually stay up pretty late, much later than she does. As long as I set my alarm and get up early, I can unlock it again before she wakes up.” He talks fast, no doubt relieved to be able to finally speak English after trying all day to make polite conversation in Mermese with the orstitii and members of the palace staff. “I can do that for a few more months, then Lia and I can say we’re taking a summer trip to celebrate getting back together. After that, I’ll be off at college. But, uh, I would like to tell her the truth eventually. I know I can never tell my dad, ’cause of his job and everything, but I’m much closer with my mom, so I want to tell her.” He glances over at a few of the orstitii standing by the dessert display. “Lia says we’ll need to petition for a waiver to the Secrecy Edict, so that’s a battle for another day.”

	I nod. Now what do we talk about?

	“How’s your dad?” Clay asks.

	While he and Lia spent the morning fighting for Clay’s acceptance, I spent it in the prison’s hospital facilities doing nothing. Nothing but staring at my father all stuck with tubes. “The medics say they don’t know if he’ll ever wake up.”

	“I’m sorry,” Clay says.

	“Are you? I don’t know if I am or not.” The crack of that drawer rings out in my memory. The crack I caused.

	“Look, I’m not going to pretend to know what you’re going through, but dad stuff, it can be complicated. That’s not on you.”

	“Let’s talk about something else,” I say. “Please.”

	“I, um, I read the letter you sent me.”

	Damn. I asked for it, I guess. “I meant every word.”

	Our eyes meet. “I believe you,” he says.

	It’s not “I forgive you,” but I never expected that. I sigh. I can’t stand this—the weight of all these emotions. So, I say, “Oh, by the way, you don’t have to worry about Caspian anymore.”

	“Huh?”

	“You know, when he’s around Lia. You don’t have to worry about the two of them.”

	“I know. I trust Lia.” The words are muffled by the water between us.

	“That’s sweet. But you can’t like the idea of some lovesick Merman pining after your girlfriend. What boyfriend would?” Clay doesn’t say anything, but his expression as he runs a hand through his dark hair tells me I can’t be far off. “So, you don’t have to worry about it anymore.” I smirk—an expression Clay knows well. “I plan to keep Caspian way too busy pining after me.”

	He chuckles, and the rumble of it warms something in my chest. “Glad to hear it,” he says.

	That’s about as much of a common current as I can possibly expect us to find with each other. Better end this before I find a way to screw it up. “Have a safe trip home.”

	“Thanks. Be seeing ya around, I guess.”

	With that he swims off toward Lia on his tail of autumn leaves. I suppose he will.
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	Okay, time to drown all these emotions in a piece of cake. I’ve come out to the balcony to escape all the people inside and am just about to enjoy my sugar boost in private when the amber doors creak open behind me, and the one person I most wanted to avoid swims outside.

	She’s carrying a piece of cake.

	“I guess we had the same idea,” Lia says.

	I take a large bite, so I won’t have to talk to her.

	“How is it?” she asks as she comes over to wade against the white coral railing.

	I shrug and swallow. “Could be better.”

	“Good to know. I’ll tell my sister to have a tasting in the kitchens before she picks one for her wedding.”

	Cake at a wedding? Must be some weird human thing they picked up Above. “Your sister should wear emeralds at the wedding. To match her tail. She keeps showing up in aquamarine, and I understand the royal significance, but it doesn’t suit her coloring.”

	“That’s what I said!” Lia takes a bite of cake and makes a face. Then takes another. “My mom keeps pushing the aquamarine on her.”

	Are we having what might pass for a real conversation?

	Lia must be wondering the same thing because she falls silent. We both eat our mediocre cake.

	“We couldn’t have made Clay human without you,” she finally says, gaze fixed on her plate. “Thanks for everything you did for him. And for me.”

	“I did it for Caspian,” I say, even though it’s not entirely true. “Mostly.”

	I expect her to get riled up and warn me to stay away from Casp. That’s the main reason I said it—to get us back in familiar waters. But instead she says, “You protected him. I can’t imagine how hard that was.”

	She means knocking my dad out. Putting my own father in a coma.

	Now I’m the one staring at my plate.

	“Do you, um, do you … have someone to talk to about it?” she asks.

	I nearly spit out my last bite. “Are you volunteering?”

	She reels back. “No, I … um—”

	“I’m messing with you,” I say, putting an end to her misery. It’s a new experience. “I scheduled some extra sessions with the therapist I go to for human sensitivity. The woman’s not a complete idiot, so I’m going to go two more times a week for a while to talk all this through.”

	“Good. That’s good.”

	We stare out at the view over New Meris. I don’t know how to do this with her. My plate is empty now, so I settle on a polite, “Enjoy the celebration,” then swim away from the railing to head back inside.

	I’m about to open the amber doors when Lia’s voice stops me. “Hey, Melusine?”

	I turn back over my shoulder.

	“Why didn’t you tell on me? At the trial.” Lia lowers her voice. “Why didn’t you tell everyone I sirened Clay? I never figured it out. You could have so easily.”

	“I … I guess I figured I owed it to you.” I pause. “And to Clay. After what I did to him, and to you.” She’d accept that, but saying the words out loud, I realize they’re not the whole truth. “You saving Clay’s life after I stabbed him … it’s the only reason I didn’t go on trial for murder.” An image I’ve been conjuring up since yesterday of my dad brutally killing my mom plays in my mind. I whisper, “You’re the only reason I’m not a murderer.” Like him.

	She stares at me, all out of big speeches.

	So I say, “That’s not what I want to be. I know that now.” I might not have everything figured out, but I know that. “It’s not who my mother wanted me to be.”

	My voice breaks, and I cough. That’s enough of that. I shrug and go for a more casual tone, but the words come out bitter. “Besides, it’s not like telling everyone you were a siren would have changed their minds about me anyway, so why bother?”

	Now it’s really time to leave. I look toward the doors, but Lia finds her voice again. “Some people might change their minds about you.”

	We’re face to face now, her long brown hair billowing out around us. She really does look like a princess. “You think so?” My words come out a whisper on the water.

	“I mean, I don’t think I will,” she says, although there’s something in her eyes … She shrugs. “But some people might.”
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	“I wanted to talk to you.”

	We both say the words at the same time.

	“I need to get this out,” I say at the very moment he says, “You can go first.”

	But once Caspian is swimming in front of me, waiting for me to talk, I can’t. Not here, with the stragglers who haven’t left the brunch yet eyeing us. “Come with me,” I tell him. It’s only once I’m guiding him by the wrist that I realize I don’t know where to go. A little yellow butterfly fish swims out one of the arched, amber windows.

	The windows are open again! I’d forgotten. With my father’s threat over, we’re no longer confined within the palace.

	Taking Caspian’s hand, I swim us up through the room and out the large window, then dive into the palace gardens below.

	“Great idea,” he murmurs, breathing deep.

	We’re outside! Yes, we may have been out last night, but we were both too terrified to enjoy it.

	Now, we luxuriate in the sensation of open space and free-moving current. For several moments, we do nothing but float there, with the beautiful seaflower beds laid out before us and the white coral palace sparkling in all its majesty behind.

	Eventually, Caspian’s calm voice asks, “You wanted to talk to me about something?”

	I turn to face him, so I can’t shy away any longer. “I need to apologize. What I said to you yesterday morning before you left to go help Lia …” I shake my head at the memory. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it. When I called you a fool, I was being cruel and unfair.” I was so mean to him. Tears fill my voice. “You’re not a fool, and I would never laugh at you. I don’t—”

	“Shhh,” he says, rubbing his hands up and down my arms. “I know.” He stills his hands but doesn’t drop them. “When did you find out, um, that it was your father who … who murdered your mother?” His touch is the only thing that stops me from shrinking away from those words.

	“The day before. At the academy, one of the girls said,” I shrug, not wanting to finish the sentence.

	“And you wanted to tell me yesterday morning? When we were alone in your room?”

	“How did you …” I search his face. He always figures it out. He can read me so well, it’s scary. I nod.

	“I didn’t know. I wouldn’t have left like that if I had.”

	“I didn’t tell you.” I place one hand on top of his where it still rests on my arm. “I should have, instead of saying what I said. Which you didn’t deserve.”

	He deserves so much better than me.

	But I’m not about to let anyone else have him. So I guess I’ll just have to get better.

	“Thank you for saying that,” he says. “And thank you for last night.”

	“I didn’t—”

	“You did. You stopped me from running into that house and making things worse. You went in yourself, you faced your family, you found that potion to save Lia’s life …” His eyes, as crystal blue as the water that surrounds us, bore into mine. “You saved my life.” He moves in closer. “You were incredible.”

	My mind turns hazy with him this close, his lips this close. “I was?”

	“You were.” His hand comes up, and his thumb strokes my cheek. “You did good.”

	I fight to keep my thoughts clear with his thumb stroking, stroking … “Don’t you mean ‘well’? Adverbs and adjectives work the same in Mermese as English, you know. And here I thought you were an expert at languages.”

	“I am,” he says. My entire cheek is tingling now under his touch. “I meant ‘good.’ You did so much good.” He smiles, and my gaze clings to the sight of it. The sight of his lips. He’s looking at mine, too. And then he’s not, because his eyes are closing.

	And those soft, firm lips are on mine. At last.

	I open to him, and he tastes unbelievable. Like everything I’ve ever wanted, ever needed. As familiar as the ocean and as strange and new as sunlight.

	I can’t get enough. My arms twine around his neck, pulling him closer, pressing against him.

	It’s a kiss that lasts forever and is over too soon.

	When our mouths part, we gasp and stare, separating just enough that I can study his face. Did that mean to him what I hope it did? Did it mean to him what it meant to me?

	I can’t risk him leaving now, swimming back into the palace before I have a chance to show him this thing between us, it … it could be good. It could be the best. “You wanted to tell me something?” I ask, still nearly breathless from his masterful lips, before he can think to swim out of my arms.

	“What?” he asks, and I consider the dazed expression on his handsome face a personal victory. “Oh, right. I wanted to ask you something actually.”

	“Then ask me,” I murmur, our mouths still so close that my words send ripples against his lower lip. Oooh, his lower lip. I want to—

	But he’s pulling back. Why? Did I say something wrong? Do something wrong? The water suddenly grows cold once he’s no longer wrapped around me.

	When he doesn’t leave, my pounding heart slows enough for me to realize he’s straightening his posture and presenting a hand for me to take. His other arm bends at the elbow behind his back in a formal pose. What is this?

	He nods toward his waiting hand and pushes it up a little in the water with a small smile.

	I’m not sure what he’s up to, but after a kiss like that, I’m game. Game, and a little dizzy.

	I slip my hand onto his raised, open palm. Even this little bit of skin contact makes me yearn to feel him against me again.

	His rich, low voice rolls through me in smooth waves as he says, “Melusine, would you do me the honor of accompanying me to Emeraldine and Leomaris’s wedding?”

	“Yes!” Did that high-pitched, gleeful exclamation really come from me? I didn’t know I could sound so happy.

	Caspian’s face—a face I’ve kissed—splits into a grin. He takes my hand that still rests atop his, and spins me under his arm in a little preview of a dance. Then he pulls me close, taking my other hand, too, and interlacing our fingers.

	“You said yes,” he says. “You said yes.”

	It takes me a moment to realize that in some ways, this is a first for him, too. “Yeah, well, you just better make it worth my time,” I joke, unable to stop grinning myself.

	“Right. ’Cause it’s not like you’re immortal or anything.”

	I whap him on the chest, but I won’t let go of his hand, so it looks like he’s hitting himself. “Was that sarcasm? Why, Caspian Zayle, I’m so proud.”

	He tries to shrug it off, but he’s glowing. “At the wedding, when I ask you to dance, will you dance with me this time?”

	A memory of me pushing down his outstretched hand at the coronation ball surfaces in my mind. I won’t be doing that again. “As many dances as you want,” I say. But then another memory creeps up—the one of how all those courtiers looked at me, sneering, judging, hating me for what I’d done. And they weren’t wrong. What if … “What if I can’t do this?”

	“Can’t dance? I could give you a few lessons. I—”

	“No.” I jerk back, pulling my hands out of his. “What if I can’t be the kind of person who can be with you?” I want him for myself—storms, do I want him—but what if I hurt him? What if I don’t know how to put his needs first when it’s necessary or even how to put them level with my own? “I was raised to be selfish,” I tell him. “I don’t know if I can ever not be that way. What if I never get there?”

	He reaches out slowly and takes one of my hands back in his. “From what I’ve seen so far? You can do it.”

	His blue gaze is so sure. Surer than I’ve ever felt. It holds me, safe and constant.

	He takes my other hand, just as slowly. “Besides, we’re going to take our time.”

	“We are?” I let my body float closer again, like he’s the moon drawing me toward him.

	He nods. “It wasn’t too long ago that I learned how to say, ‘I love you.’” Loving Lia taught him that, but I’m glad he doesn’t say her name right now. I want to focus on what he’s trying to tell me instead. “I know how to say it now, and I know how to … how to live it. So, the next time I say it, I want to say it to someone who’ll say it back. And who’ll be able to live it, too. It’s really okay if you’re not there yet, because I’m not quite ready to say it again.”

	Something releases in my chest as all the pressure lifts. Maybe we really can find our way in this together.

	“In the meantime,” he says, and then he takes my lips with his again. Deeper this time. So deep, his kiss is all there is. His lips and tongue. His smooth-shaven cheeks and the scent of his skin. For once, I don’t need to strategize or scheme—I can just feel, just be.

	Here.

	With him.

	If this is what I get for being good, it might just be worth it to keep trying.

	When our lips part, our chests rising and falling with our breaths again, Caspian rests his forehead against mine, and it’s maybe the most intimate touch I’ve ever experienced.

	It makes me feel safe enough to whisper, “What if it takes me too long?” Too long to learn to be the kind of person who doesn’t lash out, the kind of person who can keep him.

	With his forehead still pressed to mine, he says, “I know a thing or two about waiting. Something tells me in your case, it’ll be worth it.” A playful, covert smile dances on his lips. “Plus, you want to know a secret?”

	“What?”

	He leans in, sending cool water against the shell of my ear with his breath. “We have forever.”

	It’s such a good answer that I let him have the last word. And then I kiss him.


Chapter Fifty-Two 
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	I want to kiss him. I want to kiss him when he first glides into the throne room wearing the traditional shell strands of a lenlitli, which is sort of like a groomsman, across his chest.

	I want to kiss him when we swim arm-in-arm around the marriage circle, symbolically surrounding Em and Leo with the support of their loved ones. And I’m just about dying to kiss him when Em—the long train of her gauzy, emerald-studded beluess dancing behind her on the water—presses her lips to Leo’s at the end of the ceremony, creating a bond all their own.

	And okay, I’d be lying if I didn’t admit I’m picturing my own future wedding, just a little bit. With Clay looking so handsome, and so happy, how could I not be? But I’m also overjoyed for my sister. She deserves every drop of this bliss. The water rolls with the celebratory swishing of hundreds of fins, mine and Clay’s included, as the new couple turns to smile at the assembled Mer with the most genuine, ecstatic smiles I’ve ever seen. I catch sight of a pearl floating from my dad’s eye. My mom, too, looks deeply moved as she places two polished oysters on each of Leo’s fins. He now has ten total, to match Em, marking him as an official heir to the throne at her side. Leo does a good job of hiding his flinch with another smile. Fortunately, the eight oysters on my own tail have long since made the rim of my fins go numb, like Em’s must be. I can’t help but think how dazzling my big sister looks as we all follow the newly married couple into the ballroom.

	The hall glitters with green and topaz decorations to match the tails of the bride and groom. It’s not until after the banquet—where we feast on an assortment of the couple’s favorite foods from both Above and Below, and tides did I miss California rolls—that Em and Leo float up from their jeweled seats and address their guests.

	“We have an announcement to make,” Leo says, taking Em’s hand.

	“We wanted to wait until today to tell all of you—and the kingdom—that we’ll be welcoming a guppy!” The crowd erupts in celebration, and Em flings herself into Leo’s waiting arms. Trumpet shell horns blare at the joyous news.

	“What’s happening?” Clay asks, unfamiliar with the Mermese euphemism.

	I scoot my chair even closer to his than it already was so he’ll hear my English under the water. “I’m going to be an aunt! I’m going to be an aunt to an adorable, teeny, little future monarch.”

	Just when I thought this day couldn’t get any better! Elation for my sister and her husband (husband! So weird!) fills me to bursting. I’d never want to have kids as young as Em, just like I wouldn’t get married so young either, but I understand why she wants to. It makes sense for her to focus on her family now, before her royal duties start demanding even more of her time.

	“Whoa! It’ll have a tail when it’s born, right?” Clay asks.

	“Yeah, and then it’ll get legs when it hits puberty. By then we’ll be, like, thirty-something. And by the time that it takes the throne, we’ll be …” I multiply by 300 in my head to account for the 300-year reigns between now and then. “Over 900!”

	Clay shakes his head, speechless.

	By then, I better have really done something. Accomplished something. I’m still thinking about it as Clay and I head over to the side of the dance arena. I have an idea, one that’s been swimming laps around my brain the last few weeks, but—

	“Congratulations!” Caspian says, swimming over after Stas cuts in to his dance with Amy. He speaks slowly as he talks to me, no doubt for Clay’s benefit. “You’re going to be an aunt!”

	Clay whispers into my ear, “Sexiest aunt I’ve ever seen.”

	I hide a giggle at Clay’s words and thank Caspian. We’re trying to guess tail colors when Melusine swims up. She wears a stunning, wine-colored siluess beneath her pearl esslee. But all her jewelry is the same silver as Caspian’s tail, and I’d bet my last cowrie that was intentional.

	“Hey,” she says to us.

	“Hi,” I say. I try for a natural-looking smile.

	“Dal deet roliiga.” Clay looks mighty proud of himself. And Caspian nodding at him indulgently probably doesn’t help Clay’s whale-sized ego one bit.

	Then Casp turns to Melusine, and his entire face lights up like he’s bioluminescent. “Shall we?”

	He holds out a hand, and she slips hers into it, letting him guide her into the dance arena.

	It isn’t long before Clay and I find ourselves dancing between them and Amy and Stas in the center of the arena, under a sparkling chandelier made of the same rock crystal as my tiara.

	“I can’t believe I’m really here,” Clay whispers against my ear as we spin. “That all of this is real and I get to live in it.”

	“Some days, I can’t believe you’re real,” I whisper back. The handsome, clever human boy who changed my life, then became a Merman and changed his own. “I, um, I have a present for you. Or I will have a present. I’m having it made. Well, MerMatron Zayle is.” Wow, I need to cut back on the babbling. I pause, then say more clearly, “I asked MerMatron Zayle if she could adapt the dry spell for you using this bubble formation spell I learned at Sea Daughters. I don’t know the magic for it, but she does. She’s going to teach you how to make a giant bubble of air around yourself, so you can play guitar down here.” I wait. I’ve been planning this surprise for a while.

	“Seriously?” Clay looks at me like I just saved his first-born child, hazel eyes shining with unexpected glee. “How are you this perfect?”

	“You’re just lucky, I guess.” Then, more seriously, “You really like it?”

	“Lia, I love it!” He grabs me to him in a hug and kisses my hair. When he pulls back, he says, “And I love you.” He brings our lips together for the first time tonight, and all the desire I’ve felt for him throughout the day crests within me. I pour it into that kiss, telling him with the press of my lips how very much he means to me. Then, the second our mouths separate, I tell him the words.

	“Jun elskeen nai.” I love you.

	“Jun elskeen nai,” Clay repeats. “I can’t wait to play my guitar here. I’m so excited. Thank you.”

	“Maybe you can even put on a concert or something. I bet people would be interested in hearing it.”

	“That would be so cool! Maybe after we get back from Greece?” Clay twirls me, and I catch a glimpse of my parents chatting merrily with Caspian’s parents at the high table. I’ll miss them this summer, but I’m thrilled to finally get some much-needed alone time with Clay. Especially because, once our freshman year starts, we’ll both be at different schools, so we’ll probably only get to see each other on weekends. But I’m not complaining; I just consider myself lucky Clay insisted on staying in California.

	“Speaking of our trip,” I say, once we’re facing each other again, dancing palm-to-palm, “we should add Santorini and Crete to the list. That way we can visit both the ruins of the Palace of Knossos Above—which is way famous—and the old remnants of Atlantis Below.”

	“I’m in,” Clay says. “This trip is going to be so epic.”

	“The first of many,” I promise him.

	Over Clay’s shoulder, I spot Aunt Rashell and Uncle Kai dancing, and behind them, Lapis practically inhales Beck’s face after he brings her up from a complicated series of dips. Em and Leo finally join us all in the dance arena, and Em catches my eye, nodding toward an alcove in the back of the room where Lazuli looks mighty cozy with some Merman I don’t recognize but who has a really nice—

	“What are you looking at?” Clay asks curiously when he sees me staring off into the distance.

	“I love how happy everyone is tonight,” I say. What? It’s true. He dips me over one arm, and when I straighten I say, “There’s something I’ve been wanting to talk to you about. You know how earlier you said you couldn’t believe any of this was real?”

	“Yeah.”

	“Now that you know it’s real, how do you feel?”

	His gaze wanders the glittering ballroom for a few seconds. “Magical,” he says at last.

	“What about when you first found out? We talked a lot about how you felt about me, but what about the rest of it? When you first found out Mer existed, did you feel bad or angry or anything?”

	His eyes narrow as he tries to figure out what I’m getting at. “At first, I felt sort of lied to, but pretty soon I was just interested in learning more.”

	I nod. “That’s what I thought,” I say, half to myself.

	“Lia, what’s this about?”

	“I keep thinking about what Ondine said. About how as human technology improves, it’s only a matter of time until Merkind is discovered.”

	“I hate that she scared you,” Clay says. “Protecting Mer secrecy was Ondine’s obsession. You told me that.”

	“Yeah, but she was right. She was right that it’s only a matter of time. But … I think she was wrong about secrecy being the answer.”

	Clay tilts his head. “What do you mean?”

	“There’s a reason Ondine and Mr. Havelock’s plan required destroying the human world in order split our worlds apart and protect Mer secrecy. I don’t think our worlds are supposed to exist without each other.” They shouldn’t, but right now we’re keeping them separate. “Sooner or later, we’re going to have to accept that. All of us.”

	Clay spins me away then back in again in time to the music. “What do you mean, accept it?”

	“Right now, the kingdom’s plan is to pour all these resources into finding new ways for us to stay hidden. But that’ll just prolong the inevitable. And anyway, we shouldn’t have to hide.”

	That gleaming image that Ondine’s words painted of Merfolk out in the open has taken shape in my mind and become a living, breathing thing, just as all the times I spent sunning my tail out on the rocks of the lagoon at Sea Daughters Academy now live and breathe in my memory. That’s how life should be.

	I lock eyes with Clay. “I want to find a way for Mer to come out of hiding and live in peace with humans.”

	Voicing my plan out loud for the first time infuses it with power. It makes it so much more real than it seemed in my head. I want to help Merkind emerge into the sunlight.

	To his credit, Clay only floats there with water flowing in above his dropped jaw for a few seconds before he shakes off the shock and says, “Well, we certainly have the time.”

	“Right? That’s what I thought.” I practically squeal, my heart beating faster now and my breath starting to flutter as excitement builds. “We have buckets of time to get Mer used to the idea. And humans, too. I don’t know how we’ll do it yet, but I have a couple ideas for where we could start.” My voice picks up speed to match my thoughts, which dive and splash with possibilities. “I know having Mer see you and get to know you will be pivotal. Who better to speak on behalf of a peaceful, open alliance with humans than someone who was a human and has embraced the Mer world wholeheartedly through love instead of violence?”

	Clay puffs up at that, and I press another kiss to his lips—full of passion and power—before continuing. “And it’ll be a huge help that a whole segment of my generation grew up on land with human friends. By the time they’re grown up, Merkind will be more primed for a move like this than we ever have before. In the meantime, maybe once we get permission for you to tell your mom, the next fantasy series she writes can be about Mermaids. About how we really live, and how some of us have even lived alongside humans. She’ll sell it as fiction, obviously, but it could, y’know, help lay the groundwork for getting humans used to the idea of us. And then, I don’t know, I could use the fancy law school education I’m going to get to start figuring out how to repeal the Secrecy Edict.”

	Pure awe shines on Clay’s face. It makes me feel special. Then he leans in—quick since we’re still in the middle of the dance arena—and nips at my earlobe in a way that sends electricity jolting down to my fins. “Did I ever tell you it’s hot how ambitious you are?”

	“You know how much I like a project.” I’m aiming for jokey, but the words come out breathy instead. I use the next twirl to run my fins along his. “Especially the impossible ones.”

	“I know,” he tells me with a smile. Then he bites his lip. “You, you do like it, right? My tail? The colors and everything?”

	I squeeze the hand that’s holding mine as we dance, the music slowing from an allyjull to a romantic, sweeping allydriss. “It’s my favorite tail of all tails ever.” I meet his gaze, my other hand cupping his cheek. “It matches your eyes.”

	And wouldn’t you know it, that brings on Return of the Smirk. “I knew it,” he says. “You can’t resist me, Nautilus.”

	“And I don’t have to,” I say.

	Not anymore.

	As the music swells, Merfolk swirl all around us on their jeweled tails, decked in their finest gemstones, the ballroom sparkling in the chandelier light. Clay pulls me closer against him as we sway to the melody, his hands splayed where my skin meets my scales, my arms around his neck. He kisses me again, with all the power of our first kiss—and the kiss we shared a minute ago and all the kisses in between. I taste his lips, certain in the knowledge that I want to spend eternity kissing him.

	We fall into each other then, tails and fates intertwined, in a kiss as deep and fathomless as the sea itself.

	 

	 

	THE END


Etallee Leedis (Pronunciation Guide) for Clay 

	 

	 

	Dear Melusine,

	When you have the opportunity, would you mind reviewing this latest list of Mermese vocabulary that I plan to give Clay? I would appreciate your thoughts as well as any suggestions you may have. Thank you. I’m most looking forward to our excursion in the courtyard this evening.

	Warmest regards,

	Caspian Zayle

	 

	Caspian~

	Let’s be perfectly clear: I know you’re only asking in an attempt to involve me in helping Clay. However, as it’s a smart tactic and I appreciate such devious efforts on principle, I will indeed look over this list, provided you find some way to make it up to me. I’ll give you my notes on it tonight—plan to come to my room after the courtyard to pick them up. Clay’s pronunciation is still atrocious, so be sure to remind him to elongate double vowels, stretch out his S’s, and endow his words with a musical quality (if he’s capable). I’m sure you’ll find a nice way to say it. By the way, have I mentioned I like your penmanship?

	Melusine


For Review:

	 

	Allydriss: ALLEY(rhymes with “galley”)-DRISS(rhymes with “hiss”), noun

	- A graceful Mer dance with a calming melody and slow steps that is performed in pairs on formal occasions

	 

	Allytrill: ALLEY(as in “Don’t swim down that dark alley!”)-TRILL(rhymes with “thrill”), noun

	- A graceful Mer dance with an upbeat tempo that is performed in pairs on formal occasions

	 

	Daniss: DAHN(rhymes with “prawn”)-ISS, noun

	- A chancellor assigned control of an ocean principality by the crown

	 

	Esslee: ESS(rhymes with “mess”)-LEE, noun

	- A chain of pearls made from tears shed over a specific event to commemorate or memorialize the experience. Esslee are cherished possessions.

	 

	Glei Elskee: GLY(rhymes with “my”) ELLE(as in the name “Elle” or the letter “L”)-SKI(as in the human winter sport), noun or adjective

	- Literally translated: same-love; refers to homosexuality and homosexual relationships

	 

	Konklili: KAWN(rhymes with “dawn”)-KLEE-LEE, noun

	- A shell imbued with recorded voices that Mer can listen to by holding the shell up to the ear; a Merbook

	 

	Lenlitli: LEN(rhymes with “Mermen”)-LEET(rhymes with “fleet”)-LEE, noun

	- A male participant in a wedding chosen by the groom to offer emotional support and perform various nuptial activities; a groomsman

	 

	Nii nai sillis suzallis: NEE NY(rhymes with “my”) SILL-ISS(rhymes with “abyss”) SOO-ZAHL(rhymes with “call,” as in “the call of the ocean”)-ISS

	- Literally translated: “A pleasure to encounter you”; a traditional Mer greeting to use upon meeting someone for the first time

	 

	Olee: OH(rhymes with “row”)-LEE(rhymes with “sugar kelp tea”), noun

	- An endearing word for grandmother, similar to grandma, granny, or nana

	 

	Qokkiis: QUO(as in “status quo”)-KISS(as in what lips do at sunset), noun

	- Kitchen

	 

	Siluess: SILL-YOU-ESS(rhymes with “guess”), noun

	- A traditional chest covering worn by Mer women

	 

	Spillu: SPILL-EW(rhymes with “fish stew”), noun

	- A Mer game of skill and strategy played on a board of alternating light and dark panels that are equipped with clips to keep the game pieces from floating away

	 

	Tallimymee: TALLY(rhymes with “valley”)-MY(as in “Those are my swim trunks.”)-MAY

	- The most respectful form of thank you; usually directed at elders

	 

	Udell: U(rhymes with “woo”)-DELL, noun or adjective

	- A Merperson who has a hateful, prejudiced view of humans

	- Describing such a Merperson

	- Describing such anti-human prejudice or behavior

	 

	Viriss: VEER(as in “to veer off course”)-ISS, adjective

	- Salty; used colloquially Below to mean pleasing or appealing in much the same way the word cool is currently used in the human world

	 

	For Advancement:

	 

	Allyjull: ALLEY(rhymes with “rally,” as in “to rally support for a cause”)-JUHL(rhymes with “seagull”), noun

	- A lively Mer dance with an upbeat tempo that is performed in pairs or alone on formal occasions and can entail a series of complex movements requiring great skill

	 

	Allyqall: ALLEY(rhymes with “valley,” as in “Let’s swim down into that valley.”)-QUAHL(rhymes with “ball”), noun

	- A lively Mer dance with a jaunty tempo that is performed in pairs or groups on both formal and informal occasions

	 

	Beluess: BELL-YOU-ESS(rhymes with “yes”), noun

	- The siluess (see definition above) worn by a Mer bride to her wedding, often studded with jewels or precious stones

	 

	Besklili: BESS(rhymes with “dress”)-KLEE-LEE, noun

	- A shell imbued with recorded voices speaking a short, work-related message that Mer can listen to by holding the shell up to the ear; a memo

	 

	Bilriika: BILL-REE-KUH(as in, when Lia says, “Duh!”), noun

	- A title of respect given to warriors of the highest caliber

	 

	Dal deet roliiga: DAHL(as in “That little girl made her own kelp doll.”) DEET(rhymes with “heat”) ROH(rhymes with “rainbow”)-LEE-GAW(rhymes with “claw”)

	- Literally translated: “All the good,” short for “All the good of the new day be with you”; a traditional Mer greeting to use with someone you’ve met on a previous occasion

	 

	Frort and frortik: noun and adjective, respectively

	- Expletives that are inappropriate for polite company (Clay, you asked about these words, but they’re not ones you need to use, so I’d recommend you skip them and focus your attentions on the rest of this list.)

	 

	Gluss: GLUHSS(rhymes with “plus,” as in “I’m bringing a plus one to the wedding.”), noun

	- A writing instrument similar to a human pen or quill that is made of seagull or fish bone and dipped in ink

	 

	Illdri: ILL(as in “His gills grew sore when he was ill.”)-DREE(rhymes with “knee”), adjective

	- Unseemly, improper; most often used to describe showing legs needlessly in public, which some Mer (mostly those Below) deem inappropriate

	 

	Jun elskeen nai: JOON ELLE(as in the name “Elle” or the letter “L”)-SKEEN(rhymes with “queen”) NY(rhymes with “sigh”)

	- Literally translated: “I love you”; best said to someone only when you’re sincere and when you’re truly ready to hear their honest response

	 

	Klaniss: KLAWN(rhymes with “gone”)-ISS, adjective

	- A nuanced description that roughly translates to an anticipatory mixture of fear and excitement

	 

	Lereean: LEHR(rhymes with “care”)-EE-ON(as in “on an island”), noun

	- A position taken for the purposes of educating oneself in a specific profession through work experience; a cross between an internship and an apprenticeship

	 

	Lereeti: LEHR-EE-TEE, noun

	- Someone currently carrying out a lereean (see definition above)

	 

	Litlee: LIT(as in “The human lit a fire.”)-LEE, noun

	- Niece

	 

	Mod Elskee: MOD(rhymes with “cod”) ELLE(as in the name “Elle” or the letter “L”)-SKI(as in the human winter sport), noun or adjective

	- Literally translated: different-love; refers to heterosexuality and heterosexual relationships

	 

	Nairolell: NY(rhymes with “lobster pie”)-ROH-LELL(rhymes with “shell”)

	- Literally translated: “You have a calm nighttime”/“Calm night to you”; good night

	 

	Orstitii: OR(as in, “Would you prefer fish or shellfish?”)-STEE-TEE, noun

	- Council or parliament that works in collaboration with the ruling monarchs to govern Merkind

	 

	Palian: PAL(as in “Pals help each other learn Mermese.”)-LEE-ON(as in “on a ship”), noun

	-The most respectful word for father

	 

	Stromeela: STROHM(rhymes with “sea foam”)-EEL(as in the kind that lives in dark caves)-UH, noun

	-The anthem traditionally played at the coronation of new Mer monarchs

	 

	Varellska: VAR(rhymes with “star”)-ELLE(rhymes with “spell”)-SKUH, noun

	-Library

	 

	Voklell: VOHK(rhymes with “spoke”)-LELL(rhymes with “tell”), noun or adjective

	-Literally translated: folk, from the ancient word for Merfolk; refers to anyone who doesn’t consider themselves strictly a female Mermaid or a male Merman

	 

	Vuditi: VU(rhymes with “true”)-DEE-TEE

	-A title of respect given to scholars

	 

	Vullrin: VULL(rhymes with “bull,” as in “bullshark”)-RIN(rhymes with “fin”), noun

	- Literally translated: a weight; usually a thin slab of a translucent material, such as clear quartz or sea glass, that rests atop the opening of a chest or box to keep the objects inside from floating out when the lid is lifted
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