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And neither the angels in Heaven above

Nor the demons down under the sea

Can ever dissever my soul from the soul

Of the beautiful Annabel Lee;

… 

And so, all the night-tide, I lie down by the side

Of my darling—my darling—my life and my bride,

In her sepulchre there by the sea—

In her tomb by the sounding sea.

—“Annabel Lee,” Edgar Allen Poe
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1

DREAMING

In every dream, I drown.

I’m in the water, struggling, thrashing. Straining to reach the surface, fractured mirror shards splintering over and over into white lines that bisect the blue water and separate me from the world I know.

I push against the current with arms and legs alike. Shoving with all my might and sinking faster than ever. Inexorably down.

And then I realize I’m not alone. Someone has hold of me by the waist. An arm folded around me like a steel bar, towing me down. I scream then, terrified, and the last of my precious air vanishes upward in a stream of dancing silver bubbles.

I can’t see their face, but they are relentless. Tireless. Not like me. My legs are so heavy I can hardly kick. Raising my arm to push down at the water once more feels almost impossible. I’m still trying, even though my limbs are leaden.

The surface is nothing but the faintest hint of blue, far above me. I’m too tired now to fight any more. The light is fading, fading, and deepest midnight blue presses in, contracting my lungs. The abyss is limitless but I can feel it—holding me tight in its grasp.

It always ends the same way. I let it happen; I let it take me. In every dream I drown. I sink, still and silent, into the endless blue beneath.

And when I wake, the feeling is still there. The tightness in my chest, the clawing in my throat. I’m still drowning, just a little, even as I’m pulling in air.

I shoot upright with a gasp so loud that it’s almost a cry.

“Eppie?” Theo sounds very small in the darkness. “Are you alright?”

His voice brings me back to myself, and my hands close on the scratchy wool of my blanket. I’m here. I’m alive.

“I’m alright,” I croak in answer, as raspy as though I really had been drowning.

Dimly, I can see the shine of his eyes as he raises his head to look at me. “Was it another nightmare?”

I think about lying to spare his feelings, but what would be the point? My dramatic awakening has made it obvious exactly what is happening. “Yes,” I say. “A nightmare. Sorry if I woke you.”

There is a soft rustle as he sits up and puts his bare feet down on the cold stone. “Do you need me to hold your hand for a bit?”

His face is so earnest that I feel my heart twist inside me. When he was small and had bad dreams, I’d sit on the edge of his bed, hold his hand, and stroke his hair until he fell back asleep with a smile on his face. That he’s offering the same now touches me to my core.

“No, I’m alright, Theo,” I answer. “But you’d better get back under the covers before you freeze to death.”

He obeys, and then we are quiet for a moment. I’m still trying to slow my racing heart. Breathe deep. It was just a dream.

“I’ll always look after you, Eppie,” Theo says, his words laced with sleepiness now. Another echo, from when we first moved to Hwenfirth: a promise I made to him half a hundred times.

“I know you will.”

I listen as his breathing deepens, slow and steady as it takes on the cadence of sleep once more. I stare at the rafters above me. So dark and distant in the gloom. I wish rest would come as easily to me.

It seems like years that I lie there, awake when I don’t want to be. Waiting for dawn and counting the three beams in the pointed ceiling of our room. One, two, three. One, two, three. I try to time my breaths to Theo’s, hoping that it will lull me.

But nothing changes, and sleep doesn’t come. The threat of that dream dances at the edges of my mind, and I shudder. Perhaps it’s better to stay awake after all.
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The sound of Mama’s tuneless singing begins our day, as it always does, followed by Papa’s objections.

“Matilda, darling, please. Beneventi doesn’t deserve to have his arias butchered!”

But I can tell without seeing him that he’ll be smiling as widely as always.

Mama ignores him and sings even louder, mangling the high notes. She’s a much better flautist than she is a singer.

I take my time getting dressed, luxuriating in the little sounds of their happiness. Today is one of Papa’s good days, and I want to savor it. My hair—always too thin and too short to be either any real bother or any real beauty—soon lies in its stubby plait against my neck. My skirts hang loose against my legs, which are safely ensconced in the woollen leggings that everyone wears here, where the sea breeze bites even as summer advances.

Theo is still facing the wall, his soft breaths not quite snores. I consider waking him, but I already did that once this morning. He needs his rest. Knitted socks soundless against the stone floor, I pad into the kitchen, where my parents are still making enough of a racket it’s a miracle Theo is able to sleep through it.

Mama breaks off mid-crescendo to greet me. “Good morning, Eppie!”

Papa’s softer voice echoes her a heartbeat behind. “Eppie.”

I don’t think the word Euphemia has crossed anyone’s lips since the day the great-aunt who bestowed her clunky name on me passed from this world.

“Good morning, Papa.” Over his head, my eyes meet Mama’s. A silent question passes between us. Is everything alright?

With a little dip of her chin, she confirms what I already knew from the banter I heard through the door. Everything’s fine.

For once.

“Is Theo up yet?” she asks aloud.

Already focused on my boots by the door, I give her a quick smile in passing. “Of course not.”

“Wake him when you get back in.” She shoots me a little smile and turns back to the great stone hearth, where she is grilling a few small slices of bread into toast.

Papa glances up from the sheet music he is turning over in his hands. “Eppie, where are you going?”

“Only to the pump, Papa. Same as always.”

His eyes, pale blue as my own and three times as watery, seem to quiver behind the thick lenses of his spectacles. “Everyone’s always leaving,” he mutters, and Mama looks up sharply from her cooking.

“Now, Barnabas, darling,” she says, deliberately soft, “you know that’s not true.”

He harrumphs, turns over another leaf.

“Really, I’ll only be a minute, Papa.”

“It isn’t fair,” he mutters, sulky as two-year-old Theo once was. “You’re always rushing off.”

“Barnabas,” Mama cajoles him, and he turns to face her. “How would you like to hear me sing another of Beneventi’s arias? Maybe… hmm, I don’t know, ‘All’ombra della Luna’?”

Papa’s face is transformed again as he now fights not to laugh. “Oh, Matilda, please spare us. You play ‘All’ombra’ like an angel—but only when the flute is between you and the audience!”

And there he is, back again. Good-day Papa, not the peevish bad-day version of him, weak as a child and unable to stir out of bed. Unable to do anything but snarl and snap at us as we try our best to help him.

Relief washes through the room as Mama and I relax once more. Papa looks down at his music again, and Mama makes a little gesture with her head to beckon me over.

When she speaks, her voice is low. “I’ll be gone two days, Eppie. A concert at Monticelli’s, and then a woodwind ensemble at a private party the next night.”

“I know.” We already went over this last night. I know that on the shelf in the pantry a salmon wrapped in brown paper waits for tonight’s dinner; I know I’m not to let Theo use up the whole month’s flour supply in one of his baking experiments.

I know, as usual, that I can’t leave Papa’s side till she is back. That his every moment must be carefully managed and manicured into a shape that is palatable to him.

“Will you be alright?” The question is light enough, but there’s an edge of something in her eyes. “Do you think you can keep Theo from burning down the kitchen while I’m gone?”

Papa is still turning over the pages of the music book in front of him, but our eyes flick to him anyway. We both know full well it’s not Theo she’s really worried about.

But the memory of my brother elbow-deep in one of his sporadic attempts to cook brings a smile unbidden. Precious sugar scattered on the floor, batter matting his hair into clumps. Theo is a sweet, sensible boy, but unleash him in a kitchen and somehow he becomes chaos incarnate. I stifle another grin and shake my head. “I’ll do my best, Mama.”

“That’s all I can ask.” Her face crinkles into its habitual folds as she smiles at me. The deep indentation between her eyebrows is still present, scarred into her face by years of worry, but this morning the laughter lines show more clearly.

I think that’s all I can ask, really.

I finish lacing up my boots and slip out the door before Papa gets distracted again. Once the door is shut behind me—a layer of sturdy oak between Papa and anything that could upset him—the tension finally ebbs away. The sky is brightening overhead. Scooping up the bucket from where it waits, faithful as an old hound, I descend the three stone steps, each one big enough that I used to have to lift Theo up them. Across the cobbles of our tiny courtyard to the pump against the stone wall. I put the bucket down beneath it, rest my hand on the pump, but I don’t move it. Not yet. My eyes are directed outward, over the wall. Over the scrubby grass sloping down to the shingle, over the stones that look gray, until you peer close enough to see that they are actually every color that stone can be, and down to the ocean beyond.

The best thing about living here in Hwenfirth is this: the moment every morning that I come out of this door and walk down the three stone steps to look out at the sea for the first time.

Our rooms in Garthisle always showed the same view out both small windows: a gray city carved of gray stone, whitewashed lintels and white-painted doors. Here, the sea and the sky are like a painting, like a whole gallery. Every day, the colors are brand new—pale amber and gold, brilliant cerulean, stormy bottle-green, ominous gray or blazing red.

Today the sky is indigo, deep and mysterious. Almost the same color as Theo’s eyes, so much more decided than my own pale blue. The ocean matches it exactly, and as I watch the waves peacefully lapping the shore, only a faint shadow of my nightmare and the choking water remains.

From the small kitchen window, standing ajar to let in the morning breeze, Mama’s voice picks up the strands of music she let fall.

“All’ombra della luna ti aspetto,” and then for the second line, Papa joins her. “Amore mio, ti aspetto.”

Though Mama sings often, since his collapse Papa does not. How long has it been since I last heard them sing together? Mama’s voice is like mine. Rough, trembling. Weak. Papa has a clear tenor—nothing special, he says, but serviceable enough to provide pitch to students in the Conservatory.

“Nel buio della notte, ti aspetto.”

For Beneventi, the music was the point. The rise and fall of the notes, not the lyrics. But because of the flute solo between the third and fourth stanzas, this one is a favorite of Mama’s, and I know the words well. A lover waiting in the darkness, alone beneath the moon. Ill-suited to the deep blue morning before me, but beautiful anyway.

The notes slide through the window, winding their way across the courtyard toward me before their final flight up into the open sky above.

“Mentre le stelle si spengono, mentre il cielo trema—” Here Papa’s voice quavers and gives out, and Mama releases the final notes alone. “Aspetterò.”

The stars burn out, the sky trembles, but still the lover waits. The song seems to linger for a moment more, waiting in turn. The sky yawns above me and the sea stretches into infinity, until it too finally melts away into the sky, just like Beneventi’s lover.

When we lived in Garthisle, our rooms were always full of music. We were dripping in it. Spent every day submerged up to our necks. At the time, I hated it. Hated that I couldn’t pull the notes from my miniature violin like Papa could, that Mama’s flute would only squeak and whine for me, instead of releasing the nightingale songs it did for her. Hated that I couldn’t even sing. Even the simplest of instruments, my own voice, betrayed me like all the rest.

Now I miss the music. The silence that consumes us for days at a time is louder and more grating than the noise of my unsuccessful efforts ever was.

“I’m getting hungry, Matilda. What’s keeping the children?” The sound of Papa’s plaintive voice breaks the spell, and I bend to my work.

A minute or two of working the pump dredges up enough water to fill the bucket. I lift it with both hands and stagger back to the cottage, water sloshing cold and clear over my fingers with every step.

“Wake your brother up, dear.” Mama’s voice is brisk now. Determined not to let Papa dwell on anything that might tug him back down. “Breakfast is ready.”

There is a scuffling noise from inside our room, and I offer Mama a half-smile. “I think he’s already up.”

Theo comes tumbling out of the door, clutching the undersized violin that was once mine, his eyes alight. “I heard singing!”

I glance at Mama, who gives me a little nod. “Do you want to play for us?”

Theo swells with delight. It’s been weeks since the violin last came out of the alcove beneath his bed, and a dusty cobweb is hanging from the scroll. “I composed a new song,” he says, his eyes on Papa.

And Papa responds—his eyes flash up, bright behind the thick walls of glass. “You composed something, my boy?”

“Yes!” Theo squeaks, thrilled to be noticed. “Just like you, Father.”

Papa nods approval, and Theo trembles with excitement as he raises the instrument to his chin. The violin squawks once and we all freeze, eyes on Papa, but he is still smiling, still expectant, and Theo resumes. The tune is summery: light and dancing, like bubbles breathed out underwater. It flirts and plays, climbing higher and dipping lower, darting like a minnow, and it has all of us grinning like children.

The sound of feet tapping emanates from beneath Mama’s skirt, and she begins to move. Just a little skip to the left, then a hop forward with hands outstretched, and she catches hold of me and we begin to dance.

Theo crows with delight and plays faster. There’s a small smile on Papa’s lips, one hand tapping along on the table, the other mimicking Theo’s fingers on the neck as they draw forth the different notes. Theo’s song circles back on itself and begins for a second time. Mama spins me beneath her arm and Papa applauds us. Then Mama begins to sing again, bouncing and jaunty, matching Theo’s tune perfectly.

“Eppie is a pale-eyed girl, fresh-faced from her sleep.” She catches my eye as I duck under her arm, both of us giggling. “Eppie dances with skirts a-swirl, beneath clouds white as sheep.”

Mama’s poems don’t sell for much, not anywhere near the income we get from her participation in the orchestra in Garthisle, but I’ve always loved them. I spin away from her and drag Theo into the dance. He misses a few notes, but he’s laughing more than enough to make up for it.

“See her twist and see her whirl—oh, Eppie, hop! Eppie, leap!” Mama claps her hands, and I obey, skipping from one end of the kitchen to the other, laughter catching at my breath. “Eppie dance for your brother dear, Eppie, the pale-eyed girl.”

And then it loops back around for a third and a fourth time, all of us laughing and breathless, especially Mama, as we spin around the dining table, bumping into everything, tripping over Papa’s feet as he laughs and stamps in time.

But as we are launching into our fifth rendition, something changes—Papa’s face alters, and the light goes out of his eyes. He turns away, just slightly, and ceases clapping, and at once the lyrics skitter to a halt as Mama rushes to his side.

“Barnabas? Barnabas, darling, what is it?”

“Nothing,” he whispers, all the gaiety and the strength suddenly vanished. “Nothing at all. Only…”

“Go on, dear,” Mama encourages him.

The music stutters to a stop, Theo’s bow screeching over the strings as he finally catches up.

“The noise.” Papa’s voice is agonized. “My nerves.”

“Of course, of course, Barnabas.” Mama’s eyes flick to us, and at once the moment is over. Theo’s violin drops from his shoulder; the bow hides guiltily behind his back. “We’ve had enough music for today.”

Theo droops, and both of us gather our uneaten breakfasts and file silently from the kitchen.

“It’s alright,” I say consolingly as we sit on the steps, the stone cold and hard beneath my haunches. The ocean is gray-blue now, the same deep hue as the sky. “We’ll find time for you to play again later. Maybe down on the beach this afternoon?”

He brightens at that. “Will you meet me there after school?”

“Of course I will.” I try to make my voice sound brighter too. It rings a little false, but hopefully Theo’s keen ear is only applicable to musical notes, and not to emotion.

My own schooling ended when I was sixteen. Eight years ago now. If I had showed any musical talent, there might have been correspondence courses with someone who specialized in my favored instrument, or maybe a few years living in the city while I attended Garthisle Conservatory, where Papa once taught. Maybe even a job in an orchestra, like Mama. But I am about as musical as a teaspoon, and in a family like mine, that is where education ends. And in Hwenfirth, there are not many other options. The local girls either follow their parents into the family business, or marry and enter their husband’s trade. Neither option works for me, since my family’s trade is music, and marriage… well, it isn’t in the cards for someone like me.

Theo sighs heavily. “Sometimes I wish…”

The thought remains unfinished, but I understand exactly what he means. “Me too. But it isn’t his fault. He tries his best.”

He bows his head, lowers his eyes. “I know.”

“Come on.” I give his shoulder a little shake. Try to inject some much-needed energy into us both. “You’ll be late for school.”

With an effort, he smiles and gets to his feet. “Will you put these away for me?”

He hands me the battered old violin and its bow. The very same ones that were once Papa’s, back when he was little Barney Wester, child prodigy about to perform for the king. Back when he was Professor Barnabas Wester, the youngest emeritus scholar ever appointed at Garthisle Conservatory. Before the breakdown, before his nerves overwhelmed him and banished us from the city, trapping us here in Hwenfirth, with its clean sea air and rich briny saltwater, famously so good for the sick.

If I loved him any less, I might resent him for it.

“Of course,” I tell Theo, and I touch him gently on the cheek. “I’ll bring them this afternoon. Meet you there.”
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2

DARKLING

The basket swings empty in my hand as I climb the hill toward the village. Our cottage lies behind me, the sea rippling beyond, and on the other side of the narrow peninsula is Hwenfirth.

“Go outside for a while, Eppie,” Mama said, prying the scrubbing brush from my hand and replacing it with a few copper coins. “Get some fresh air and pick out some dinner for tomorrow.”

Take a break while you still can, she was saying, and I could see in her face that she is desperately, guiltily looking forward to stepping onto that stagecoach this evening. Mama still has what the rest of us do not: brief reprieves from the monotony that is Hwenfirth, passage back into the city where there are people and work and opportunities. My only chance is the stolen moments like these. A minute to watch the sky while I pump the water, a second to breathe while I’m walking over the hill.

I’ll need to be back to meet Theo before the church bell tolls three and then have both of us back in the house for four when Mama leaves. Well, perhaps I should encourage Theo to stay out on the beach for a while. It’ll give him a chance to play, and perhaps it will make Papa rest a little easier. He’ll be sensitive after Mama leaves, and the last thing I want to do is predetermine tomorrow as a bad day. If I can get him asleep before Theo comes back, we’ll all be happier.

The walk is slipping by faster than I want it to, and I try to center myself. To focus. I breathe in, tasting the ever-present salty tang in the air. The grass on either side of the road rustles, and the fields roll away beyond them. No hedges, no fences, not here. The occasional hump of what might have been a stone wall, once, but has been so piled over with dirt and vegetation that it’s now just another part of the field. Cattle and sheep roam freely, one farmer’s stock distinguished from another by bells and numbered tags instead of location.

I crest the hill and look down at the huddle of houses on the other side of the peninsula, at the lesser group on the far side of the estuary, the harbor thronged as always with little fishing boats. This is Hwenfirth. A little hamlet split down the middle by the River Hwen, flowing sluggish beneath the old stone bridge, slow and sleepy as the village itself.

The journey downhill is faster, of course, and far sooner than I’d like I’m past Theo’s school and onto Hwenfirth’s main—only, if I’m being honest—street.

Pick out some dinner, Mama said. We have salmon for this evening but tomorrow is a blank slate. I remember in Garthisle, when we still had Papa’s salary as well as Mama’s, that sometimes I’d come home from school to find him and Mama waiting with cakes, or pastries filled with cream, or potatoes sliced so thinly that they almost crunched in the mouth. Things they’d bought from the food stalls at the market, just for us to sample. Things that weren’t practical, or economical, or filling. Just… fun. I don’t think Theo can remember any of those occasions. He was still in swaddling clothes when we left Garthisle.

What I really want is to do something like that for him. To present him with something he’s never eaten before, to show him something out of the ordinary. But all I have in my pocket is a few pennies. Enough for another fish, which are plentiful here. Maybe a handful of greens to go with it. Not enough for an apple pie or a honeycake—words so alien to me now that they might as well be another language altogether.

I look at the fishmongers, wares arranged in their window with scales shining. A sigh slips out between my lips, and I glance over the road. The red shopfront stands out against the gray of the stone, the yellow lettering spelling out Craig’s Grocery bright and bold. And inside, a flash of a gray-green dress, topped with a cloud of fluffy red hair, the exact color of a midsummer sunset over the waves. Something twists in my chest, and before I fully know what I’m doing, I’m moving toward the door. Toward her.

Usually, I try not to think of Lucy Craig. I focus on my family, on the task at hand. On anything else. And it works, most of the time. We were only friends for a few weeks, after all. A single halcyon summer, the first year we came to Hwenfirth.

Lucy skipped up to me my very first day in the tiny village school. From the bustling classrooms of Garthisle to this drafty building containing a scant twenty-four children—less girls than boys, of course, especially those closer to my age. They had all grown up together, knew each other inside and out, and the result was that they all huddled at one end of the small schoolyard while I sat miserably at the other. Theo was still too young to attend, and I had no one.

Until one undersized girl smattered with brilliant orange freckles came darting over the no-man’s land, her halo of feathery ginger hair seeming to float behind her. I remember being fascinated by that hair. The way each individual corkscrew curl spiralled round on itself, combining with a thousand others to create a rustling, living cloud tumbling down her back.

I was still staring at her—there had been no one with hair like that in Garthisle—when she stuck a hand out, almost close enough to poke me in the nose with one of her stubby nails.

“Hi,” she said. “I’m Lucy Craig. What’s your name?”

Cautiously, I accepted the proffered hand. “Eppie Wester.”

But instead of shaking my hand as I had expected, Lucy simply clasped hold of it and yanked me to my feet. I stumbled and almost went down again, then froze like a deer cornered by the hounds, rigid as I waited to see what my fate would be.

“Well, come on, then.” Lucy set her hands on her hips. “Let’s go.”

“Go?” I echoed, staring blankly up at her. I was taller, but I was still hunched over in a crouch. Her eyes were pale cornflower-blue like mine, but instead of weak I decided hers looked fierce.

She gave an impatient little sigh. “Don’t they play king-by-your-leave where you come from?”

And just like that, this terrifying girl morphed from an attacker into an ally. I smiled in sheer relief and stood up straighter. “They do.”

And she snatched up my hand again and towed me away. The rest of the summer was like that. Lucy Craig wasn’t slow and dreamy, wasn’t given to maudlin fits of abstraction about her lack of musical talent. Lucy Craig was as self-assured and fiery as her hair. With the will to lead and an imagination that could take us anywhere.

She guided me down one winding country lane after another, down rocky slopes to secret coves, down narrow forest paths where the trees reached out from either side to embrace overhead.

We were brigands that summer. Highwaymen and monsters, princesses and elvish minstrels. Lucy didn’t care that my fingers stumbled over violin chords and that my voice was too weak to hold a tune. Lucy only cared that I could run fast enough to keep up with her, that I could see the worlds she described to me.

“Today we’re going to play King Arthur,” she said sternly.

Papa, sitting sedately in his new invalid’s chair, was our sovereign. He delivered the lines Lucy gave him in a hesitant whisper, amazing her with his lack of a Hwenfirth accent.

“Just like a real king,” she whispered to me. “Though he is a bit too old to be Arthur, really.”

I just nodded, not wanting to interrupt him. Only two months since his collapse, and I was already learning how fine the line between his good days and his bad days could be.

Having received our quest from King Arthur, we clattered down the slope to the beach. The wind tossed our hair as we ran: mine fine and thin, too sandy to even be called brown, and hers like fire as it crackled and moved.

The game lasted the whole afternoon. Lucy’s sky-blue eyes were alight as she shaped the scene and brought it to life for us both. She was Queen Guinevere, trapped in a tower by the wicked Morgana, with only her wits to rely on. I was Sir Lancelot, battling his way bravely through endless forest and perilous mountains to reach her. We alternated between scenes; I was Morgana when I needed to be, hunched and sinister, and Lucy hissed and arched her back as the monstrous Cath Paluc.

It was sunset by the time Guinevere finally trapped Morgana in her own dungeon and emerged trembling onto the mountaintop to find her knight staggering up to meet her, wounded terribly in the battle with Morgana’s beast, his steed slain. The ocean lapped at the shores of our mountain plateau, reflecting the fading orange light in a splintered mosaic.

“Lancelot!” Lucy cried, and sprinted across the beach into my arms.

I caught her, feeling the weight of her, the feather-light touch of her curls against my cheek as she wept into my neck.

“It was terrible,” she sobbed, and I tightened the arm around her shoulders. The sun caught the edges of her hair, limning her in pure gold.

“It’s alright now, Your Majesty,” I promised her. “I’m here, and I’ll take you home to Camelot.”

“To Camelot!” Her voice dripping with scorn, she broke away from me. Instinctively I caught at her skirts and she stopped, hovering at the boundary of my embrace. “You’re so loyal, Sir Lancelot. So loyal to my husband.”

“And to you, my queen.”

She turned her face aside. “My loyal knight. So good, so true. So blind.”

My breath caught in my throat. “Not blind, Your Majesty. Guinevere.”

Her eyes flashed fire as she swung back to face me. “Lancelot, are you—?”

“I feel it too,” I choked out, years of longing flowing out of me with the words. Years of watching from afar. Of wanting yet never able to have.

The wind made her dress billow, the skirt of it tangling with my own as her hair floated like liquid flame in the dying light.

“I love you,” she whispered, a woman broken. Cursed by the same desperate desires as me.

She loved me. She was here and she was perfect and she loved me. Hers was the hand that had pulled me from my isolation into the raw sunlight of her presence. Hers was the voice that filled my hours, both waking and sleeping.

Hers was the only music that mattered.

The impulse rose in me, too powerful to be resisted. What else could I do? She was Guinevere, queen of the world, and I was only her poor faithful Lancelot.

I kissed her. I leaned forward and I kissed Lucy Craig right there on the beach, with my heart hammering in my ears and my hands in her beautiful ruby-bright hair.

It lasted forever. The taste of her lips, the scent of her skin. It lasted forever, but there was only a second before she knocked my hands away and shoved me in the chest. My eyes had slipped shut—unprepared, I staggered back and landed with bruising force among the stones.

I cowered there and stared up at her. Guinevere dropped away like a discarded cloak as Lucy stared down at me, fists balled at her sides, her ribcage heaving. Her hair danced like a candleflame in the wind rolling off the sea.

“What,” she snarled, “was that?”

My heart constricted as the floor fell out from beneath me. Oh no. “Lucy, I—”

“You’re a freak,” she hissed. “We were playing.”

“I was—acting,” I stammered, my voice too high. “Lucy, you were Guinevere, and I was Lancelot—it was part of the game. I-I’m sorry!”

For one endless moment she glared down at me. I had never seen such hatred on her face. Not when she was the heretic witch Jeanne d’Arc and I was Bishop Cauchon, attempting to bring her to justice. Not on the one occasion when I was Robin Hood and she had taken my usual role as the Sheriff of Nottingham. Not ever.

And then she turned away from me. Lucy—my best friend, my only friend—stalked away, pebbles clattering in her wake. Left me exactly where she had found me two months before, huddled on the floor, hoping for rescue.

“Lucy!” I called. “Lucy, it was an accident! It wasn’t—it wasn’t real!”

She kept walking, and my voice rose into a howl.

“Lucy!”

The sun slipped below the horizon and dusk crowded in, freezing the ocean black. Her hair shimmered and dwindled into the distance, the last embers of a dying fire. I had never felt so cold.

Just like that, Lucy was gone. And I only had to wait three hours, stewing in the bottomless pit of my own misery and guilt, before there was a knock at the door.

“Who is it?” Papa asked waspishly. “It’s late. My nerves can’t—”

“Of course not, darling,” Mama soothed. “I’ll only be a minute.”

I hid in Theo’s bed, huddled behind his small sleeping form. Still able to hear every word.

“Father Rafferty?” Mama’s tone shifted to surprise. “What brings you out here so late?”

“I’m sorry for the hour, Mistress Wester.” He sounded uncomfortable, and dread twisted deep in my belly as I realized what he would say next. “Widow Craig’s just been by the vicarage, and she’s told me something I think I need to discuss with you.”

“Who is it, Matilda?” Papa demanded. “Tell them I need my rest.”

“Perhaps we’d better talk outside?” suggested Father Rafferty, and the latch of the front door clicked back into place behind them.

After that day my remaining years at the school were passed in perfect isolation. Lucy Craig never spoke to me again, and there were enough looks and whispers to make it clear that everyone else knew exactly what I had done.

I only wished for death for the first few weeks. After that I limited myself to wishing that the earth would open up and swallow me every time Lucy walked into the classroom.

But that terrible afternoon was a decade ago. Surely the memory has faded from everyone’s minds, if not from my own. Surely Lucy has at least forgotten, if not forgiven. Surely I can go into Craig’s Grocery without the need of Mama or Theo as a buffer.

My mouth still feels dry as a bone as I walk inside. The little bell over the door jingles merrily, as though all is well with the world. Lucy’s back is to me. She’s halfway up a ladder, stowing something away on one of the many shelves that stretch from floor to ceiling on every wall of Craig’s.

“Well met,” she calls. “I’ll be with you in a moment.”

She has twisted round enough to face me, and for a second I can almost fool myself into thinking no time at all has passed. That she’s still the same as she was that summer, freckles scattered over her milky skin like stars across the night sky. Hair like an inferno, barely contained by the scarf she uses to bind it back. I am fourteen years old again: in a second she’ll give me a perfunctory good morning, Eppie and then tell me who we’re going to be today.

But then recognition sparks in her eyes, and the open expression on her face snaps shut like a book. Not forgotten, then. Too late now to wish I hadn’t come; the only choice is to brazen it out.

“Hello,” I say in a tone of false, brittle brightness. “Miss Craig.”

“Miss Wester,” she answers, cold as winter. “What can I get for you?”

An icy finger of dread trails down my spine. Ah. I didn’t get quite that far when I was planning this.

“Some… some bread?” I say weakly.

She eyes me narrowly, then her gaze flicks to the small pyramid of bread on the counter. Different shapes and colors leer back at me, and as her lip begins to curl I feel sweat break out on my forehead. God above, she thinks I only came in to see her!

The cold fear of that thought is followed almost immediately by a rush of anger. It was years ago. We were only even friends for a few weeks! If she’s still angry, the problem lies with her, not with me.

I finally manage a decision. “The seedy kind, please. And some marchpane.”

I can’t get past the almond-gravel texture myself, but Theo has always loved it. Mama sometimes manages to sneak a crumb or two away from the feasts and parties she performs at, and Theo savors them like manna from heaven.

“Of course.”

With one hand she snags a loaf from the pyramid; with the other she produces a coarse linen cloth. Her movements are quick and deft, and in less than a heartbeat the bread is wrapped and shoved across the counter toward me. A glass jar clinks, and two pink sticks of rosewater marchpane slap down on top of it. My brief flash of courage is ebbing, and I try not to wince at the sound. I’ve been in here enough times with Mama to know that Lucy usually laughs with her customers, turning the full force of that electrifying smile on everyone in her orbit. Never at me, though.

“Tuppence and half,” she says, hand out. Adds, after a pause just long enough to be disrespectful, “Miss Wester.”

With a sigh, I drop the coins into her hand. “Thank you.”

She doesn’t thank me for my custom. Doesn’t tell me to come again. Just stands in stony silence as I gather my purchases and flee. The bell tinkles just as cheerily on my way out as it did on my way in.

I stand for a second or two outside the door, almost stunned by the bustle of the street after the frozen civility of the shop. Lucy always was a master of her craft—she should be an actress, not a shopkeeper. She can make her audience feel anything she wants. And right now I feel small and wrong and alone, exactly as she wanted me to. A seagull floating by itself in the middle of an empty ocean.

My eyes are suddenly prickling. Are people looking at me? Did they see?

A quick glance around me reveals only people intent on their own business, trading and selling their wares, hurrying down the street, arms laden with parcels like the ones in my arms. No one is watching me, but I can’t shake the feeling that they know. They know what I did, all those years ago. They know who I am, why I’m different, and they… they will never, ever forgive me.

Hwenfirth is beautiful, but sometimes I long for the anonymous crowds of Garthisle so much that it’s like a physical pain. It was difficult to be mute there among the music that formed my parents’ world—but maybe it would have been better than this.

I glance back over my shoulder, see Lucy watching me through the window with narrow eyes, and my feet start moving without me giving the command to do so. I need to get out of here.

More than that, I need to go home. I need the silence of the pebbledash beach and the cold of the stones beneath my hands. I need to sit and let the waves wash over my bare feet until I can’t feel them anymore, while the clouds roll uncaring across the vast open sky above.

I clutch the bread with both hands and begin to run.
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Transferring Theo’s violin and bow to one hand, I pull the door shut. Papa’s voice carries through the closing gap—don’t slam it, Eppie—and then mercifully, he too is banished.

Two hours. Two fleeting hours of solitude, before Theo will be home and I will need to drag myself back to real life and be a functioning sister again. Three before Mama leaves for the city and I need to be daughter and sister and caretaker all in one.

My steps are heavy as I cross the courtyard, tilting my head back to see the heavens arching wide and infinite overhead. The sky has faded to pale gray, a dull color compared to the splendor I know it is capable of, but today I appreciate the peace it offers. Simple. Quiet. And so much bigger than I am. Somehow that always comforts me. My problems feel very small when I look up at the sky over the ocean.

Face still turned skyward, I descend the steps, relying on muscle memory until I feel the crunch of rocks under my boots. The terrain of the beach changes every time the tide comes in, and my footing will be too uncertain to look up any longer.

Almost reluctantly, I return my gaze to the earth—and stumble to a halt.

There in the shallows, where the water meets the shore, is something deeply and profoundly wrong. Theo’s violin drops from my hands and lands on the stones with a clatter.

“My god.”

My first thought, when I see her there, is Lucy. As though Lucy could have somehow slipped past me on the way down to the shore, run ahead, and thrown herself face down into the waves, where they now wash over her, chilling her to the bone, tossing her beautiful red hair to and fro like seaweed.

But that’s impossible. How could it be Lucy? She’s safely in the town, ensconced in her mother’s shop and her own disdain for me.

But there is a girl lying there, in the shallow waves. The water sloshes over her skin, her long tangled hair, such a strange shade of red. Brighter even than Lucy’s. Almost too bright. Glowing like the sun is caught in it despite the stormy sky. She’s naked—I can see her dark skin, much darker than Lucy’s—and she’s face down in the water.

“Are you alright?” I call. “Miss! Are you—are you awake?”

She does not stir, and I hoist my skirts into one hand and begin to run. Another wave washes in, not even a large one, but the way it crashes down on her defenseless head, shaking her body with its violence, and she lies so still, it makes me feel sick. How do I help her? How do I wake her? What am I going to do, if she’s… if she’s dead?

The beach seems endless as I sprint across it. My feet slip and slide in the shingle, and when my ankle gives way I only narrowly avoid collapsing completely. And I see the waves hammer down on her again and again, rocking her prone form with every blow. My breath is sawing in my chest. Ragged and rough. It feels like a nightmare, running toward her yet never within reach.

And finally I am by her side, wading into the rolling surf up to my knees, reaching for her. “Can you hear me?” I plead, trying to roll her over. “You need to wake up!”

She is much heavier than she looks, and I am struggling to turn her. It’s her dress, torn and tangled, some sort of floaty red material that billows in the water around her. I have to roll her now; she’ll drown if I don’t.

“Please,” I gasp, though whether I’m speaking to her or to some higher power, I don’t know.

The waves are dragging at both of us, at our clothes, at our hair. Hers is so long, down past her waist, and it floats on the water to spread like a web over everything, half-concealing her from me. I claw at her arm, at her shoulder, jerking back when my hand brushes the soft area between her hip and her ribcage and three great wide gashes flare open all at once. She’s wounded—stabbed? I need to get her out of the sea.

I realize then just how much I want to save this girl. If I rescue her, if I can be the hero for once in my life… then maybe everyone will see that I’m not just the story Lucy tells. I’m more than that.

She’s too heavy—her naked skin too slick with water to provide purchase enough to get her free of the water’s clutches. Forget pulling her ashore. Just turn her head. Let her breathe. Surely that will be enough.

With both hands, I reach for her neck. Feel my way past more gaping red wounds there, glimpsed between strange thick cords of hair. Find her jaw, finely chiseled beneath the soft, slippery skin. And then I wrench her face toward me, heaving just this one part of her out of the water. I hold her there, panting, the waves dragging at my legs, sucking the pebbles out from beneath my feet.

She’s younger than I expected. Not much older than I am. Her eyes are closed, and there’s… my heart sinks as I realize there’s no movement of her nostrils, no opening of her lips. I’m too late. I’ve waded into the ocean to rescue a girl who was already dead.

No. I’m not giving up; I give her a little shake, just in case. “Can you hear me?”

Her hair twists and turns with the motion of the waves. Now that I am this close I can see that her hair really is… wrong, somehow. I think of Lucy’s hair as fiery, but this girl has hair so red that it looks seconds from bursting into flame. And the strands of it… they’re too thick. Too fleshy. And then even as I stare, it moves. The hair shivers like a living thing, the long tendrils of it rattling against one another.

With a strange sense of dread, I reach out to touch it with my upper hand, the one not supporting her head. I want to feel one of those strangely waxy-looking things sprouting from her scalp, each of them as thick as my little finger—but just as I am about to make contact, they shy away from me. Her hair skitters away from my hand like a nest of snakes. I snatch my hand back, and the hair returns to its previous position, but it’s too late—I have already seen what it was concealing.

On her back is more of the same filmy red fabric that floats in the water around her, the thing I took for the remnants of a dress. Only now that I see it above the water, there is no mistaking it for fabric. It’s membranous, held up by five thin spikes that protrude from the flesh of her back. It’s… it’s… 

A fin.

A horrible noise begins, seemingly appearing from nowhere. A faint, high keening. Like a parody of the notes my mother’s flute can produce.

I reel away from her, staring at the diaphanous red in the water around her with new eyes. Two great folds coming from her hips, two more from her knees—and a great splash of it where her feet would be, like blood on the water. Fins, all the same. Something that would fit better on one of the legendary catches the fishermen sometimes describe to each other than on an unconscious girl.

I wait for a heartbeat, for the lull between waves, and when the foam clears I see her clearly at last. I see the scales, red as her fins. The monstrous thing that takes the place of her limbs. I see her tail.

In mute horror, I watch transfixed. The thready humming climbs a little higher, and then with the swiftness of a predator, her eyes snap open.

They are red as roses. Red as blood.

Every dormant instinct I didn’t know I possessed screams into life at once. Danger, danger! This girl is something wrong, and I am entirely too close. I lurch backward, away from those hunter’s eyes, but suddenly she is up on her elbows, on her hands, and she flips that giant tail and surges toward me through the surf like a shark smelling blood.

One long-fingered hand flashes out, and then those sharp talons close on my wrist so tightly that I cry out in pain. Are those claws? The color of bone and wickedly sharp, I can feel them cutting into my skin. Wrenching at her fingers, I try to run—but I am hampered by my wet skirts and even as I try to flee she is pulling herself toward me. Using me as leverage, she hauls herself up my body and hooks her free arm around my waist. Her weight brings me to my knees, sobbing as the stones cut into my flesh.

Then she smiles at me, and her mouth is full of sharp white teeth, row upon row of them like a shark.

Finally, finally, the terror stutters just long enough that it occurs to me to scream. I suck in a breath and open my mouth, but her hand flashes from my wrist to my mouth almost quicker than I can register, and my cry is stifled.

“No,” I cry out, the words lost beneath her hand, her claws digging into my cheek. “No, no.”

She looks into my eyes, her hair flexing and rising around her like some terrible inhuman halo, her tail curling and coiling in the water around us, and she opens her mouth and rattles off a series of clicks and whistles. I stare at her, aghast—this cannot be real—and she flashes another of those bone-chilling smiles, all teeth and dead red eyes devoid of feeling. The wounds in her neck flap open and closed again, raw pink flesh inside the tawny-brown skin. Not wounds, I realize. Gills. Then the dissonant humming begins again, and her hands tighten on my hip and on my face. Pain flares white-hot in my jaw and I think she might legitimately crush my skull with her hand.

“Please,” I try to say. Nothing comes out.

Then she stirs that gigantic tail, and my knees leave the stones with sudden and terrifying effect. We are moving—out to sea, away from the shore, away from Theo’s violin lying abandoned on the stones and the cottage beyond. I try once more to scream. This cannot be real. This cannot be happening. I wanted to help someone, and instead there is a creature swum straight out of myth trying to kidnap me.

Let me go, I mouth against her hand, and then when she doesn’t slow, I try to bite her. I get a mouthful of strangely rubbery skin, but she doesn’t react in the slightest. Like she doesn’t feel anything at all.

My hands wrenching uselessly at her arm, I can do nothing but stare up into her terrifying red eyes and that mirthless shark-tooth grin.

The beach is dwindling rapidly now—home—is Mama looking out the window? Has she seen? The water is so cold. We must be well out of my depth. I never let Theo swim farther out than where he can touch the floor: too many stories of riptides and undercurrents. But if she let me go now, I could make it back. I’m sure I could.

She interrupts her horrible little melody to click meaninglessly at me again, and I increase my thrashing, kicking her with as much force I can manage.

I was trying to help you!

She clicks once more, and I see a second set of clear eyelids slide into place over her eyes. Oh, God. Certainty suddenly seizes me—she’s going to dive. And while she is certainly equipped to survive that, I am not. Once we go down, I won’t be coming back up.

I redouble my efforts, struggling wildly, blind with terror. Let me go let me go let me go. She makes a noise in her throat, blinks those clear eyelids again, and right in the space between blinks I jab two fingers right into her disgusting red eyes.

It’s the first thing I’ve tried that has produced any sort of response. She squeals like an animal and rears back, releasing the hand she has over my mouth to clap it defensively over her eyes instead. Immediately, I let loose the loudest and longest scream I am capable of. It rips through my throat and rings out over the desolate ocean—only to be cut short when she snarls and grabs for my face again.

This time I’m expecting it and I hurl myself forward, bending double at the waist where she still holds me. I suck in another breath and scream again. Please, Mama, please be listening!

Another bubbling snarl from her while she wrestles to reach my mouth and silence me. But while her tail is longer than my entire body, her torso is human enough, and she can’t hold me and reach my head while I’m contorting myself like this. I anticipate that she’s going to end it by diving, and I’m trying to ready myself to end the scream with enough time to suck in one last lungful of air—

But then she opens her fanged mouth wider than I would have believed possible and releases a scream of her own directly into my ear.

And hers is nothing like mine. The sound pierces my skull like a blade, slicing through my every thought with a clean, deadly precision. It burns. I am deafened. My vision flares white for one awful moment. I am utterly immobilized, and she yanks me downward.

The waves close over my head, and as I open my mouth to scream one last time, no sound escapes—only a string of silvery gilded bubbles, dancing up and away toward the receding light.
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DROWNING

Her arm is an iron bar around my waist. Fastening me tight against her, unable to flee. She is monstrously strong, a thousand times stronger than me. I am clawing at her with everything I have—her skin, her eyes, her terrible living hair—and she does not seem to feel a thing. I can kick and fight until I’m blue in the face, until I die, and she will neither notice nor care.

She just keeps her red eyes fixed on the abyss beneath, bearing us inescapably down.

My mind keeps frantically, futilely scrolling through options. Even though rationally I know that all my options are already gone. The surface is a dwindling aquamarine speck above me, and all around us is fathomless black. If Mama heard my screams, if Theo finds his violin abandoned on the shore, they might—what? What could they do? What can anyone do for me now, even if by some miracle they could deduce what has happened?

My lungs are burning, and I am beginning to flounder. Blindly, I grope over my shoulder, reaching for her eyes again. The one weak spot she revealed in our struggle above. Effortlessly, she evades me, and I feel the undulating motion of her body redouble.

The pressure of the water in my ears is agony. I wonder if my eardrums will burst, I think, in a strange little voice that sounds distant even inside my own head. What an ironic twist it would be. The musicians’ daughter, tone-deaf and now deaf in truth. I’ll never hear Theo play again.

And it is that image, the memory of Theo laughing and playing furiously as he danced around the table, that is what hurts me the most. Theo. He won’t understand why I’m not there. He’ll wait for me. He’ll wait until it gets dark, and then he’ll walk slowly back to the house. Pebbles crunching under his feet and the bow banging listlessly against his leg. He’ll open the door, and Papa will snarl at him, angry at being alone since Mama left for the inn and the coach. And there will be no one to intercede. Theo’s shoulders will hunch, sharp and fragile as sparrow-wings beneath the thin cloth of his shirt, and he will duck his head and try to bear it. Just as I have always done. Just as I never wanted him to do.

My lungs constrict, so empty, and my throat convulses in an airless sob as I’m dragged forcibly back to the present. For the first time, the water is past my teeth. So icy that it’s a knife in my trachea. I am weeping for Theo and for myself as well, and every attempt to gasp for air draws in another lungful of freezing water.

Everything narrows to this. The agony in my chest. The straining in the muscles of my throat and my chest. A fruitless effort. The surface is a distant memory; my life before is gone. There is only this, the terrible unending present, stretching into future and past alike, a nightmarish infinity.

I am drowning, I realize, with that same detached horror. So distant that it doesn’t feel like my own at all. I am drowning. All those dreams… reality has finally caught up.

It seems somehow anticlimactic. All my turmoil, my despair over my future and my past. Our collective sacrifice for Papa. The tears spilling silently into a dampened pillow, trying not to wake Theo as I wept for Lucy Craig. Ultimately all of it was meaningless. There is only this. A monster from a fairytale, come to take me.

And for what? She came to the surface—which from the gills on her neck and ribs I know she doesn’t need—she played dead, and she caught me. Why? Why go to so much effort just to watch me drown?

It all feels so stupid. So small. If I had any air left, I’d laugh.

Black is pressing in on me now. Against my eyeballs, my ears, my skull. The sea is taking me. I think I’ve come to the end, and I’m too tired to care. At least it will be over.

The immovable grasp around my waist finally shifts. I feel her hands on my hips, clawed fingers knotting in my skirts. She turns me, and blearily, I open my eyes, despite the stabbing pain that lances into my head.

She is… glowing. Her hair, her eyes, even her fins. She’s alight, a luminescence as soft and subtle as lantern-light. By her light I can see as she leans up to me, drawing my face down to hers. Like a lover preparing to kiss me. Then her lips part, revealing those teeth once more. Here it is, a voice whispers in the recesses of my mind. It will be eating, after all.

But instead of biting down, she reaches into her mouth and draws forth an object. It’s blurry and indistinct… everything is fading, and I am losing my grip… she twists it and petals open wide. She takes hold of my face again and pries open my mouth. There’s nothing left in me to register the pain, but when the plant unspools long shining tendrils that reach through the water toward me, I react. A spasmodic little jerk, barely anything at all. Certainly nothing that could inconvenience her. But she reacts with anger: fisting her hand in my hair, forcing my jaw wider, shoving the plant’s terrifying roots, as mobile as her hair, straight down my throat. I feel it, I feel it in there, moving inside me. Down my gullet and into my windpipe and beyond.

Air rushes into me, sweet and unreal as magic, and the plant’s petals unfurl over my cheeks, welding it in place.

My wits return with the air, and the relief evaporates. With terror purer than anything I’ve ever felt before, I realize she is not done with me. She did not bring me here to drown.

My mouth stretching wide behind the mask of the plant, I begin to scream again.

The mermaid’s face twists in anger, and she unleashes another shriek of her own. It cannons through the water toward me and hits me like a physical force. My vision flares and I clamp my eyes shut, but I don’t stop thrashing. Clawing at the plant that even now is still growing, taking root inside me and sending out new shoots over my neck, my shoulders. It’s keeping me alive, forcing air into my bloodstream, but for what? I almost think I would prefer to drown than—

The mermaid raises her hand from the flower to strike me in the temple. And then, at last, everything goes mercifully dark.
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A flash of color against the dark of my closed eyelids. Swirling purples and reds, a beacon in the darkness.

I am dreaming again.

I perceive only flashes. The cold rush of water over my skin. The now-familiar feeling of incredible pressure on every side. My vision, when I muster the strength to open my eyes, is bisected by strange yellow fronds, pulsing with light. My limbs encased in those same strands, a wiry cage molded to my exact shape. And beyond that, the flare of red hair floating in the dark, a brown hand clasped around my wrist, still towing me down. Another glow, far below us—a hazy horseshoe of brilliant light, a red blossom unfolding solitary petals alone in the night.

It is strange, too strange, and I finally summon the presence of mind to struggle. I pluck weakly at the hand that pulls me, and when my captor notices, the second blow to my head is almost a relief.

[image: ]
“There now, duckie.”

There’s a gentle hand on my brow, smoothing the hair back from my forehead.

I try to open my eyes, pushing myself shakily up only to collapse again.

“Don’t sit up too fast,” she cautions me.

“Mama?” I whisper, my voice sounding strangely hoarse to my own ears. Already the rational part of my brain is catching up, and though I know it cannot be her—the fingers missing the familiar calluses, the voice a little too deep—still the appellation feels right.

She chuckles. “No, duckie. Just a friend.”

I try once more to rise, and then her palm is cupped around the back of my head, supporting me as I struggle up onto one elbow. Half-lying, half-sitting, I draw in a ragged breath, and only then does it hit me.

I’m breathing. There is real air in my lungs. I’m not dead, not even drowning. My eyes snap open and my hands fly to my face—and there’s nothing there. No plant, no flower spreading hateful petals across my skin or roots into my bloodstream. Was that… real? Was it all some sort of wild hallucination?

Surely not even my imagination is capable of such horrifying realism. My hand goes to my head, touches the bumps there, still tender. No, it was no dream.

For the first time, I look at my savior. She’s sitting very close, on the edge of the platform on which I am lying, looking down at me with concern. Firelight flickers behind her, warm and familiar, and though my clothes are still damp they will surely dry soon.

I let out a long breath. Safe. At last.

“There we are,” she says softly. “Nice and slowly.”

She’s old. Far older than Mama. Wrinkles line her mouth and score faint spiderweb patterns around her eyes. Her face is kind, though. Deep brown eyes, full of compassion. She’s a stranger to me, but I feel somehow that I can trust her. I don’t know where I am, but the mermaid is nowhere in sight. Somehow, this woman has managed to rescue me.

“What happened?” I croak. My throat is sore and bruised, and every word is an effort.

Cautiously, she releases me, hovering for a moment in case I cannot support myself. When I don’t collapse, she straightens a little and smooths down her dress. It’s plain brown cloth, roughly woven from thick fibers. The outfit is somehow strange, but before I can puzzle it out she’s reaching for my hand.

“You hit your head quite hard,” she tells me, and I am flooded with relief.

I hit my head. I fell on the beach, I hit my head on a rock, and none of it was real. I had some crazy dreams, but this kind stranger found me and saved me. Carried me to her… her house.

The hope growing in my chest falters as I look around the room again. I am on a low stone dais, rough-hewn and poorly chiseled. The walls are raw stone, the rock wet and dripping. I feel a twist of dread deep in my gut, but I keep looking. The orange illumination I assumed was flames flickering comes not from a fireplace but from the floor, which glows in an unsettling way. Fragmenting and shifting—no, I realize. That’s not a floor. The raised section of rock on which I sit is the only part of the room that is not submerged.

I am surrounded by hungrily lapping water, and below the surface bioluminescent plants glow. The light pulses up through the water just as brightly as the mermaid’s hair did. Horrified, I reel back from the woman. She’s one of them. Those long skirts hide a tail.

“Ah,” she says delicately, with a wistful smile. “I can see you’re remembering.”

I haul myself away from her, scrabbling back along the platform until my back hits the wall. “Leave me alone.” I inject as much bravado into my voice as I can muster. Trying my best to sound like I could be a threat—but given that she was tending my unconscious body just a few minutes ago, I don’t think she’s going to be convinced.

Stretching out a placating hand, the woman tries to soothe me. “It’s alright. I promise you’re perfectly safe.”

My lower lip is trembling. I’m on the verge of tears. “Drop the act,” I spit at her, desperately trying to channel my terror into anger. “I know what you are.”

Her eyebrows rise at this, and she stands and twitches her skirts aside to display a pair of gnarled feet. “Guess again, duckie. I’m like you.”

My breath is juddering in my chest, but the sight of those limbs—exactly like my own, give or take fifty years—does a little to calm me.

“She took you too?” I demand.

To steal me is bad enough, but the thought of this poor old woman being subjected to the same ordeal is horrible. Only a monster would do such a thing: a base, inhuman creature. But then again, I already knew that the mermaid was a monster. Why would she draw the line at kidnapping grandmothers?

“Not exactly,” hedges the old woman, patting her long gray hair nervously. It hangs in pale ropes past her face, still wet. Her clothes are sodden. I have been out of the water for hours, but she looks like she came up only a few minutes ago. How did I miss that before?

My pity for her plight and the hope I felt at a possible companion vanish back into the sea of distrust and fear.

She sees the change in my expression and sighs heavily. “Why don’t you just… sit nice and quiet, duckie, and let me try to explain?”

I look past her at the glowing waters, the tunnel beneath the surface curving away out of sight. “Do I have any choice?”

She offers me a strained smile. “I suppose not.”

The question was rhetorical, but her open admission makes my skin crawl.

The woman settles herself back in her original spot on the platform’s edge. “I’ll begin with the basics, duckie,” she says softly, seeking out eye contact I do not want to give her. “The things I wish someone had told me.”

“It’s Eppie,” I say suddenly. “Not duckie.” I don’t know why it matters to me, that this woman in league with demons knows my name. But I’m frightened and trapped, and maybe it’s as simple as this: if my name is out there, if someone knows it, I am a little less unreal.

“Eppie,” she repeats carefully, making sure she gets it right. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Eppie. My name is Thora.”

She pauses, waiting for a reaction, and when I don’t offer one, she continues, gesturing to the cave as she speaks. “When I was young, I experienced something very similar to this. I was walking on the shore when Sthearle found me.”

Sthearle. Is that the monster’s name?

“I was… frightened, at first. I had no idea what was happening. But I became happier, in time.”

I’ve been trying to let her speak uninterrupted, hoping she’ll reveal something I can use, but that last part chills me to my core. Colder even than the dank cave wall at my back, the knobbles and ridges of the stone digging painfully into my flesh. “In time?”

The woman—Thora—just watches me with those patient old eyes, waiting for some sort of understanding to sink in.

When I was young.

Thora is ancient. Oh, God. Death might not be as close as I thought it was, but I’m going to be here until I die. I’ll spend the rest of my life here, just as she has. And I don’t even know where here is.

“You can’t be serious,” I say, and my voice wobbles.

Thora reaches out to pat my hand, but I snatch it back. She watches me sadly. “Once I settled in, I realized what a good life I have here. Now I wouldn’t trade it for anything.”

She’s insane, I realize with a churning feeling in my stomach. She’s a madwoman fresh from Bedlam.

“So you think I’ll be…” I can’t finish the sentence. The words are ash in my mouth.

“You’ll be glad it happened,” she says softly. “In time.”

It’s too much. Her sheer arrogance.

“I have a home up there,” I snap. “A family.”

The image of Theo, alone on a beach, his violin silent by his side.

She nods sagely. “I felt much the same way. But after a few years, once I understood…”

“What is there to understand?” I demand. “What does she want us for?”

“Mother wants us for…” Thora trails off.

I am inexplicably perturbed at the thought of a septuagenarian calling someone as young as that mermaid Mother. And didn’t she tell me a moment ago that the mermaid’s name was Sthearle? Unless—and this thought makes me shudder—she’s not the only one. Meeting one mermaid was enough for a lifetime, but if there are more… 

“Just let me explain, duckie,” repeats Thora, and I grit my teeth at that ridiculous term of endearment. “It’s a bit of a long story.”

I fold my arms and sit back. If she wants to rationalize this horror show, she has some explaining to do.

“When I was a child, no one… accepted me. Something about who I was rubbed people the wrong way, I think.” She looks up at me, blinking rheumy brown eyes. “Does that sound familiar at all, Eppie?”

It’s a leading question, and I resent the implication that there was any sort of logic to this, but… unbidden, the image of Lucy Craig comes to my mind. Guinevere and Lancelot alone beside the sea, one incandescent with rage, the other small and tear-stained.

Thora waits for me to answer, but my mouth remains stubbornly closed.

“When I was gathered, Sthearle knew that,” Thora says, not seeming to notice the implicit horror of a girl being gathered like a berry or an acorn. “She’d watched me long enough to tell. I didn’t see it at first, but in a way, she was saving me.”

I am suddenly boiling with rage. Just because some mad old woman has managed to trick herself into a semblance of happiness in this subterranean hellhole, she assumes I will do the same.

“It sounds wonderful,” I hiss at her. “But I don’t need saving.”

I’m the one who is supposed to do the saving: save Theo from Papa, save Papa from himself. How long have I been down here? I have no idea how long I was unconscious, but if it’s been days… days of just Theo and Papa alone, trying to handle the crisis of my disappearance… I don’t even want to think about what the consequences could be. It could lead to a total relapse. Even Mama couldn’t handle Papa through a second bout, let alone my poor, untried Theo.

Thora sighs. “Isn’t it possible that you just haven’t realized it yet?”

Utterly disgusted, I turn to face the wall. Thora has no real explanation to offer after all. She’s told me nothing about our captors, who they are, what they want from us. What will be expected from me in this life of apparent servitude. All she’s interested in is talking about how happy she is. Like a workhorse beaten every day of its life, happy be sent to the knacker’s for a rest. If all she’s got to offer is sycophancy, I don’t want to hear any more.

“Come on, duckie,” Thora pleads. “Eppie. Just listen.”

She launches into another spiel. The words Mother, Sthearle, and the sisters all repeat several times. There’s more than one mermaid, that much is clear, but my head is still muddy and I can’t find the details I so desperately need amongst the deluge.

“Why am I here?” I mutter at last. My voice cracks on the final word.

She rests a bony hand on my shoulder. “We’re all gathered for a purpose. You’ll understand everything once you meet Mother.”

Another platitude. I jerk my shoulder out from under her fingers and fold tighter in on myself.

With a small grunt of effort, Thora gets to her feet. There is a rustling sound and the slop of wet fabric falling to the floor. Despite my anger, I turn to see—and reel back when I realize that Thora has shucked her clothes and is covered only by her long, tangled hair. She’s facing the water, her back to me, and if I wanted to, I could count the lumps in her knobby spine. What is she doing? I have never seen anyone unclothed, apart from Mama and Theo when he was still small enough to need changing.

I must have squeaked in shock or made some other noise, because Thora glances back. “Oh,” she says, perfectly calm, as though she is not doing anything shameful at all. “My apologies, duckie. I make the effort for the new girls, but I always forget. You’ll find we don’t wear as much down here, that’s all. More practical.”

While I am still reeling from new girls, plural, she produces from some hidden recess in her hair a yellowish bulb. An alien plant that looks entirely too familiar. My lungs contract, remembering that terrible invasion, and I cringe away from her. But Thora raises it to her own face, then hums a soft note to trigger it. When it unfurls those grasping tendrils toward her mouth, she opens wide to accept it. I watch in mute horror as it spirals out over her face, her arms, her legs. Once she is wrapped in it, she looks back at me and tilts her head sympathetically. Obscured by petals, her expression is unreadable, but there is something in her eyes… she pities me, I realize, with something akin to fury. This broken-down old woman is a willing slave, and she pities me.

I open my mouth to rage at her—to tell her exactly what I think of her—but Thora steps backward into the glowing water and is gone.

I curl my knees up into my chest, bury my face in the still-moist fabric of my skirts, and finally begin to cry.
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I shudder into wakefulness once more, and this time there is no one waiting for me. Just darkness and stone and the constant sucking of the cold hungry sea. I lie on my side on the hard stone and wait to sleep again.

Thora has been gone for hours. Possibly days. My only way to measure time passing is my own hunger, and I am ravenous.

I lie on my back, staring up at the dark stone overhead, and imagine the sky over my beach. What color will it be today? A fierce pink, fresh from the sunrise. Or a murky gray, pregnant with rain. The sky has so many moods, but this room and its dead stone have only one. Despair.

I try to calculate how long I can survive here. Not long, without fresh water. I’d need a fire and a pan to boil the seawater and make it fit to drink. For food I suppose I could… chew the leather of my boots. I eye them dubiously, waterlogged and blackened. I have never thought of them as appetizing, but now they look truly poisonous.

With a sniff, I drop my head back into my hands. At least there is air, I suppose.

Will I ever see the sky again?

At some point I lose track of time entirely. I slip in and out of sleep, waking each time colder and weaker than before. My dreams are fragmented and frightening—leering red eyes and hair writhing like snakes. Drowning, over and over. I jerk awake again, heart pounding, clutching my chest.

The cave is still. The only sound is the quiet plashing of the tiny waves against the stone walls. The air is starting to taste stale, and I have no way of telling if it’s my imagination or if I really am running out of air.

Another bone-shaking shiver wracks my frame, and my stomach growls. Maybe Thora was wrong or simply lying: I’m not destined for a life of indentured servitude after all. Just plain starvation.

Desperate for distraction, I reach down to pull at a loose thread on the hem of one sleeve. I suppose it must have come loose in the struggle or during the descent. It wasn’t there when I left the house to walk into Hwenfirth—Mama is fiercely neat, and she always makes sure both Theo and I are as well-dressed as possible. I’ve never been fond of sewing, but as I look at this frayed thread and fight back the tears, there’s very little I wouldn’t give for a needle and the chance to make myself tidy enough to meet Mama’s standards.

When I tug at it, the thread loosens easily and the cloth of my dress begins to unravel in my hands. I work it back and forth for a while, then rise from my poor excuse for a bed, every joint in my body cracking as I move for the first time in hours.

Walking the length of the rock around the raised dais takes less than ten seconds. I repeat the hopeless circuit three times and then halt, face to face with the water, hands on my hips. An entire ocean around me but nothing to drink. My throat works convulsively, dry as a desert. Thoughts circling back, as always, to the cold reality of my situation. If Thora doesn’t come back soon, things are going to get bad. I’ve got nothing. Just the waterlogged clothes I was wearing when I saw the girl lying in the surf. If only I’d been in the habit of carrying a pocketknife or something, like the fishermen in Hwenfirth. I think of those fish-gutting knives and have to stifle a hysterical laugh. I wonder if one of them would have been able to cut through those red scales.

Once the hollow echo of my laughter has faded from the cavern, I drop to my knees and peer more closely at the underwater tunnel. The glowing plants illuminate it, various shades of mauve and red. When I suck in a mouthful of air and lean down to open my eyes beneath the surface, I can see that, about thirty feet down the passageway, the solid rock gives way to a porous red stone that seems to emit its own light. Shortly after the red stone begins, the tunnel turns a corner and visibility ends.

Beyond this short stretch of tunnel there’s nothing within sight. No other entrances or exits. I don’t know if I could make it to that corner in one breath, or if I’d fail at that first hurdle; even if I could, what’s waiting for me around the bend? A warren of monsters, no air, and the incredible numbing pressure I felt on the way down before the yellow plant got its hooks into me. Without one of those flowers, any plan of swimming out of here is fruitless.

What options do I really have? I’m trapped.

With a gasp, I pull my head back up from the water and blink the saltwater from my eyes. If there are some tears mingled with the seawater, well, it’s not like there’s anyone here to see.
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My fingers are almost blue. My arm is now bare to the elbow, and the spool of wool cutting off my hand’s blood supply is a sizeable one. I think I finally have enough. I bite the last of the loose ends off and begin the arduous process of plaiting the threads into a thicker cord. It’s not much, but I’m tired of being completely defenseless, and if I have something—anything—then the next time Thora or one of the mermaids comes, at least I’ll have a shot at defending myself. Garroting isn’t something I ever expected to be contemplating, but people change.

And being kidnapped followed by days of isolation and hunger feels like it’s starting to change me.
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In every dream, I drown. It’s the same as always; I’m struggling and sinking. The light is fading, and I can feel my enemies beneath me, circling and swimming, waiting for me to die. I can see the bubbles escaping from my mouth, the air I so desperately need, but I’m not quick enough to catch them.

A hand fastens around mine. A woman’s hand, but with nails that are more like claws, growing directly from the fingertips. My gaze follows the hand up the arm, through the tangle of thick meat-textured hair, and I find myself looking into a pair of furious red eyes.

It’s her, the mermaid. I thrash, I beg for mercy, and she just bares her shark’s teeth and eyes my soft flesh. She’s going to eat me, I realize. I’m drowning anyway, but she won’t even wait until I’m dead. She’s going to eat me alive.

“Please,” I croak, using up the last of my air. “Please don’t.”

She only smiles wider. Her eyes flash neon as she bites down. Agony explodes behind my eyelids, fiery and exquisite, and my dying breath is a scream.

“My nerves, Eppie,” Papa snarls, and I sit bolt upright in my bed, sweating and shaking amidst the twisted sheets.

Papa is leaning over me, his beard unkempt, his fluffy white hair disordered. It’s so dark I can’t even see Theo sleeping on the other side of the room, but I know I can’t let Papa wake him.

“Let’s get you back to bed, Papa,” I say automatically, though my voice is still hoarse from the screaming.

“My nerves can’t take it,” insists Papa, twisting his nightgown between his bony fingers. “The screaming, Eppie. All the screaming.”

His voice is growing louder, and I can’t let Theo be a part of this. “Come on, Papa,” I plead. “Back to bed. I’ll be quiet now. No more screaming.”

“The screaming,” he hisses, and his voice is suddenly thick and guttural. I release his arm, turn to stare into his face—and his eyes are red as roses, red as blood.

“Stop screaming,” he growls, and he bares a mouth full of sharp white animal teeth.
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Two faint splashes wake me from my uneasy slumber. Thora, I think blearily, fumbling for my plaited cord. She won’t find me so quiescent this time.

There’s still a part of me that isn’t sure whether attacking a frail old woman is the best thing to do—but I’m parched, starving, petrified of the shadowy future they have laid out for me. And Thora is in league with them. They’ve robbed me of all my choices, and this is the only one I have left.

So I loop the ends of the cord around my hands and ready myself. But as I clamber to my feet and turn to face her, it is not Thora’s petal-covered face that rises from the water. Two red heads break the surface, covered in thick ropes of not-hair. Two dark faces follow. One pair of crimson eyes, the second amber, both burning bright as torches. Bestial eyes. Monster eyes.

My brittle courage fractures and crumbles away. The cord flutters to the floor as I cringe backward into the doubtful shelter of the stone platform. What do they want now? What new brutality have they come to inflict?

The two mermaids rise higher, stopping once their chins have cleared the water—just deep enough that their neck-gills are still submerged. The red-eyed one looks up at me cowering and smiles. A smile that seems to split her skull in half, revealing rows of shark-teeth. The sight is horribly familiar, and my blood runs cold as I recognize her: the girl from the beach. My breath is shortening; my vision seems to be stretching further and further down a darkened tunnel. She’s come to take me again.

Stirring her tail, she drifts a little closer, and it galvanizes me into action. Almost sobbing, I scramble away from the water, up onto the platform, and back against the wall. As far from the water as I can get. She sees my fear and if anything she smiles wider. Despite my sweaty palms and my palpitating heart I feel a little flash of anger. Sadistic little goblin. She’s enjoying this.

Her yellow-eyed companion is not smiling. She’s staring at me with unmistakable disgust, the emotion still somehow obvious despite her alien features. Glowing eyes narrowed, lips slightly pursed. Like I am a worm or a beetle, something she has found on the bottom of her shoe.

There is a long moment of silence, punctuated only by the slap of the water on the cavern walls and the sound of my own panicked breathing. Then Yellow-Eyes turns to Red-Eyes and gesticulates angrily—with enough force to make the water splash. Red-Eyes finally stops smiling and glowers at Yellow-Eyes.

Are they… communicating?

Both of them are moving their faces, their heads, flicking their pointed ears and rustling their prehensile hair. Red-Eyes opens her mouth and clicks a couple of times, just like she did above the waves, and Yellow-Eyes snarls back at her.

As their silent exchange continues, I feel my terror slowly begin to recede. Whatever they’re doing here, it clearly doesn’t involve my immediate demise.

I straighten and surreptitiously try to hook my cord with my foot. Now that I have a makeshift weapon I don’t want to be without it.

Yellow-Eyes whimpers, sounding so distressed I have to look sharply back at her to make sure there isn’t a second human here, held out of sight below the surface. Red-Eyes softens, and the two of them tilt their heads toward each other. A mirrored action that hints at some deeper sympathy. I scowl. Where was all this humanity and understanding when I was the one weeping and begging for mercy?

Yellow-Eyes’s gaze flicks back to me and I stiffen again. She doesn’t like me, that much is clear. But it’s not the casual disregard for my agency that Red-Eyes has displayed. Yellow-Eyes sees me, on a personal level, and doesn’t like the view. She does not want me here, and maybe I can use that. I don’t want me here either.

“Look,” I say to her, ignoring Red-Eyes altogether. “If you let me go, I swear I won’t tell anyone I saw you. You don’t want a human here, do you? Throw me back ashore, anywhere you like, and you’ll never have to see me again.”

She watches me without any reaction to the words themselves, but the sneer is back.

“I know you can understand me,” I growl at her, more from desperation than any real conviction. Thora speaks my language and seemed to suggest that the mermaids communicate with her just fine.

Yellow-Eyes peels her lips back from her teeth to hiss at me, but Red-Eyes grins and advances. I snatch my cord up from the floor and cling to it as though it has a chance of warding her off. As she surges forward, I retreat, clambering up the stone ledge until I’m as far back from the water as it’s possible to be.

With a flip of her tail she erupts from the water. Lands heavily on her belly and reaches for my ankle.

“No!” I yelp, recoiling from her. I kick at her face but she snags my dress with those long talons and hauls me over.

It’s just like before. My pulse is hammering in my ears and I’m howling and fighting her—but all my efforts amount to nothing. She drags me over the rough stone, dunks me into the water, and then turns encouragingly to Yellow-Eyes. The shock of the water stuns me back into silence and I hang there, half on the rock and half in the water, waiting to see what comes next. Red-Eyes is clicking and chirping, and Yellow-Eyes is still sneering. She raises a hand and I finally remember my cord. With trembling fingers I lift it from the water, try to ready myself to get it round her neck—though the second set probably means the neck-gills aren’t necessary for them to breathe. Yellow-Eyes pauses, glances at the other mermaid. Red-Eyes snickers, the clicking morphing into laughter. With casual ease she rips the cord from my hands and shreds it. She lets the scraps of wool flutter into the water and then pushes me back onto the land. She holds out her hand and Yellow-Eyes passes her something. With a contemptuous flick of her fingers, she tosses it as me, and I recoil as a headless fish lands in my lap.

Both of them are doing the click-laugh now, an insectile chittering deep in their throats. Laughing at my fear. Then without any further preamble, Yellow-Eyes flips her red tail and dives, soaking me to the skin for a second time. After one last lingering glance, Red-Eyes follows.

As the ripples finally settle and fade, I hug my knees and try to stop my hands from trembling. Monsters. Inhuman. They might put on a convincing show, but they’re not like me.

They’re never going to let me go.

Grimly, I reach out with one hand to haul the headless fish over to me. The scales are wet and slippery, and I can see the serrated teeth marks in the flesh of its back. It’s raw and it stinks, but I have never been so hungry.

They’re feeding me. They don’t want me to die immediately, and though I have no idea what lies in store, I don’t want to be dead. Not yet.

With cold resignation twisting in my gut, I lower my head and begin to chew.
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4

DECAYING

I’m sleeping when Thora reappears. A dreamless and exhausted slumber where nothing reaches me—until her bony hand grips my shoulder and shakes.

“Eppie! Wake up!”

“Papa?” I mumble automatically. “Don’t worry, I’ll get you some dinner…”

“Eppie,” she repeats with greater urgency than before.

Slowly, I remember where I am. “Thora?”

“They’re coming for you,” she says, low and intense. “Now, Eppie.”

Instantly I’m alert and bolt upright. “What? Who?”

“My sisters,” she says, and dread coils inside me. Her sisters, the monsters.

I look up at her face, and while I see compassion in her eyes, sympathy, there is no hint of rescue. She’s come to warn me, not to save me. I swallow, and my throat feels like sandpaper. It’s possible that she can’t help me. Maybe this is what they keep her around for. Human caretaker. It could be her or me; can I blame her for choosing to live?

“What are they going to do?”

She opens her mouth to answer and then hesitates. Closes it again, tighter than before. Shakes her head. “They’re going to… ask you some questions.”

“How?” I demand. “No one seems able to talk.”

“There’s a way,” she replies, and I can tell from her tone that it will not be pleasant.

“Please, if you can tell me anythi—” I begin, but before the words are fully out of my mouth the water erupts.

The surface is suddenly roiling with white, the spray blinding. For a second I clench my eyes tight shut, almost too petrified to look. Thora is clicking, using the same horrible language as the mermaids do. And when I peek out at them, the surface is calm again. Three mermaids float shoulder-deep, gills stirring uselessly in the air, long hair fanning across the water. Their irises range from umber to fire-red, but they all share the same dark skin, the same pointed ears, and the same cold hunger in their eyes when they look at me.

One of them answers Thora perfunctorily—the first mermaid, I think. Red-Eyes, back again. But another of them, an older one with slight lines in her face, snaps out something unintelligible, and Red-Eyes collapses back into brooding silence.

“Thora,” I say, low and urgent. “What’s happening?”

The older mermaid gestures, and Red-Eyes swims forward.

“Thora, help me!”

She stands aside. Red-Eyes reaches once more for my leg. I scramble to my feet, press myself against the wall.

“What are you—Thora! What are they doing?”

Thora’s head is bowed; she’s trying her best not to look at me. Red-Eyes growls at her again, and she silently offers up one of the golden flowers.

Oh, no. Not again. I think I prefer prison and headless fish.

“Leave me alone,” I warn Red-Eyes. “I was—I was being gentle before, but I won’t make that mistake again, do you understand?”

She halts at the water’s edge and beckons me with an imperious hand. I stare at her in disbelief.

“You can’t be serious.”

She looks at Thora, who mutters what I assume is a translation.

“Tell her I’ll—I’ll kill her if she touches me again,” I say wildly. “I mean it. You people have no idea what humans are capable of. I’ll—”

“Eppie,” sighs Thora, in the helpless tones of an aggrieved grandparent. “No one wants it to happen this way.”

Red-Eyes is glaring at me so furiously that I’m surprised I haven’t already burst into flames.

“Really? Then maybe you could tell me what exactly is happening.”

Thora shakes her head, and it’s not until Red-Eyes chirps another command at her that she finally answers me.

“Go with Myre, duckie,” Thora murmurs. “Mother will answer all your questions when you meet her.”

Myre. Red-Eyes has a name at last. And Thora’s mysterious Mother still hasn’t made an appearance. You’ll understand everything once you meet Mother. I don’t think I want to.

Myre screeches again and hisses, her ears flattening to her skull like a dog’s.

I press myself into the cavern wall so hard I think I might fuse with it. “No,” I tell her.

With an expression of anger so extreme it might be comical under other circumstances, Myre drags herself from the water, walking on her hands and tail like a seal. Her gills are clamped tight, holding her breath, and I’m so transfixed by the surreal horror of it all that I can’t move a muscle. Myre is upon me in an instant, grabbing me by the elbow, shoving me bodily toward the water where the other mermaids are waiting to receive me. I splash down heavily. One takes me by each arm and I finally come back to myself. A prisoner once more.

“Thora,” I repeat, praying that the only other human here will show a little humanity. “Thora, please.”

She won’t meet my eyes, and Myre takes advantage of the millisecond my mouth is open to seize me by the lower jaw and shove the flower in. I hack and choke, but its vines are already crawling over my body, the petals welding themselves in place.

Unable to speak, I stare at Thora. This is your fault. All your fault. I hope she can see the hatred on my face beneath the tangled vegetation.

My mermaid guards click to one another, and then the waters close over my head once more.
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My journey is brief and frightening. The mermaids move at terrifying speed in utter silence. Faster than a stagecoach, faster than a four-mast ship in full sail. And perfectly synchronized, all three of them moving like a single organism that just so happens to be split into three bodies.

They whirl me through one glowing coral-coated corridor into the next. Through glimmering plants with limbs and branches that seem almost prehensile, through a fairyland of lights and colors so intense I could believe that it is the fey folk who have stolen me away, not mermaids. And all three of them are glowing too. Pulsing with their own illumination from scales and hair and eyes, brighter and brighter until it hurts me to look at them.

I have spent my whole life staring out at the sea and wishing for something different. Somewhere I could be… if not myself, then someone better than the Eppie I was at home. Someone new. But now I would give my left arm just to see Theo and Mama one more time. Even to hear Papa’s thready voice mumbling an old composition as I feed him his soup. When Lucy Craig and I played in the summer haze of childhood’s end, we wished magic was real. Now that I find it is, I… I hate it.

Our madcap sprint through the maze of tunnels ends as abruptly as it began. We burst out into a huge chamber flooded with red and pink light. It washes over our skin, burnishing everything into hues as fiery as the mermaids’ hair.

And then I see her.

She is vast. Five or six times the size of any human or mermaid I have seen so far. As tall as the church steeple in Hwenfirth, maybe taller. She would dwarf any human structure, and only the huge scale on which this room is built makes her resemble a person at all. Her hair blazes with light, and everything else in this brilliant place pales beside her burning incandescence.

The room is roughly ovoid, with the top missing entirely and opening onto a blackness I can only assume is the wider ocean. I have been dreading the return of the water’s pressure, but even now I feel nothing but the slow slide of liquid over my skin. Maybe there is something in the structure of the tunnels that shelters the inhabitants, or perhaps it is the yellow flower. The roots cinch tight around my skin, digging into the soft flesh, and the saltwater no longer stings my eyes. This place still doesn’t seem real to me. Like a fever dream—half-nightmare, half-wonderland.

When the giantess sees us approaching, she smiles and stretches out a hand large enough to engulf my whole body. When she smiles, her mouth looks large enough to swallow me whole. Is this my destiny? All those years of pining and hoping, watching the colors of the sky changing over the ocean, and this is how it all ends, in the belly of a whale-sized mermaid.

We draw closer and I push back against my captors. But if my strength was a minor inconvenience to Red-Eyes—no, to Myre—it’s less than nothing to these two.

The giantess, who must be Mother, gestures again and hums deep in her throat. The vibration of it reverberates through the water, through my whole body. I’m trying to speak, to beg for just a few days longer. Only now that I’ve come so close to it do I realize how little I want to die. How much I love the simple truth of living. Clean air in my lungs, the thudding of my heart. In Hwenfirth I thought I was shackled, but the freedom of that first breath of morning air outside the kitchen door… it’s a precious memory now. I want it back. I want to live to see Theo and Mama again. Papa too. I’ll never complain about his bad days again, if I’m spared long enough to experience another.

The giant mermaid’s obvious impatience has her shifting again. Her hair, each long rope of it as thick as my waist, is stirring in the water around us, beckoning us to her. Far below, her sinuous tail is twitching too—but her neck and her upper body do not stir.

My escort halts in front of her, level with her face, and Myre clicks out a few fragmented syllables. The giantess listens avidly, her oversized eyes flicking between us. Each orange-red iris is the size of my torso. Her hair has not stilled once, but there is something subtly off about the way she moves. Something strange.

It’s not until she answers Myre, spreading her hands and trilling out another sonorous note, that I realize what it is. Her whole body seems capable of a normal range of movement—apart from her neck. I blink, trying to peer closer, but one of the mermaids holding me jerks my arm angrily and the moment is lost.

Myre and the giant are still continuing their exchange, and then I notice the similarities between them. Like every mermaid I’ve seen, the giantess has dark skin, red hair, and red scales. Her fins incorporate a wider range of colors, red fading to orange and then yellow, producing an effect reminiscent of flame when she moves. But other than that small difference, she looks startlingly similar to every other mermaid in the room. Maybe the Mother title is more literal than I realized. It’s perfectly possible that she is the mother of everyone here, Thora excluded. Strange to think that these adult-seeming women guarding me are children. But of course if she is the mother, the one in charge, then my life gets a lot simpler. The only one I have to convince is her.

“Please,” I interrupt suddenly, cutting off whatever Myre was saying in their glottal language. I can feel the word more than hear it, the water robbing the power from my voice, but maybe she can read my lips behind the petals. If any mermaid can understand human speech, it’ll be this one. Thora had to learn their tongue from someone, right? She must have had a tutor who spoke both languages.

Myre falls silent, and the giantess tilts her fluted ears my way. Never once moving her head or neck.

“These are your children, aren’t they?” I ask, voice choked by the roots in my throat. I can feel them rasping against my tonsils. “I have a mother too. My mama. She’s going to be so, so worried about me.” My breath hitches. “Wouldn’t you worry, if one of your daughters went out one morning and then never came home?”

For one long moment, she regards me in utter silence. Her lips part, and I just know that she’s about to answer me, that things will finally begin to make sense—

And then she hums another series of notes, looks back to Myre, and the conversation starts all over again.

Dispirited, I hang limply between my captors and wait for the end. I am helpless. There’s nothing I can do. No clever plan, no stirring speech, no series of words arranged in exactly the right order: there’s nothing left. My fate is in the hands of the same god who always seemed so cruel and arbitrary even through the rosy lens of Father Rafferty’s sermons.

Finally, they reach a decision, and the huge mermaid nods. She is smiling: the expression of a proud parent.

For the first time, she begins to move in earnest. Her tail undulates; her arms open wide as though she intends to embrace me. And as she stirs, so too does the room. Ripples of motion radiate out from her face, the one fixed point in an ocean of shifting colors. Every leaf and filament of these strange plants has come alive for her.

“Wait,” I say, but no one is listening to me.

Raising an arm, she beckons my escorts forward as a huge flower uncoils its long stalk out from the wall beside her. The blossom opens as it approaches me, a six-pointed star, red as the giant’s hair. And in the center there’s something sharp, something that looks almost inorganic. A weapon. The giantess points a clawed finger, and the blade in the flower reaches for me.

“Stop it,” I shout through the cloying taste of the first monstrous plant they forced upon me. “Whatever it is, I don’t want it.”

The gleaming thing in the flower’s center looks closer to a dagger than it does to a stamen. It’s curved and deadly and it gleams red in the bioluminescence of the mermaids’ hive. It’s coming for me. I’m pretty sure the giant is directing it, as impossible as it sounds, and I redouble my fight.

“Let me go, I won’t—”

I never finish my sentence. In a sudden burst of speed, the plant’s vine-like appendage whips around and something horribly sharp buries itself in the nape of my neck. It’s the shock rather than the pain that makes me cry out—it feels like a bee sting—but then the barb pushes deeper, and I howl.

The mermaids listen dispassionately, and their cold, uncaring expressions somehow hurt more even than the wound. They look so human, so real, but they look at me like I’m nothing.

The stinger retracts, leaving a cloud of my blood trailing in the water behind it. Myre sniffs, her nostrils suddenly flaring, and my skin prickles at the look in her eyes. It’s only there for a moment before she shakes it away, and as another wave of pain rolls out from the wound I begin to weep.

The giantess twirls a finger, and my captors rotate me roughly so she can see the entry wound. There’s something still in there; I can feel it crawling inside me just as the flower did. My tears mingle with the saltwater. I don’t understand. Everything down here has been one incomprehensible mess of horror, and I just—I cannot take any more. Violation after violation, again and again. My will means nothing, I mean nothing. They treat me like livestock, and with the way Myre reacted to my blood, perhaps that’s all I am.

Pain bursts inside my mind, splintering up through my head, and I sob again.

The giant waves her hand carelessly, a dismissal, and the two mermaids holding my arms shoot upward. My head rocks back on my shoulders and tiny streaks of blood dot the water behind us, unfurling into nothingness as they blend with the sea. As we pass the giant’s head, I finally see the cause of her unnatural stillness: the plants wreathing her stretch up to tangle in her hair, and one thick spur of coral juts out from the wall, taking root directly in the base of her skull.

At the sight of it another wave of fiery pain courses out from the thing she pushed into my own head, and everything goes blank for a second.

They carry me out through the chamber’s roof, directly up into open ocean, and I whimper with relief. Maybe this is it. Maybe it’s over. They’ve taken me and used me for their own horrible inscrutable purposes, and now they’re done they’ll toss me back on the beach like a piece of broken driftwood.

The mermaids’ dwelling unfolds beneath me—a circular reef of porous red coral, riotous with plant life amidst a barren wasteland of rock. There’s no light down here; nothing could grow. Nothing but the plants cultivated by the mermaids, rich and red on the blood of victims like me.
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A familiar hand is stroking my head again, water-wrinkled skin still damp to the touch.

“There, Eppie, there. Stay nice and still.”

The air is cold in my mouth. No filtration plant to block my airways. There is a moment of quiet, as my brain catches up with the reality of my situation, and then I convulse, almost doubling over to get away from her. “Don’t touch me!”

Thora regards me with the wounded expression of a faithful spaniel. “Now, there’s no need to fret.”

“No need?” I spit at her, a part of me unreasonably relieved at finally having someone who speaks my language, who might actually tell me something. “I can think of a reason or two: being held against my will? Being experimented on?”

She widens her eyes, as though she’s actually shocked. “No one’s experimenting on you, duckie.”

“Can you explain what in heaven’s name they were doing, then? What this—” My hand flies to the back of my head, feels the hard little nub there, utterly alien, utterly wrong, and I choke into silence.

“Ah.” Thora nods understandingly. “The seed.”

“The what?”

It’s worse than I thought. They aren’t just going to eat me. That would be too simple, apparently. They’ve planted something inside me, one of their monster-flora, and they’re going to let it grow in my body until it bursts out through my mouth, my eye sockets, my chest—

I’m hyperventilating, I realize. I’m hunched over on the stone platform, my fingers opening and closing on nothing while Thora gently pats my back.

“Get away!” I lash out at her.

Both of my hands connect and she is suddenly just a frail old woman. She makes a soft noise as the air leaves her and then she crumples to the floor. I stand over her, fists balled at my sides, and some horrible mixture of triumph and anger is coursing through my veins. For once I’m the aggressor, I’m the one on top, and someone is at my mercy.

It occurs to me how foreign these thoughts would have seemed to me just a few days ago, and something shifts. Backing away from her, I press my spine against the stone, the dampness and the cold grounding me for a moment. Until the seed in my head brushes against a protrusion and sends a spike of agony lancing through my brain.

“I know… this is hard.” Thora is struggling to get to her feet, and I have to consciously suppress the urge to go and help her. She’s one of them. “Believe me, duckie, I remember exactly how hard it is. I wasn’t… quite this upset, but Annabelle almost broke her heart crying.”

Annabelle. Another human, presumably. The third victim I know of, besides Thora and myself.

I’m struggling to keep my breathing even. To keep my fingers from probing the raw edges of the wound the seed has made. “Maybe it wouldn’t be so bad if you would explain.”

She finally regains her footing, leaning heavily on the wall. “Ah,” she sighs. “There we go. I’m not so nimble on land as I was.”

I wait in silence.

Thora straightens. Turns away from me, and parts the long wet strands of her hair to show me something hard and red and glistening on the back of her head. “They’re going to try to change you, duckie. If you’re suitable.”

“What…?” Despite myself, I take a step closer. “Is that…?”

“A seed? Yes. Exactly like yours.”

It looks almost like stone. The same red porous rock that the whole reef seems to be constructed of, other than the little pocket of airtight granite that houses me. It shines with moisture, droplets of water dripping from her hair and beading on its surface, and it fuses perfectly with her skin. As though it is part of her.

I touch the thing on the back of my head and a shudder ripples down my body. What have they done to me?

“And what does that mean? Change me?”

Thora lets her hair fall to cover her deformity. “You might not think so just yet, but you’re a very lucky girl, Eppie. You’re going to be given the chance to become one of us.”

It seems to take a long time for her words to permeate. Like they are sliding through sticky treacle to reach me. The world seems far away somehow. Because surely this is all just some terrible evolution of my drowning nightmare. This isn’t reality. Mermaids don’t exist. They don’t snatch people from the shore and lock them up. They don’t plant things inside them. Human girls are human girls, and they can’t just… change.

But Thora is here, right in front of me. She’s as old as the hills, older than either of my grandmothers would be if they were still alive, and the mermaids stole her. They treated her like an object, mutilated her body and mind alike, until she thinks herself lucky to be their plaything.

I want this to be a nightmare, I want it more than anything. I want to wake up to Theo holding my hand, his little face thin and earnest in the darkness. I want Mama to hold me and sing me out-of-tune lullabies.

I want to go home.

But my dreams don’t end that way. In every single one, I drown. Why should this one be any different?

Thora is still waiting patiently for an answer.

“I don’t want to be… that,” I say at last.

“You’ll come around, in time,” she answers soothingly. “Annabelle and Josephina were worried too, but by the time they got their tails, things were starting to make sense.”

Got their tails. It’s surreal. I keep expecting a curtain to drop and a troupe of actors to stomp out onto the stage, their greasepaint smudged and their red-scaled costumes askew as they wave to the audience I didn’t notice until now. Thank you, ladies and gentlemen! Madness and Mermaids: another stellar performance from the Duke’s Men, Garthisle’s finest playing company. Come back next week to see our new work, starring a guest actor from the king’s own troupe!

But life is not a performance by travelling players in the marketplace, and this show will not end. I’m no heroine gowned in white, and there will be no gallant knight riding in to save me.

“You don’t have a tail,” I mutter.

She offers me a regretful smile, the sadness clear. This is an old wound. “No.”

“Why?”

“The change doesn’t take sometimes. Not with every girl. So when Mother turned me, it didn’t quite work as she had hoped. But she knew me for what I was, one of her daughters, and she kept me here, among my sisters.”

I honestly don’t know which option sounds worse. To become one of them, or to be trapped here in this terrible half-life, unable to flee or even to breathe the water the others are so free in.

“And I can’t just… decline?”

Thora actually chuckles. “No, duckie, bless you. It’s not for us to say yes or no. It’s for Mother to see if you’re worthy.”

That familiar reverence is back in her voice when she says the word Mother. As though she really does believe she’s one of them.

As though she thinks I will be too.
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There’s a buzzing in my skull. Bees in flight, humming as they swarm around the hive.

The cave is darker than it was. Shadowy, with the plants dimmed and darkness creeping out from the walls in strange shapes. And someone is in here. Whispering in the darkness.

“Mother… Mother will… darling, you’re my shoal-sister, I…”

I claw my way into a sitting position, curl up small beneath my skirt. “Who’s there?”

“Mother wants us to… Libby, don’t touch that, you might get hurt… I had a dream last night… don’t you think so, Mother?… no, daughter, I…”

It’s getting louder. There’s more than one voice now.

“The sunrise was so… no, the land-born never… pass it here… Mother, could you send a little nectar to the fruit-anemones on the eastern… I asked you to put that down, Libby!”

The last voice is raised so loudly that I clap my hands over my ears. “Leave me alone!”

The volume doesn’t lessen at all. “A good catch today, look at all these mackerel… you should tell Mother… she won’t fit in, Ossind, and I don’t want… you’re my little shoal-sister, that’s why…”

The worst of it is the low drone that underlies everything else. Like a song with only a single note.

“Kumantra has the loveliest singing voice…” someone hisses, right into my ear, and I gasp and kick out blindly.

My foot connects with nothing but empty air, and I almost overbalance. I press my fingers deeper into my ears and pace up and down the length of my rocky island, repeating the ten-second circuit over and over again. I walk until my pulse is drumming loudly enough to drown out the sound of the water splashing against the walls, but the whispers are as audible as before.

And the seed at the base of my skull feels almost hot to the touch. The skin around it is heavily scabbed, but there is something slick oozing out from beneath. If the wound’s infected, I’m in trouble. It seems safe to assume the mermaids are not skilled in healing human ailments.

A light appears in the water below. Dim and red, and climbing rapidly. There’s only enough time for me to scramble back onto the higher part of the platform before Myre erupts out of the water. Droplets fly everywhere, catching what little light there is and streaming down the thick ropy strands of her hair.

She sneers up at me and extends an imperious hand, palm upward.

“Mother will decide,” murmurs one of the unseen whisperers, and I scowl down at Myre.

“What have you done to me?”

She repeats the gesture, more insistently. Shows her teeth—just enough to remind me of the way she fetched me last time I resisted. The memory makes my blood boil, but what if she pulls me over and I hit my head now, when this strange protuberance is already making me feverish?

I stomp to the water’s edge, taking savage pleasure in the way my boots kick up enough water to make her grimace and fold down her second eyelids.

In vengeance she flicks her tail hard to give herself some lift, catches me by the wrist, and yanks me down into water so cold it makes me yelp. Gills flapping faster, she offers a malicious smile, and I am certain she’s laughing at me. She has another yellow flower ready in her other hand and performs the now-familiar ceremony of forcing it into my mouth.

“I wish you would hurry up and eat me,” I tell her, finding some sort of empty bravado in the knowledge that my situation is hopeless and she won’t understand me. “It would be better than your company.”

“I hate land-borns,” she says, so clearly I jerk away from her, staring.

“I knew you could talk!”

She glowers at me, and I can hear her muttering. “Gibberish… stupid… waste of my…”

But her mouth isn’t moving at all.

I stare, aghast, and I’m still staring when she dunks us both beneath the surface and the whispers rise up to engulf me just as the water does.

((… Mother’s watching, isn’t she… nearly all the way to the eastern gulf yesterday, no sign of Colonia Dremne… did you see the way she… when’s the next hunt due back? I’m feeling a bit…))

And now they aren’t whispers at all.

Somehow, this seed in my head is connecting me to the mermaids. To their thoughts.

Myre sweeps me back to the giant’s chamber. We swim too fast for me to make out more than a blur of red and purple plants, but I catch more fragments of voices.

((… Is that her?))

((… A little weedy, isn’t…))

((… If she’s not right, do you think Mother will let us…))

And then Myre and I emerge into the throne room. My comparison of the buzzing in my skull to bees was more apt than I thought. This is a hive, and the behemoth is their queen.

((Mother, I’ve brought…))

Myre’s voice fades out again, and I’m staring at the mermaids with new eyes. They’re the same ones as before—the queen, Myre, and the two who held me yesterday.

The queen beckons, and Myre drags me far too close. Her lips are thicker than my legs, and her mouth is a cavernous maw ready to swallow me in a single gulp.

((… Heavy as a rock,)) Myre says, and I glower at her.

((… Her mind?)) asks the one with the dark orange eyes, and the older one with the lines marking her face shakes her head.

((No, Aspera, we need…))

The giantess holds up a finger. ((Peace, Sthearle,)) she booms, and I feel as though the water should be rocked by the force of her voice. The queen blinks down at me and then says with deliberate and deafening volume, ((Can you hear us now, child?))

And then something inside me clicks, and the rest of the voices suddenly come into sharp focus.

Myre’s lip curls in a sneer. ((Only when we are shouting, Mother.))

The older one, Sthearle, shakes her head in disgust. ((Even my poor Thora can hear more.))

Myre smiles, her gills flapping rapidly in what I’m learning to recognize as the mermaid version of laughter. ((Nemri won’t be happy.))

The queen gives Myre a curious glance, but Sthearle interjects. ((Nemri will do as she is bidden. As we all must.))

((But do you feel her mind, girls?)) the giant asks. ((She is like we are. She yearned for us, long before Myre ever came for her.))

“No,” I try to shout at them. “No, I didn’t!”

The only thing I yearn for is my family. Getting off this runaway wagon and going home. Back to sanity and the real world.

((I’m glad you’re pleased, Mother,)) Myre says proudly.

((I am,)) the queen says warmly. ((Nemri will be too, in time. It was a good gathering. I hope your upcoming hunt is as profitable.))

Myre looks up sharply, hair fanning out around her head. ((I’m going back out straight away?))

The queen nods, and suddenly I hear her name echo reverently in their minds. Adastrea. Mother. ((Only if you feel ready for it, my daughter.))

In response, Myre displays all her teeth in that horrible crocodile grin. ((I’ll bring you the fattest man you’ve ever seen, Mother.))

I cannot make sense of any of this. Fat men and yearnings I do not have—and how am I even hearing them? No one has said a word since I entered the room.

((So you’re sure about her, Mother? She’s strong enough?)) Sthearle asks, and Adastrea nods again, moving her body rather than her head.

((I am certain of it. She is worthy, and she will be your sister.)) Her gaze moves to me. ((Hold still now, little one, while I wake your seed. The nectar will sting, but it passes quickly.))

The flower with the knife hidden inside extends from the wall again, and no matter how much I beg them, it just keeps coming. Myre holds me steady, and Sthearle rips the breathing flower from my mouth. I’m choking, gasping like a landed fish. Water is pouring into my lungs, and the flower’s scorpion-tail slips its point past my lips and fills me with white-hot acid.

Fire rips through my core, flaming in my throat, engulfing me entirely. And then there is nothing left for me to do but scream, and scream, and scream.







[image: ]
5

DRIFTING

Make it stop! Please—it hurts!”

At first, I have the presence of mind to beg for help. But the balefire burning inside me is consuming everything, and soon I can no longer force my tongue to make the shapes that would let me communicate.

My own body is rejecting me. I’m impaled on a thousand swords, flayed into ribbons, pulled apart by four straining horses and quartered like the traitors of old. It’s a pain worse than blades, than acid, than anything imaginable.

I’m dying, and yet I never seem to die. It never stops.

If I could talk, I would ask them to kill me. Better to finish it here than to endure another second of this. Each moment seems infinite, my suffering endless. I am splintering and shattering and cracking apart, and no one cares. There is no one who will help me.

The seed is the epicenter. A whirlwind of screaming, agonizing sensation, sucking up everything into it and spitting it out changed. Ruined. The flames are licking at my skin, lapping at my ribs, my neck—knives stabbing into me, opening great red gashes—hard circles of steel erupting from my skin, claiming and changing me, inch by inch.

My mind is trying to recede into the blank black of unconsciousness, but the pain will not release me. There is nothing else left. I cannot even feel the liquid on my skin or the stone beneath my back. I have no idea where I am, in water or air. I am blind. I can hear nothing but my own ragged screams, torn out of me one at a time. Even the hated drone of the mermaid hive is gone, consumed by the fire like everything else.

Surely I will die soon.

Inside me something is growing. A white-hot center spreading out from the seed; like a spider uncurling its legs, it begins to extend. One vertebrae at a time, this newer, hotter fire creeps down my spine. Inch by tortuous inch, eating through the bone to get at the nerves inside. My screams climb higher as it claws at my throat. I am swallowing hot coals; there is a rusty saw scraping back and forth across the delicate violin strings of my vocal cords. Suddenly, something snaps, and I am muted. I twist and sob, everything in me crying out for even the minor relief of venting my pain, but nothing comes. Just silence and the flames that climb ever higher.

The loss of my voice unmoors me. The sound of my own torment was my only anchor, and now there is nothing left but the burn. I am nameless, formless. Adrift. Nothing but a vessel for the pain, a place for it to exist. Fuel for the fire.

It seems to last for an eternity. I am alone, and as I sink deeper, I begin to wonder if Father Rafferty was right. If God is vengeful and hell is real, and if I—I’m wrong. That day on the beach with Lucy Craig… God has known it all along, and he has judged me. This is my punishment.

There’s no hope, so I make the only choice left. I surrender. Hellfire consumes everything—sin, virtue, personhood—and the only thing I can do is let it happen.

Then, after an age, there is a seismic shift. Something is fluttering against the edges of my mind. Testing the limits of the pain, trying to make itself heard above the inferno.

((Sister, little sister,)) they are repeating, over and over.

Wordlessly, I reach for them, this unexpected comrade in my torment. Can they feel it too?

((You can hear me,)) she says, with obvious relief. ((Oh, duckie, you’re being so brave.))

I recognize the familiar voice. Thora’s here. I should reject her, push her away, but I’m so pathetically grateful for anything that isn’t the pain that I want to cling to her instead.

((That’s right,)) she soothes me. ((You’re one of us now. You never need to be alone again.))

Though the fire is not receding, Thora’s presence is making it easier to think. I have a body again. Limbs. A forehead, and someone’s cool fingers resting against it.

Her presence is better than the flames, but her words are ominous. I have been so focused on the fire itself, I forgot what it was burning away: my humanity. I’m glad now that my senses have not returned. I don’t want to see. Not yet.

Thora told me her transformation failed. Maybe mine will too. I’ll have lost my freedom, but at least I won’t have lost myself. I’ll be like she is. Altered, but still human.

((No, that won’t happen to you, duckie.)) For the second time, Thora answers words unspoken. ((You’re already so far along, see?))

And what comes next is almost enough to make me forget the fever still raging inside me. An image appears in my mind, watery and dim. It’s… me, almost. Just my head and shoulders. At first glance I look much the same as the reflection I’m used to seeing in the windowpanes at home. But there is something subtly wrong. Distorted. The bones beneath my skin seem sharper, the shadows lie deeper in my eye sockets. There are three thin raised lines on the side of my neck, and my hair… the rest of it was absorbed in the space of a moment, but my hair baffles me. The hairline sits much higher on my forehead than I remember, pushed back almost to the apex of my skull. My sallow hair is splayed out against the stone on which I lie—but huge patches of bare scalp are showing. As I look closer, I can see that the hair on the stone platform is loose. No longer attached to my head at all.

I’ve never been vain about my hair, but seeing myself like this… I have been disfigured. I try to raise a hand to touch my head, but the pain flares, and the only response from the image is a slight twitch of my eyes beneath the closed lids.

The illusion shatters. There is no mirror. How—how am I seeing myself? My eyes are shut and I’m still as a corpse.

Panic is rising, the fire is burning brighter, and I am suddenly desperate to scream again. A hand appears in the image, positioned as though it is my own. The wrinkled fingers reach down to stroke my hair and another strand of it comes away in her fingers. Am I… Thora? I recoil from this thought and the image finally flickers and fades.

((No, Eppie, no,)) Thora says reassuringly. ((You’re still you. I was just showing you, that’s all.))

Being a bodiless ball of fear and frayed nerve endings is not a huge step up from being transplanted into an old woman’s body.

How are you in my head?

((Right now, when you’re in this in-between stage, you’re the same as I am. That’s why I can hear you so well.)) Thora’s voice turns regretful. ((Usually I’m not so clear-spoken.))

In-between. Is that what I am? The raised red lines on my neck, the hair falling out. The voices in my head. Halfway between human and mermaid, forced onto a road I never wanted to walk with nowhere else to go.

Thora tries her best to keep my mind from the pain. She shows me flashes of a life: a small child running along the beach, a mother dressed in strange clothes that make me wonder just how old Thora really is, or where she was taken from. Surely not Britain.

((Sthearle found me on the coast of the Twin Kingdoms,)) she says comfortably, which doesn’t help me at all.

Even seen through the lens of someone else’s memory, the sky over the sea is beautiful. I try to hold on to that, even after the vision fades.

I still don’t understand how she has found this level of resignation to her fate. How can you be so happy here? I try to form the words in my mind, but they aren’t crisp and clear like hers are.

((That’s it, duckie,)) she says delightedly. ((You’re quiet, but you’re getting there.))

((Don’t… don’t you miss your family?))

There is a pause, and I see a flash of something: a small, thin girl in a dress, tears running down her face and her fists balled as she weeps in silence. A man looming over her, spitting out the familiar words—ikki ein genta!

Then she waves the thought away and sends me a feeling of comfort instead. ((My life with my sisters is better than it ever could have been on land.))

And I suppose for her, that is answer enough. But what about me? I had a good life. I had a brother I loved, parents I loved. I would have been happy if Myre had left me alone.

Thora is silent for a long moment. ((Is that really true?))

Of course it’s true. I was—I was human. What person can truly say they’re happy every minute of every day? Every sky has clouds. But I was still me. I was still home. And I could have done anything, eventually. After Papa… after he… once Theo was a little older, and Mama had less to worry about… I could have found something I was good at. Something that was my violin, my music. Somewhere I fitted in.

And even if I wasn’t happy, could never be truly happy, how could Myre possibly have known? She didn’t care enough to ask. She just saw me and took.

((It’s a difficult adjustment,)) Thora answers, her voice full of compassion, and I want to slap her.

She shows me images of the other girls the mermaids have stolen. One with long black hair swinging loose over her face and blue eyes flashing as she scowls up at Thora. The other with brown plaits tied neatly behind her ears, hiding her face in her apron and sobbing, curled up in the corner. Then a view of them side by side, transformed. Long tails and trailing fins, the monstrous mermaid hair flaring in the water around them. The black-haired girl laughing, her arm linked with the other’s, and the second girl is no longer weeping. She’s holding out her arms, revelling in the water. She smiles, and the teeth in her mouth are knife-sharp fangs.

The fire burning inside me seems to flicker and die. Numbed by the cold of this future that awaits me. A loss of the self more complete than even what I’m experiencing now. Because not only will I lose my legs, my hair, my shape, and my species, I will also lose my reason. I will be happy they inflicted this on me.

((It won’t be long now,)) Thora tells me. It’s more of a threat than a reassurance.

She shows me another image of myself, even more alien than I was before. The skin of my face looks oddly textured: matte, the light hitting it wrong. My head is bald now, covered with strange bulges and bumps. No hair left at all, neck twisted to the side, showing the horrid red shape of the seed buried in my flesh. The skin has healed over the edges completely, and it looks like it has always been there. The gills on my neck are almost open, only a few cobwebby strands of skin still holding them closed. And I’m so pale.

I look dead.

((Stop it, Thora,)) I beg, finally finding the strength to form the words properly.

Instantly, the image ceases. ((It really will get better.))

This time I don’t bother to answer her. I’m beyond the point where she could help me, even if she had a change of heart.

Feeling is beginning to return to me now. The pain has faded to a dull ache, and the fire is only embers.

((The first time you swim, you’ll understand,)) promises Thora. ((It’s like flying.))

Like flying. As though all of this would be forgiven if the mermaids were winged instead of scaled.

((It’s going to be fine…)) And then snatches of a song, a lullaby maybe. Rura, rura barnið, krýtin stendur í jarni…

But her voice is growing dimmer, and though I’m reaching out, I cannot find my way back to her.
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I thought sleep would never return. I thought the pain had driven it from me forever. But it comes, deep and dreamless. And it is only when a searing blade of heat is driven right into my throat that I erupt back to the surface, my mouth gaping with dry and soundless screams.

I can’t—I can’t breathe. I’m drowning. My hands are suddenly within my control again, and I’m clawing at my throat. My nails are too long, too sharp, too strong, and they’re digging into my skin and then my eyes are snapping open.

My mouth falls open again as I stare in horror at my fingers. Long hoary claws curve out from the ends, ten of them. Little scythes, living weapons. When I flip my hands over, a fingernail still clings to the half-scabbed skin, not fully detached yet. My tongue convulses in my mouth and then recoils—I feel raw gum, jagged points, a molar hanging by a thread. I spit, pink and foamy with blood, and three teeth clatter onto the stone. And I still cannot catch my breath. I’m panting, my lungs contracting and expanding with increasing desperation, searching for help, trying to stand—

I tip sideways onto the ground and land with an impact hard enough to jar two more teeth loose.

A spike of pain from my hip, and when I flop onto my back and try to probe the wound with my shaking fingers, my claws click against bone. My head is spinning as I look down at myself.

My legs are gone.

In their place, two new abortive limbs jut out from my pelvis, each as long as my forearm and covered only by a paper-thin layer of tissue. At their ends flop two things that might once have been feet, the same feet that ran on the beach in Hwenfirth, the same feet that carried me through the woods and along the roads of home. Beyond them my spine stretches out past my waist, winding away into nothing, a thin spur of bone that flops weakly as I stare in horror, coated with soft half-formed scales.

With what little breath I have left, I try to scream. Nothing comes out: a dry clicking sound where once my voice was. I lean over and vomit noisily onto the stone. At least I can still do that.

“Eppie!” Suddenly Thora is beside me, her soft human hands on my arms, reaching for my monster’s talons. She’s blinking away sleep, pushing tangled hair behind her ears. “Eppie, the change has reached your lungs; we need to get you to the water.”

I hate you, I try to scream at her. Only a strangled screech emerges from my mouth. The inarticulate croaking of an animal. I hate you and your sisters. What have you done to me?

But Thora can still hear my thoughts, and she flinches as though I have slapped her.

“Come on,” she says doggedly, refusing to react to the loathing she must see on my face even if she ignores my thoughts. She puts her hands under my elbow and heaves, trying to drag me. But I am heavy, in this new swollen shape, and she cannot move me.

Get off! I lash out, and to my shock, she does. The violent movement of my arm sends her reeling—lifting her off her feet and leaving her sprawled on the ground.

She looks old down there. Frail. Too human in the soggy dress she puts on for my benefit, here in my cell. She’s just a little old woman, and I’m a monster with monstrous power.

“It’s alright,” she wheezes, staggering back upright. “You don’t know your own strength yet. But Eppie, duckie, you need to get into the water. Can you do that for me?”

She’s approaching with caution this time, hands held out, and my throat is still working, trying to pull in the oxygen I cannot find up here. I’m left with no choice but to believe her. If I don’t act, I’ll suffocate.

When my claws touch the rock, they audibly scrape, like pens against parchment in the village school. I rise onto my hands and elbows and crawl like a beast on my belly, like a snake, like a worm. Dragging myself across the ground toward the water, the only option left. A trail of blood spreads behind me and pools on the wet stone. The red liquid shimmers strangely, almost metallic in the flickering light from the water.

My organs are shifting inside me with every movement, scales and skin sloughing off in my wake.

“That’s it! Almost there,” Thora gasps, shoving at my hips.

When I finally hit the water, the relief is instant. My gills flare instinctively, six on the neck and six on the ribs, and cool liquid rushes into me. I sink down, watching the glowing flowers slip past me in higher resolution than I’ve ever seen anything before. Is it the water magnifying them, or have my eyes changed too? I can see every dimple in their waxy petals, every glowing pore. My back bumps against the wall and I cry out in pain—a real noise this time. My voice carries better under the water.

Thora splashes in after me, her breathing flower back over her face and still spiralling out over her arms and legs. ((Be still, little sister,)) she says, the appellation seeming to come naturally in this silent language. ((Wait till you’re stronger.))

I try to speak again, and I can manage only the same clicks and high-pitched whistles.

Thora floats beside me, anchoring herself with a hand on a stem. She clears her throat, working around the roots now filling her airways, and switches back to speaking aloud. “Just rest.”

How can I hear her so well under the water? I raise a cautious finger to my ears and probe the pointed shape. My gorge rises again, and I want it to be done. I want all of this madness to end.

“You need sleep, duckie,” whispers Thora, almost begging me. “You’ll feel better once it’s done.”

I look down at myself, at my grotesque shape. I’ll feel better once it’s done. Yes. That’s exactly what I’m most afraid of.
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When next I wake, Thora is gone. I’m alone in a void lit only by the faint red light of the flowers. Distorted through the film of a second eyelid, it looks almost like distant flames. Like I have died and gone to hell.

I look at my tail, thick as my torso now and four times the length. Crescent-shaped scales, pale brown like cedar wood. Fins flare out from the new bones at my waist, and I can move them through the water. More fins halfway down the tail where my knees might once have been, and another pair at the tip, their breadth equal to the full span of my arms. I feel more fins wavering along my back. My gums are lined with knife-sharp fangs, a mouthful of broken glass. On my head… when I touch them, those strange bumps have split and opened, and my head is now covered by thick strands of flesh about an inch long.

It’s done. I’m not… not human any longer. I am a monster.

A flip of my tail sends me zipping through the water fast enough to collide into the closest wall with a force that should wound me. But my skin is thick and rubbery as a seal’s and even running the sharp point of my claws over my arm is not enough to split it.

When I take hold of one of the huge flowers, stem thicker than a sapling, I rip it from the wall with frightening ease. A hole gapes in the red stone beneath the flower, silver ichor leaking from the wound.

I look down at my fingers, flexing them in disbelief. The possibilities begin to spiral. I could swim out of this tunnel, find Myre, and tear her limb from limb. I could go to the queen’s presence chamber and tear out her throat with my sharp new teeth. I stretch out my arms, extend my scaled tail to its fullest extent, feel the strength that resides inside me. I could do anything.

But my gaze slides instead to the spot just beneath my navel where pale skin gives way to scales, where a passable imitation of humanity gives up the pretense.

And I am too exhausted to do anything but find a crevice in the stone and curl up as small as I can, curving my tail in the way that closest approximates how my knees once bent. I swallow the tears that threaten, shut my eyes, and let myself drift away again.
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((Eppie, duckie,)) Thora says in her quiet new voice, barely audible inside my head.

Dimly, I resurface. I was with Theo on the beach. He was singing to me. Mama’s song set to the tune he composed. Eppie dances with skirts a-swirl, beneath clouds white as sheep.

“Eppie. Wake up. Sthearle’s coming.”

I cough and blink myself awake. The dream lingers with me for a moment, pebbles clattering beneath my pounding feet as I keep rhythm to Theo’s frenetic playing. My eyes go to my tail, tracing every filament of the fins, honey-brown and laced at the edges with blue. I’ll never dance again.

In a flash of maroon hair, Sthearle rounds the bend. She narrows her red eyes at me and looks me up and down.

((It’s done, then?)) She sounds so casual about it. As though the shredding of my body—my humanity—is nothing at all.

I bare my teeth at her, my awful new monster’s teeth, and with the fading of my dream, misery has abruptly given way to fury. Eppie Wester the human girl is dead. She’ll never go home to her family. They have killed me—surely the least I can do is take out one of them with me. I only wish it were Myre. My talons flex and I ready myself to spring.

((It went perfectly,)) Thora says eagerly, punctuating her words with a series of nightmarish images—me with my back arched in pain, mouth gaping, fins bursting from my flesh. Later, lying amidst the tattered remains of my own skin—and Thora is smiling. ((Eppie was so brave.))

Sthearle nods. ((You did well, little sister.)) The words are for Thora, but her eyes are on me, and she isn’t smiling.

I should have rushed her while she was distracted, but those images snared me too. I flare my pelvic fins slightly, experimenting with how they propel me through the water.

Sthearle goes rigid as I begin to move. ((Hello, sister,)) she says formally, tone wary and the inflection of the word completely different from the way she used it to address Thora. ((How do you feel?))

((Better,)) I answer, putting considerable effort into forming the word as they do and sending it at them. It’s not a lie—which I am concerned they would somehow be able to sense—but the more minimal I can keep my answers, the better.

It’s only fractional, but Sthearle relaxes when she hears me. ((Good.)) She turns to Thora. ((Little sister, I—))

With a thrash of my flukes so powerful it convulses my whole body, I launch myself at her. The tip of my tail, much longer than I’m prepared for, collides painfully with the stone wall at my back. But the fire of the change is still fresh in my memory, and the jarring of delicate bone and fin against rock is nothing in comparison. Talons extended, I rush at Sthearle. All I can see is my fingers closing on her throat: revenge at last.

I move like lightning, almost faster than my mind can comprehend, and for a second I’m certain of my success. I am so swift and so strong: who could stand a chance against me?

But if I’m lightning, Sthearle is Zeus. Quicker than a striking adder, she twists in the water and I rush harmlessly past her.

((Eppie!)) Thora expostulates. Fruitlessly, because I’m already circling back for a second attempt.

A snarl of frustration bubbles in my throat. It’s an instinctive reaction, a reflex, but the sound of that animalistic fury emanating from my own body is so jarring I almost cease my attack altogether. Up until this moment, I’ve never made a noise harsher than an irritated grunt when Theo trips me in the kitchen. I falter, but my anger resurges again. They have made me into this: Sthearle and Myre and their precious Mother. I snarl again, louder, savoring the taste of it, and then I lash out.

A slash with my left hand and again Sthearle effortlessly evades it. A tilt so subtle it looks almost accidental, achieved with nothing but a slight wavering of her fins. Drawing on hazy memories of the one time at school in Garthisle when a bigger girl pushed me down and I made the mistake of fighting back, I follow up with my right hand. Sthearle is still swivelling away from that blow when it occurs to me: my claws are not my only weapons. My gaze fastens on the gills undulating on Sthearle’s neck and I lunge, fangs stretched wide. Her mouth twists; she looks more annoyed than anything else, and I realize I have made a mistake.

That’s the last thought I have time to register before her fingers are fastened around my jaw. When did she even move? Despite my new raptor vision I didn’t see a thing. We remain frozen like that for half a second, and then Sthearle hurls me bodily across the tunnel. I collide with the wall hard enough that the boom of cracking stone reverberates through the chamber and Thora cries out. A spike of icy heat in the back of my head—the seed impacting against stone—and I slump amidst the wreckage of the flowers I’ve destroyed, too winded to move.

Sthearle looks down at me with total disinterest. Most of the mermaids I’ve seen have the smooth, ageless look of indeterminate youth. About my age or a little older. And other than the slight lines around her mouth, Sthearle seemed the same as her sisters. But when I look into her crimson eyes and she stares back at me, uncaring and implacable, I feel like there’s no way of knowing how many lives Sthearle has snuffed out. How many people have gone to the grave with those blood-red irises the last sight they ever saw? Myre is cruel, but Sthearle is cold.

((Come, sister.)) Her voice is frosty but perfectly calm. As though nothing has happened.

I wince and start to pull myself out of the crater I have made. Shards of stone crumble away as I withdraw, though my skin is unmarked. Frightened by that as much as I am the devastating ease with which Sthearle neutralized me, I run a hesitant claw over my bicep. The flesh depresses, and while I can feel the sharpness of the digit with all the sensitivity of human skin, it does not leave a mark even when I dig in hard. When I switch to the pad of my fingers and pinch a roll of flesh, it refuses to comply. It’s too thick to have any give. Closer to leather armor than to skin, despite the way it looks.

((Come,)) repeats Sthearle, with more urgency.

As slowly as I can, I peel myself off the wall and comply. Thora keeps up a steady stream of apologies the whole time, but her voice is just as dim as before, and I can only make out about half of what she’s saying now that her focus is on Sthearle instead of me.

((Didn’t mean it… a good girl really… Mother must… you can vouch… gentle with her…))

Finally, Sthearle holds up a long-taloned hand, rusty-red hair fanning in the current. ((Peace, little sister.))

((… Only want…)) Thora spreads her hands mutely.

Is this what she meant when she told me she wasn’t usually so loud? I can’t imagine what it must be like to want this life and yet not quite be part of it.

A final swish of my tail has me drifting sullenly by Sthearle’s side, and she spares me a single dismissive glance before turning back to Thora. ((I will try, little sister. You’ve done very well with this one.))

This time Thora’s response is totally inaudible to me.

((Come this way,)) Sthearle snaps, and the implication is clear. Come this way, or I will make you. The impact of my body against the stone is still echoing in my ears; it’s a threat she’s more than able to follow through on.

So when she descends, I follow.
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DECEIVED

The queen is waiting for me. Still rooted in place, cemented against the wall of her throne room. She is flanked by her daughters, just like before. The same ones who held me last time—but no Myre. Instead, looking just as unhappy to be here as I am, is Yellow-Eyes, the one who brought me the fish.

((Eppie,)) the queen greets me, with satisfaction so palpable I can feel it, pouring off her by the gallon. As though her emotions are built on the same vast scale she is. ((Look at you! You’re beautiful.))

Beautiful isn’t what I would call it.

But she isn’t done enthusing. ((What a lovely color your scales turned out to be! So unusual. And the blue there in your fins—I would never have expected it, would you, Aspera?))

The orange-eyed flunky next to her nods like a puppet. ((No, Mother. What a pleasant surprise.))

((Once your barbels grow in, no one will ever guess you were a land-born.)) The queen pats her hands softly together, applauding herself in her delight at ruining my life and making me into a member of her freak show. She smiles wider, beckons. ((Come, don’t be shy.))

I don’t move. Sthearle jabs me in the shoulder, hard enough to set me spinning in the water, and I feel my ears press flat against my head like a dog’s. The sensation makes me shudder, worse even than Sthearle’s aggression. It’s just one more horrible reminder that I’m an animal now. I fight like one, bite like one. Why not emote like one too?

The cottage on the beach feels like a distant dream. I’ve never wished so hard for home in my life.

((She can talk,)) Sthearle answers, when I do not. ((I heard her before.))

((As did I,)) says Adastrea calmly, and then looks back to me. ((And it will get easier for you with practice. We’ll show you how.))

Yellow-Eyes stirs at her side, utterly miserable, and the queen claps her hands. ((Of course! We have some introductions to make.))

It’s like she thinks this is some sort of social occasion. A feast or a cèilidh. Like I came here voluntarily—see you soon, Mama, I’m just nipping down to the bottom of the ocean to visit my best friend Myre and her giant mother—and she’s playing hostess.

((You know my sister Sthearle, of course. She came here with me from Colonia Phryne, before I bloomed.)) She laughs, as though she’s said something charming rather than incomprehensible. ((It doesn’t seem long ago at all.))

I don’t care, I try to say, forming the words aloud, wanting to show her I won’t talk how she wants me to talk. But my tongue is heavy in my mouth and the sound won’t come. The only noises my voice seems capable of producing now are the clicks and chirps that all the mermaids make.

Adastrea looks mildly concerned. ((I’m not sure I understand, but you’ll pick up Mermish soon enough if talking verbally and singing are something you enjoy. First, though, let me finish introducing your sisters. This is Aspera, the first-hatched of my first clutch.))

My sisters? She’s deranged. And I don’t give a rat’s tail about her wretched daughters. I have one brother, and he’s all I want. I hold the image of Theo in my mind, bow moving rapidly across the strings as he sings the song he and Mama wrote for me. He’s my sibling.

((And, Eppie, this is Nemri,)) Adastrea says, excitement audible in her thoughts. ((She will be your new shoal-sister.))

There’s a wagonload of meaning behind that one word, shoal-sister. Years of cultural weight packed into three little syllables, and I catch only a few of the emotions she associates with it. Love, protection, sisterhood. A special bond.

Yellow-Eyes approaches cautiously. Her face unreadable, but her actions slow and deliberate. Like she thinks I’m some sort of wild animal. ((Hello, Eppie.))

I stare at her. Shoal-sister. What the hell is that supposed to mean? They didn’t understand me when I spoke, so I’ll give their awful telepathy a try. ((Go choke on a fish, monster-girl.))

It’s the longest sentence I’ve yet projected, but the expression on Yellow-Eyes’s face as she rears back tells me it got through loud and clear.

She rounds on Adastrea. ((I told you, Mother! She’s feral, I can’t—))

((Nemri,)) the queen says soothingly. ((Nemri, daughter, she’s new. You remember how Annabelle was, how Josephina was. She’ll learn, and someone must teach her.))

((Mother, please!)) Nemri’s face is a rictus mask of despair. ((You can’t ask this of me.))

Adastrea is implacable. ((If not you, then who?)) The thought is accompanied by a wordless vision of a minnow, always swimming against the tide, never schooling with its fellows. The image is tinged with disappointment.

((But surely there’s someone better suited—Sthearle, or Kumantra—someone used to land-borns.))

((I have not chosen Sthearle or Kumantra. I have chosen you.))

((It’s just… I wanted my first shoal-sister to be a real shoal-sister,)) Nemri whispers, looking ashamed. ((One of us, not… not this.))

Adastrea’s face softens. ((I’m sorry, Nemri, you know that if I could—))

Sthearle muscles past me to cut her off, hair flaring wide at Nemri like a cat puffing up its fur. ((How dare you?))

((I just—))

((By the First Mother, enough!)) Sthearle bares her fangs. ((If you cannot be civil, at least be silent.))

((Sthearle,)) Adastrea chides gently. ((Nemri did not mean to insult me.))

Nemri hangs her head. ((Never, Mother.))

((When you question our mother, you insult her,)) Sthearle insists.

Well, if that was the mermaid equivalent to telling the queen to go choke on a fish, maybe I hate Nemri a little bit less than the others. A little bit.

Adastrea looks back to me. Holds out her hands, and Sthearle shoves me into them. I try to resist, but I’m still unsteady in the water, and she sends me rolling into the giant grasp of Adastrea’s fingers. Once caged inside them I freeze. This is how a mouse feels in the moment when the cat’s paws come down.

((I’m sorry about that,)) Adastrea says softly. ((None of us want you to feel unwelcome. But I can feel that you’re just as hesitant as Nemri is, so perhaps you can understand.))

She pauses for me to respond, and I conjure up an image of her gagging on an oversized cod in as violent and painful a way as I can muster. You can go choke on a fish too.

A hiss from behind me—Sthearle—but Adastrea just chuckles. ((You certainly have spirit, Eppie. I think we’ll all benefit from having a sister as fiery as you.))

Fiery. Who in Hwenfirth would ever apply that label to the outcast girl who tried to lead Lucy Craig into sin? These people—no, these monsters—have no idea who I am. I’m quiet. Hard-working. Loyal to my parents, to my family. I look after Papa and Theo, and I find my peace in the empty spaces between the noise. I’m not fiery.

Sthearle swims a little closer, eyes on Adastrea. ((Bind her, Mother.))

The queen sighs. ((I hate to do it, Sthearle.))

((Remember Annabelle? This one might try too.))

Adastrea lowers her eyelashes: the only way she has of looking away. ((I remember.)) Then she lifts her hand, raising me to eye level. Her voice takes on a new timbre as she stares into my eyes. ((You are at peace here, child.))

Deep inside me, the seed seems to pulse. Her eyes are vast and limitless. Threads of orange sunset amidst the red of roses, of the womb. Calm and clear and soothing. The tension ebbs from my muscles, and I nod.

((These are your sisters. I am your mother. You are safe here with your family.))

Another pulse from the seed. The image of Theo flickers. My brother, my sibling, but not the only one. My limbs grow heavy. I yawn. I look around me at the others—at Sthearle, at Aspera, at Nemri. My sisters. There’s a sense of completeness here that I haven’t felt in a long time. They frightened me at first, and yet… was I ever truly at ease on the land? No one there understood me. There was no one like me. Perhaps here, I will finally find some kindred spirits.

((This is your home.)) She pauses. ((You don’t want to leave us.))

The circular room encloses us. I am… trapped? No way out but for the opening at the top. No. I’m not trapped. Safe. We’re safe here, all of us. Mother will take care of us.

((This is your home, Eppie. Never forget that.)) Mother’s voice washes over me like a current of warm water, and I am safe. Her love wraps me, enfolds me, a wave of maternal emotion overwhelming me, and I am lost beneath the tide.
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There’s a girl in the water. Her skin is dark blue, but it doesn’t alarm me. I know with a certainty that’s not my own that she’s beautiful: Ossind, with her purple barbels and shining pink eyes, is the most beautiful girl anyone at Colonia Adastrea has ever seen. She’s a wanderer and she never stays long. Her thoughts are full of strange flavors and far-off seas, and why would she look twice at—at—

My thoughts begin to stutter. Why would Ossind look twice at me? Why would I want her to? She’s a stranger to me, not one of my sisters. Her ocean-hued skin and purple hair—barbels, an alien word, not mine—mark her as an outsider here in our world of red.

No. Wait. That thought isn’t wholly mine either. I blink both sets of eyelids hard. When my eyes open again, I’m looking out at the physical world and not the world of shared thoughts that drones ceaselessly here in the… my mind goes fuzzy. What is the word I’m looking for? Here in my… home.

This chamber is new to me, but I know I’m still within the walls of the… hive? Colony? I don’t know what to call it, other than home. But between the pinkish fronds of seagrass, patches of red stone are visible, and I know I’m not far from the others. Everything in Adastrea’s realm… another slight blurring of my thoughts, and my stomach is starting to hurt. Everything in Mother’s realm is grown from the same red stone as her throne room. Closer to coral than stone, really.

((Sister?)) someone says tentatively.

I twist, and Nemri is beside me. At the sight of her so close, her fangs and eyes gleaming in the dim light of the seagrass, my heart kicks into high gear. I recoil, my hands coming up defensively—until I remember that this is a sister, my sister. The abortive movement of my hands stops halfway and I’m left motionless. Frozen as I stare uncertainly up at her.

She looks equally perturbed. ((Eppie?)) she asks, so cautiously I feel almost guilty.

((Sorry.))

The apology is instinctive. She is my family, and I take care of my family. Make sure they’re happy, like I’ve always done. Mama, Theo, and… no. This still isn’t right. I know who my family are. My sisters are my family. The humans in my memory aren’t like me. Not anymore. And yet… I know that I love them. It’s a truth I can feel in my marrow. Theo and my parents are the cornerstone of my world. As their faces come into sharper relief, the churning in my belly intensifies. Do I love my sisters as much as I love the humans? Do I… do I love my sisters?

The ache in my stomach is a full-blown cramp now. I feel like I might be sick, and there is a dull throbbing in my temples.

Nemri is still hovering, waiting for me to speak again. ((You don’t need to apologize,)) she says at last. ((This must all be very confusing.))

Mutely, I nod. Everything seems hazy. Uncertain. Two families, two worlds, and I’m caught in the middle. How am I supposed to reconcile the overwhelming need to go home to my human family when I know I’m already home here?

Daydreams of a girl I’ve never met are the least confusing thing going on in my head right now.

((Ah.)) Picking up on my thoughts, Nemri flushes. ((Not necessarily your daydreams. There can be crossover, sometimes.))

With an effort, I summon the words and show them to her. ((What’s wrong with me, Nemri?))

She’s silent while she considers, head cocked as she listens to the seething chaos in my head. I can feel my emotions reflected and replayed in her mind: unease, fear, pain, unrolling one by one like bolts of fabric.

((It’s the binding, I think. You keep dwelling on it, and it’s getting… tangled.))

In a rush, it returns to me. Bind her, Mother. And Mother’s voice, washing over me like a warm bath. You are safe here with your family. This is your home. Revealing truths to me that I must have always known, deep down. I was meant to be here, with my sisters. The land was never right for me.

And yet the truth Mother showed me overwrote existing truths. That I have a mother on land, too. A brother, instead of a hundred sisters I’ve not yet met. And there are two streams of thought inside me, telling me that this is the most important thing, flowing in opposite directions.

((Could we ask Mother to… loosen it?)) I suggest, hoping the knot analogy will still apply. ((Not change it. I understand now that things are better for me here. But maybe the part about my family…?))

((No,)) Nemri says decisively. ((It would be better to ask her to make a new one so you don’t think about the first.))

My skin prickles at the idea of another binding, another twisting of the world into a new shape. The sensation is odd somehow, and for the first time I notice that all my body hair is gone. Even when I raise a claw-tip to my eyebrows, I find only rippled skin where more nascent barbels are pushing through. Perturbed, I let my hand fall again. I love my new form, I know I do, but it’s another difference I hadn’t anticipated.

No, a new binding doesn’t feel like the answer. I can’t handle any more confusion—especially if it might mean I’ll forget my old family altogether. It makes sense that my sisters must come first now, but I don’t want to lose access to the memories of my previous life.

Hastily, I shake my head. ((Now I know what the problem is, I’ll try harder not to think about it. I don’t want to bother Mother; surely I’ve taken up enough of her time.))

I breathe a sigh of relief when Nemri nods in agreement. ((That’s true. And you didn’t react well to the last one. I’ve been waiting hours for you to snap out of it.))

There’s nothing I can do but apologize again. She didn’t want me in the first place. My first day as her shoal-sister and I’m already making a mess of it.

To my surprise, she cracks a small smile. ((Didn’t I already say you didn’t need to apologize?)) She puts a hand on my shoulder, the first time she has touched me. ((We’ve got a lot of work ahead of us. Plenty of mistakes for you to make. And I think the very first lesson I need to teach you is how to think quieter. It’s like you’re screaming at me.))

I flush. ((Of course. I’ll do my best to keep it sotto voce.))

She tilts her head, and I can feel her confusion at the unfamiliar saying, picked up from Papa’s choral work. But then she tamps it down, pushes out a wave of friendliness, acceptance. Offers me a rueful grin. ((We can work on your phrasing too. Come on, then. Let’s go and meet everyone.))

She vanishes through the narrow circular doorway, anemones and seagrass rustling in her wake, and I only hesitate for a second before I follow.

I trust Nemri; I love her with a loyalty so deep and intrinsic to my being that the roots run deeper than Mother’s in the seabed. I love my sister, I love all of my sisters, but I do not yet know them. A shiver ripples down my dorsal fin, and I’m not sure if it’s excitement or fear. There is no time to dwell on it: I have a whole family to meet.
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((Come, then. What do you think of this one?))

I stare at the dull red coloration, lean in to sniff at it. Water courses through my nostrils—a foreign sensation now that I am used to breathing through my gills. Nor does my sense of smell function in the way it once did. When I lived on land, the air was rich with scents that I never stopped to notice. A salty breeze rolling in from the sea, grass in the meadows after rain, fresh-baked bread in the bakery. Now when I breathe in, it’s more akin to tasting. The kelp is giving off a certain earthy musk, but I can’t yet distinguish between the flavors of the variants.

((Mother’s?)) I guess at last. It’s a straight fifty-fifty shot, and there’s a decent chance I’m right by default.

Nemri senses the thought process behind my answer and grins. ((That’s right.)) She elbows me in the side. ((It was bound to happen sometime, I suppose.))

I laugh, too busy revelling in the easy exchange of emotions to mind the teasing. ((Is there a more reliable way to tell?)) I ask, bending back down to sniff at the kelp again. It’s red, like the majority of Mother’s plants. It looks exactly like all the other less nutritious types we’ve spent the morning uprooting and shoving into the bulging net below us.

((Well, this variety began as the rest did,)) Nemri explains. ((We bring it down and plant it, or another colony gifts it to us. The only difference is that Mother altered this one a bit.))

((Altered? How?))

((The same way she changes anything else.)) There’s a flash of an image in her head—me, the human me, sobbing and cowering. ((Little bit of nectar, a song, and for the kelp, some selective breeding too.))

She pauses, leaving space for me to add another question or rejoin with more banter, but my thoughts are too sluggish. Still swirling around that view of me seen from the water, a weeping mess on the floor. I’m barely recognizable. Too many limbs, soft and weak, swathed in yards of damp fabric. And so frightened. Of this life, of the sisters I can’t imagine living without. It makes me feel ill, but I promised Nemri I wouldn’t dwell on these feelings. I shudder and try to bring myself back to the situation at hand. Focus on the kelp.

((Good to know,)) I finally manage.

Nemri compresses her lips, and I can sense equal measures of sympathy and impatience. Outwardly she’s silent, but she rummages in the net and passes me a handful of different wild variants, then delicately tears off a segment of Mother’s kelp without uprooting it. ((It might be easier to smell the difference between them once you try some.))

Cautiously, I nibble a few of the strands. They all share that same earthy taste, and a papery texture a little smoother than seaweed. But when I come to sample the one Mother made, my eyes widen a little. It tastes… lemony. A flavor so far from my current life that I never expected to experience it again.

((Do you taste the tang?)) asks Mother.

Her periodic emergences from observance to active participation might have startled me once, but I’m so used to them now I just nod. ((Yes!))

I feel her smile rather than see it. We’re a long way from the throne room. ((I tried to give this one a little zest. Something unique.))

((It worked.)) I’m trying not to think lemon again, because Nemri won’t like it, but I know Mother will have heard. She hears everything, every thought from all her daughters at once, and she understands and accepts every one.

((Why don’t you work your way around toward the back of the colony?)) suggests Mother, addressing Nemri now.

We’ve barely cleared a third of the kelp on this bulge of the reef, so I expect Nemri to object. She must hear something in Mother’s thoughts that I do not, because she immediately gathers up the net and starts to move away.

Hurrying after her, I let my handful of kelp leaves fall. ((Why the rush?))

((I think Libby and Aspera are around the other side,)) she says, and understanding dawns.

Though she’s technically older than me, Libby is our youngest sister. She is the smallest, at any rate. If I’d been looking at her through the lens of my old life, I would have guessed she was five or six. Nemri doesn’t put much stock in human timescales like years, and from her memories it seems like the seasons don’t pass as noticeably down here, but I get the feeling Libby has looked this way for much longer than a human child would.

The whole colony adores Libby, and Nemri loves her even more than most. Sometimes I think about what she said back in Mother’s throne room—I wanted my first shoal-sister to be a real shoal-sister, not this—and Libby hangs in the air between us like a ghost.

Still, surely Libby’s presence is something Nemri couldn’t have known unless Mother told her. And why would Mother want us away from this area so quickly?

It doesn’t make sense until we pass the glowing mouth of a tunnel, and Kumantra and Annabelle emerge. Kumantra has Annabelle’s arm tucked into her own, and Annabelle’s eyes fix on me with that perfect equanimity that she never seems to lose.

“Hi, Annabelle,” I call aloud in Mermish, the staccato syllables falling easily from my tongue now.

Our vocal language doesn’t see much use in the colony, intended for communicating with outsiders rather than sisters, but Annabelle is such a stranger to me that she might as well be from another colony entirely. In all my time down here, we’ve never been in the same room more than twice.

And even now, Kumantra is spiralling anxiously around Annabelle, beckoning her back into the shadows of the reef. Their conversation isn’t intended to be broadcast publicly, but if I listen hard, I can catch traces. ((… Not the day for a swim after all… Come, Annie. I know you’re hungry… won’t be long until Myre gets back…))

Annabelle nods quietly and flutters her fingers at me in what might almost be a wave.

My land-born sisters intrigued me at first. Other girls like me, taken by Myre or another of the gatherers, transplanted into this life. Despite the love I feel for my colony, I wanted to talk to them. Get their advice. Maybe a way to stop the unsettled churning of my stomach whenever I think too hard about my past.

I tried Annabelle first. When I catch them second- or third-hand, her thoughts are so calm and placid that it makes me envy her. There’s no conflict in her, no lingering loyalty to her human family. Only a smooth, deep sense of peace. I wanted to ask her about it, but Kumantra is always hovering. Always shepherding her away, just like now.

And Josephina… the rebuffs from her have been all her own work, rather than her shoal-sister’s. Come back and talk to me in a year or two, little sister, she says, hefting her nets as she heads out to hunt. When your barbels are fully grown and you’re really one of us. It only took a couple of repetitions for me to stop asking. Josephina is a mermaid, every bit as much as the ocean-born, and every thought in her head is geared toward that single all-consuming goal. There’s no room for me.

There are no others who might understand. Mother likes to space out her land-born daughters. First Annabelle, then Josephina, then me. One at a time, to give us lots of room to get settled.

That leaves only Thora, and Thora… when I look at her, all I can remember is the terror of those days in the cave, believing that I would be eaten or worse. And those memories make the migraines bloom like black roses behind my eyes, and I just can’t. Thora isn’t an option either.

I watch Annabelle go, frustration coiling in my chest. ((Why won’t Kumantra let her talk to me?))

Nemri doesn’t look up from her net, but her dorsal fins flare up high. She’s uncomfortable. ((It’s not you.))

Does she think I’m an idiot? There’s not a single other sister who Kumantra watches like she watches me. Like I’m going to injure Annabelle just by breathing near her. ((Liar. It’s definitely me.))

((It’s the same with Josephina too. Mother thinks too much contact with the other land-born isn’t good for Annabelle.))

That doesn’t make any sense. I’m not going to hurt Annabelle. She’s my sister.

The words weren’t intentionally voiced, but Nemri’s face softens. ((I know. Mother knows that too. It’s just that… the way you sometimes feel, when you remember your life before. You’re still learning to manage it, to keep yourself away from those negative memories, but imagine if Annabelle heard them, and it made her feel bad, too. It wouldn’t be fair to make her suffer, would it?))

((No, of course not,)) I admit begrudgingly. I don’t want to make anyone suffer. But still—

((Give it time,)) Nemri soothes me. ((You’ve not been with us long. Once you’ve adjusted properly, Kumantra will ease up.))

Then Libby’s laughter rings out, and Aspera goes shooting after her, thoughts so strident and loud that the whole colony must be able to hear her. ((Libby, wait!))

They come racing round the corner, nearly colliding with us, and bolt off into the distance. A little sigh from my side, and I glance over to see Nemri watching them go. There’s the flicker of the familiar daydream, the child beaming, and then she pushes it back down to the depths of her mind where I cannot hear it. It’s one that recurs often, though, and I know it well enough to finish it for myself.

((Come here, little minnow,)) Nemri calls, stretching her arms wide to the child swimming toward her. The little girl isn’t Libby, not quite. She has red scales and red eyes, like all our sisters, but her skin is closer to the brown of Nemri’s than the shining mahogany of Mother’s. And by Nemri’s side floats a familiar purple-finned figure: Ossind, the most beautiful girl in the world.

The image recurs in Nemri’s mind, both waking and sleeping. She’s got good control—much better than mine—and she always brushes it away quickly, but when you spend as much time with her as I do, it’s impossible not to see. Nemri is like me, and like me, she’s afraid of it.

Nemri stiffens beside me, and I hastily pull my thoughts back to the task at hand. ((Sorry, sorry.))

She snorts and flicks me on the shoulder, hard enough to sting but not to hurt. ((No, you’re not. Come now. We have a harvest to be getting on with.))

We’ve been working on the kelp a few hours at least, but there is time for plenty more. Soon the others will come to join us, and our thoughts will flow as one as we labor together, fizzing with warmth and belonging. The days seem longer here, always filled to bursting with music and laughter and dozens upon dozens of my sisters. I enjoy the noise; like Nemri’s constant presence, it gives me something to hold on to. In the quiet moments, my thoughts turn toward the shore, to Theo and Mama, and the pain in my seed returns.

I smirk and offer up another fistful of kelp. ((There’s some nice tender shoots over here.)) She leans down to examine them, and I feel my certainty waver. ((Those are fresh growths, right?))

((Yes,)) she says. ((They’re great, minnow.))

There’s a beat while we both absorb what she just called me, and then I have to fight to keep the grin off my face. My heart is suddenly full.

Little minnow is a familiar nickname, but not one I thought she’d ever apply to me. I’m not the shoal-sister she’s dreamed of, the hatchling she could raise, but maybe I’m not such a poor second choice after all.
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We’re headed back to our regular quarters, arms still full of kelp, when a voice calls out from behind me.

((Eppie!)) carols Thora, and I turn to meet her with a smile—she’s one of my sisters—and that same sick feeling I get when I see Myre. I love them now, but I can remember when they terrified me.

((Oh, Eppie, it’s been weeks. And look at you now! Your barbels are growing in.)) She raises a fond hand to stroke the bumpy little stalks littering my scalp, none of them longer than my thumb.

Nemri’s fins have been flaring wider and wider with every word, but now she cuts in, eyes narrowed. ((Hello, Thora.))

((Nemri!)) Thora says happily. ((I don’t know how we managed to miss each other for so long. Tell me everything. How has Eppie been settling in?))

((Excellently,)) answers Nemri stiffly, waves of something still rolling off her.

Thora is back to fluttering around me, moving a little awkwardly through the water compared to the fluidity of the other mermaids. ((I’m so sorry about everything that happened with Sthearle. It was a bad idea to take her on; Sthearle’s a fighter, you know. She’s got a lot of tricks up her—well, not her sleeve, but you get the idea.))

I recall the frightening ease with which she dodged my clumsy attacks, and despite the conflicted way Sthearle makes me feel, I am fiercely glad that I wasn’t able to hurt her. Mother would have been heartbroken. Sthearle is her sister, the only one to come with her from the old colony before she took root. If I had done anything to Sthearle before Mother had helped me to see the truth… I shudder. I can’t bear to think about it.

((Yes.)) A pelvic fin waving in dismissal, Nemri turns away. ((Thank you, Thora. We’ll see you later.))

Thora quails. ((Oh. I thought—I was wondering about maybe joining you and Eppie for dinner today.))

((We’re fine on our own.))

A slight tightening around Thora’s eyes, almost a wince. ((It’s just—Eppie and I got quite friendly when she first arrived, before her transformation.))

She’s showing a memory: it’s me, but barely recognizable. It’s even worse through Thora’s eyes than it was through Nemri’s. No tail, no barbels, wearing those long sheets of strange woven cloth. Human. My face is screwed up in anger, my mouth moving as I shout words that are dimly familiar, but so foreign now. Talking is so clumsy in comparison to sharing with my sisters. And I never feel like that anymore. The expression looks wrong on my face, and the reminder makes my head ache.

((Stop it,)) Nemri says sharply, and the memory chokes off. ((First Mother’s scales, Thora, you know that’s the last thing Eppie should be looking at right now.))

((I thought she might like to see me, at least.)) Thora is drooping like a neglected sea-lily. ((A familiar face.))

Both of them are talking about me like I’m not there, and I swim forward, about to intercede, when Nemri holds up a finger to halt me.

((A familiar face?)) repeats Nemri, like she doesn’t understand, though I can feel the intent behind the words. Sharp and pointed, like Nemri so often is. ((Thora, who could possibly be more familiar to Eppie than her own shoal-sister?))

There is a beat. As the silence begins to stretch, Thora glances from Nemri to me and back again, before bowing her head. ((O-of course. I was being silly. Have a good meal, sisters.))

((Thank you, sister,)) Nemri answers politely, and I echo her awkwardly.

((And you, sister.))

Then Nemri jerks her head and we dart away, leaving Thora floundering sadly through the water behind us. So slow and ungainly without a tail. And so old. I’m glad Mother chose me and sent Myre to save me. I can’t imagine how horrible it would be, withering away like that: the last lonely human in our little world.

That strange sick feeling in my stomach begins again and I shudder. I am a mermaid now, but I was a human before, and I can’t just forget that. No matter how happy I am here, I can’t forget the people I left behind.

Nemri looks sharply at me. ((Eppie, stop it. You know dwelling on it will make you ill.))

((I know, but—)) But I can’t seem to stop my thoughts from running down the well-trodden paths. Like a cartwheel being guided into a familiar rut—ugh. Even my metaphors are human.

Nemri comes to a halt and places a gentle hand on my arm. ((Eppie, breathe. You’re one of us now. That’s all that matters.))

((Yes,)) I agree with her, placing my hand atop hers and trying to ground myself in the moment. Anything to make this horrible twisting sensation stop. ((I’m home. Right now is all that counts.))

Thora’s presence has brought it all back. The cave. The fight with Sthearle. The days spent lying in my cell, trapped and certain I would be killed by my sisters. Another human memory rears its ugly head in the swirling ocean of my mind—at least that metaphor is a sensible one—and I latch onto it. Dim and cloudy through the lens of my weak human eyesight, but a familiar face. The most familiar face. It’s Nemri herself, lips curled back from her teeth as she stares up at me. Distaste rolling off her. Disgust. The way she gesticulated and Myre clicked back at her.

She hated me.

((Eppie…)) Nemri says warningly, but I have to ask the question she’s already tasted in my mind.

((What were you saying to each other when you came to see me?))

Her ears fold back in embarrassment. ((Nothing important.))

There’s a flash of memory at the edge of her thoughts—you expect me to—and she hastily drags it away, replacing it with the image of the yellow anemones that grow in Sthearle’s private chambers. But I hang on to the memory, pulling it up and playing it again, watching for her reaction.

You expect me to…

And involuntarily, the rest of it spills out of her.

((You expect me to teach this?))

Myre scowling. ((What’s wrong with it?))

Nemri’s eyes flick back to the human curled into a sobbing ball. Soft and weak and impossibly strange. Not one of us, not the little shoal-sister I wanted, a smiling little girl to coil next to me at night and listen with wide eyes to the knowledge I’ve spent my whole life collecting for her. ((Even for a human, it’s…))

((Oh, stop whining, Nemri. Once it’s a sister, it will learn like all the others. Josephina and Annabelle turned out fine, didn’t they?))

They’re… fine. They’re my sisters, and I love them, in the automatic way I love all my sisters, but I’ve never been comfortable with the foreign images that originate in their thoughts and reverberate through the colony. ((Josephina and Annabelle never did… whatever that is.))

((They did,)) Myre says, with the infuriating confidence common to all my older sisters. ((You just didn’t see them before the change.))

((I don’t want to do this,)) I plead, almost desperate. ((Why won’t Mother let me wait till there’s a proper clutch?))

Myre is suddenly radiating waves of disapproval, and I am awash with guilt. I know why. I know that my own clutch was the last real success. I saw how Mother tried when she was next ready to lay. We all felt the pain when the eggs failed and poor Libby was the only survivor. And the next clutch, laid too soon, another bitter loss, and the one after that. The agony radiating out from Mother’s chamber is worse each time.

But beneath all the collective emotion, the sister-sharing, there is a tenacious layer of my own hope. Frustrated over and over again, but still there. And the jealousy that I feel for Aspera, with a little shoal-sister of her own.

But Mother knows. She saw my disappointment back then and will be hearing these traitorous thoughts even now. She’s done her best for me. Given me a shoal-sister in the only way possible, and I’m throwing it back in her face.

Myre feels all of this, and instead of snapping at me as she so often does, she simply reaches out and lets her fins brush against mine. She does not form any words, just sends me a wave of silent sympathy. ((I’m here, sister.))

((I’m sorry.)) The thought is born simultaneously in both our minds.

I bow my head. ((If it’s what Mother wants, I’ll try.))

The human begins to chitter at us in its horrible rattling voice, so low and unmusical, and I—

I am suddenly crashing back into myself as Nemri snarls aloud and slashes me across the face. The claws of her left hand score deep into my cheek and I squeal with pain at the shock of it—at the shock of being me again, and not her—and the fury in her yellow eyes cuts me almost as deep as her talons.

I reel back, clutching at my face. Automatically trying to cover the wound, to apply pressure, even as a cloud bubbles out to form in the water between Nemri and I. And I look at it, my fingers pressed tight against my strangely thick skin, the waxy layer below so foreign to my touch. But the color spiralling out of me is not red, like Nemri’s hair and Myre’s eyes. It’s silver, shining silver, and my mouth falls open in horror.

I thought I had seen the worst of it. The tail, the barbels, the too-bright eyes. But this… if even the blood running in my veins is different, what is actually left of me? Where is the human called Eppie Wester, sister and daughter?

Nemri’s anger is still battering into me like a physical force, and my gaze flicks back to her. She’s floating there, chest heaving. Our eyes meet and I catch only one brief snippet of thought—land-born, she’ll never understand—and then she bares her teeth and sings a low, furious note of warning before wheeling away and vanishing back into the tunnels.

((Nemri?)) I call, still dazed from the onslaught of her memories. I swim clumsily after her, but by the time I reach the first fork she’s long vanished.

((Mother, where did she go?)) The question goes unanswered, and the fronds of the plants wave softly in the current.
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I sleep alone in the tunnel below my old cell. With Nemri angry and our usual sleeping spots barred to me, I don’t know where else to go. I float uneasily in the light of the red flowers, and even when Mother exerts herself to close their petals so I can rest, I can’t shake the knowledge of what’s above me. A crater where Sthearle slammed me into the wall, and a stone platform where I wept for the family I will never see again.

My dreams are fragmented and uneasy. Snatches of black interspersed with the fire of my transformation. But the last one is so terrifyingly familiar that it jerks me awake and leaves me gasping in the dark. I’m drowning. My gills aren’t working, and someone—something—is dragging me down to die.

I’m still shivering when Nemri finds me, nervously running the folds of my tail fins between my fingers.

((Mother wouldn’t tell me where you were,)) she says, full of contrition. ((I’ve been looking all night, till I felt that spike. Are you alright?))

She reaches for me, and I put my hand to my cheek. Four silvery scabs cover the furrows she left. I heal fast now, but the pain is fresh in my memory.

Nemri falters. ((Eppie, I… I’m sorry.))

Her mind is always more open to me than to the others. We’re shoal-sisters, and I can feel her agony sharper than my own. The emotion is a pinprick in a waterskin, and whatever anger I still felt begins to ebb away. She shouldn’t have lashed out, but I am not blameless either. I pushed her too far. I shoved my nose too deep, and I saw something Nemri wanted to keep hidden—to spare my feelings.

((Me too.))

After all, she was right to seal it away, was she not? I wish I had never seen that memory, never tasted the disgust with which she first looked at me, before I was myself. Before I knew Mother was saving me, instead of killing me.

I don’t want to remember when we hated each other.

((It’s the… the worst thing you can do, in the shared mind. Pulling on something a sister doesn’t want you to see is…)) Nemri trails off, as though she doesn’t have the words for it. ((You couldn’t have known. I… I shouldn’t have been so angry.))

I see it in her mind, the image of Libby again. Treat her as I would have treated my real shoal-sister; a baby wouldn’t have known—then she tamps the thought down, and this time I respect her wishes and let it go.

((I won’t do it again,)) I promise her, and she offers me a half-smile in response.

((Good. And I’m sorry about your face, little minnow.)) She pats my half-healed scratches gently. ((I didn’t mean to.))

I lean into the caress. So much else is wrong, but this at least is right. It’s good to have a sister. ((I know.))
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7

WARM-BLOODED

The open ocean yawns beneath me, and when I look down I see nothing: infinite nothing stretching for mile after mile. I am alone out here. I cannot hear anyone. I could sink, I could swim forever, and no one would find me.

It’s strangely peaceful.

The water around me is tinted a muted gold by the light I’m emitting. Moving lazily, I spiral round again, reaching out for the trailing edges of my own fins. The pale brown gives way to a lacy pattern of eggshell blue roughly the same shade as my eyes. I brush my fingers across the membrane and sigh. It’s almost pretty, which is still strange; I’ve never been pretty before. Nemri says you can never quite tell how a land-born’s coloring will come out, but mine isn’t the worst she’s seen. Coming from Nemri, that’s practically a compliment.

When I stop swimming, I seem to hang motionless in the endless dark of night. At home in the colony, the water rushes through the tunnels, compressed down through countless little caves and passageways. But out here in the wild the currents are sluggish, and the motion of the ocean is so subtle as to be almost imperceptible. Sensitive as the new barbels sprouting from my scalp are, I can’t feel a thing. And it’s quiet in more ways than one: the reassuring hum of my sisters’ voices has finally dwindled to nothing.

We’re two days’ swim from home, where the great schools of salmon feast, roaming the open sea until it’s time to go inland, chasing the rivers and streams up into the hills to find the pools where they spawned. The land is still there, waiting for them. The world I came from waits too. No mountain pool, but a cottage on a beach, the shingle damp from the receding tide. As always, I’m trying not to think about it. Better to focus on what is here, in this moment. Solitude and silence and the cool caress of limitless water on my skin.

Mother was right: it’s time for me to spread my wings beyond the colony’s walls. I need the distraction.

I was afraid to leave at first. It’s safe in Colonia Adastrea, inside the reef that Mother grew for us. Nothing can hurt us there: I know that as surely as I know my own name. A certainty as deep as my love for my sisters.

((But you can’t stay inside forever, Eppie,)) Nemri pointed out with a touch of impatience. ((We must all leave sometimes. How do you suppose we get food?))

((Food?)) I echoed. ((Mother grows it for us.))

The reef bears fruit in abundance, and Josephina and the other hunters bring back eels and clams, fish of every kind. I’ve always steered clear; the glassy eyes of the fish are too reminiscent of the market in Hwenfirth on my last day. Too close to the raw fish Myre hurled at me with such contempt. The way I felt my humanity ebbing away as I lowered my head to gnaw at the glittering scales, dignity gone along with my pride. The memories are too painful, and I prefer to stick to kelp.

Nemri rolled her eyes. ((And how does Mother grow her plants?))

I paused; I’d assumed nutrients from the sea floor, or something—Mother is much more plant-like than we are—but the seabed around Colonia Adastrea is bare rock. Nothing like soil or earth for Mother’s roots to pull from, and we’re too deep for sunlight.

((There’s no soil in the sea,)) said Nemri grumpily, forcefully pushing an image of sand and rock at me. Despite her best efforts, I’m still a loud thinker, and she doesn’t like the old human references that sometimes crop up.

((I know.))

She tapped a playful hand against my belly. ((It’s been long enough; aren’t you hungry yet?))

I snorted and batted her away. ((No!)) My strong new body has a thousand advantages over the old. I heal faster, I am tougher and quicker, and I hunger less than I ever did on land.

She sighed. ((You will be soon.))

((I eat plenty,)) I objected. I’d filched half a dozen unripe fruit-anemones from the orchard a few days previously, and Elpis was still irritated with me for ruining her harvest.

((Not that sort of hunger.)) Before I could ask what other kind of hunger there was, she grabbed my hand, pulling me along after her. ((Come on, minnow. Let’s go see Mother. She’ll tell you there’s nothing to worry about. It’s time we get you out there in the open water.))

Moving in perfect synchrony, our thoughts melding like twin currents, we raced through the winding corridors, straining to our limits. Well, my limits, really. Nemri is still much faster than me.

We came careening into Mother’s chamber, bowling over each other like half-grown puppies as we tumbled to a halt.

((No puppies, Eppie,)) Nemri muttered, and Mother opened her arms in welcome.

((How can you possibly stay inside any longer?)) Mother asked, her voice so full of love that just remembering it makes me warm all over. ((You two are going to take a wall down sooner or later. You need to stretch your fins.))

My seed tingled as she spoke, and I knew she was right. Mother always is. I needed the exercise, and Mother and my sisters needed the fish Nemri and I could bring them.

Mother told us where we could find a school of salmon spotted by another hunting party a few days before. We swam out through the colony’s grand entrance, sisters singing goodbyes on every side. Out into the blackness where the waters flow free and I can hear my own dreams. At home, I can never tell which are mine. There are so many floating in the waters of the reef it’s hard to tell which sister they originate from. Images of darting silver fish and sisters singing in tune with great slow-moving whales. Balmy blue waters that Nemri always swears are from Ossind. None of us have ever been so far south, she says, and the admiration in her thoughts is plain to see. The most beautiful girl—she tries not to think of Ossind too much, but it shows.

But in the two sleeps since we left home, my dreams have been mine. Always the same: a little stone cottage huddled on the coast. A thin boy bending over his violin, brown hair falling into his eyes—a shade only a little darker than my own still-growing barbels. He’s always singing, but when I try to join in, he stares transfixed at my sharp teeth, my pointed ears, my claws and fins. We stay frozen in that moment, the song straining and breaking, until I wake.

I feel a prickle at the edges of my consciousness, and then Nemri’s thoughts are back in range and brushing against my own. ((Headed your way and coming in fast, Eppie.))

Her voice banishes the echoes of the dream from my mind and I straighten. ((Ready.))

I reach for the seaweed-woven belt at my waist, the first clothing I’ve worn since my transformation. It still feels wrong. My fingers close on the net and I pull it free.

Nemri’s thoughts are growing louder. The shimmering movement of the fish, the water coursing through her barbels as she darts from left to right, steering their panicked flight.

((Not long now.))

With a flick of my wrist I unfurl the net, hoping it looks half as smooth as when Nemri does it.

((Incoming!)) Nemri’s third warning is loud enough for me to pinpoint her location.

I swivel to face her, and when I open my clear second eyelids I can see a flicker in the darkness. Letting the net dangle at my side, I watch that hint of movement grow. I keep myself loose and easy, like a whip coiled in a huntsman’s hand, only ever a heartbeat from striking.

The pinprick of light grows larger, path unsteady as the fish weave from side to side in search of escape. But Nemri is everywhere, a blur of red at the shoal’s edges, corralling them mercilessly until they have only one way left to run: right into my waiting arms.

All at once they are upon me, a riot of chaos and color. Thousands of salmon buffeting me on every side. A swirl of my net snags a few of them and then it’s ripped from my hands. It doesn’t matter: the net is too cumbersome to be worth much now. The fish in it are trapped and I’ll get them later. All I really need is the weapons I burned for. The gifts the fire gave me. I flex my talons and bare my rows of glittering teeth and hurl myself into the fray.

The fish are like ghosts, snatched out of sight before I can fully see them. They’re flooding around me, an avalanche of thrashing bodies. And though something deep inside me whispers I shouldn’t be able to do this, it’s as easy as breathing to reach out my hands and pluck two of them from the swarm. One second they are bolts of silver lightning, almost faster than Nemri, and the next they’re impaled on my claws, shining black eyes turning dull. Fascinated by the red blood as it leaks out past my claws, I brush my tongue against the razor-sharp points of my teeth. Odd. The taste is metallic, yet so… so good. That realization is somehow less off-putting than the next: their blood is red—closer to human than my own.

((Eppie!)) Nemri commands, bursting out of the undulating silver cloud to slash the head off another fish before vanishing once more.

((Right.)) My focus returns and I drop my two kills. They won’t have time to sink too far before we recover them. And the coppery scent of their blood is so distinctive that I could probably smell it from miles away.

Moving fluidly, we arc through the tumult. Claws lancing out, teeth snapping. Taking life after life. It’s effortless, almost disturbingly so. Would I ever have done this when I was human? Again, I remember the fish market in Hwenfirth. The shouts of the fishermen. The blank stares of the discarded fish heads as the gulls squabbled over them. Preferring the safe, sanitary fillets on the stalls, I tried not to look.

But that revulsion is gone now. I can rip and tear into the fish-flesh, swallow it raw and still wriggling. And it tastes incredible. The tang of copper is still there, but it spreads on my tongue, an ever-expanding miasma of taste, a hundred different flavors layered on top of one another. I can’t get enough. I gulp down a salmon long as my forearm, slashing it into ribbons and snapping down each one. I snatch a second, a third. Another and another.

Nemri was right; this is hunger of a different sort, and by the First Mother, I am hungry.

I could eat like this forever: the thrill of the hunt and the flickering colors, the joy at the rush of the blood between my teeth. For a second, I think that maybe if I did nothing else in this life except shovel fish-flesh into my mouth, it would be enough.

Then a tingle of Nemri’s awareness passes over me, and I make an effort to pull away from the joy of glutting myself. Back to killing; the eating can wait, no matter how sweet the fresh meat. We’re hunting for the whole colony, and my sisters deserve to feast too.

I focus my breathing just as Nemri taught me, in through my neck-gills and out through my rib-gills, my own tiny current that can push me farther and faster than my tail can alone. As I find my rhythm, Nemri and I begin to move together, two halves of the same pattern, just as we practiced at home in the colony. She’s lethal, cutting huge swathes through the edges of the school, and I do my best to mirror her. Dozens of salmon drift down beyond the limits of our light. But still we corral the others, cinching the net of our presence tighter and tighter as we fight to contain them.

Nemri loops past me again, her barbels contracting and expanding like an octopus’s tentacles, pushing her to even greater speeds. She rips a bloody chunk out of another fish, and as it sinks spasming after its fallen brethren, I feel the distant touch of another mind.

((Nemri?)) a voice asks. ((Is that you?))

Nemri skids to a stop. ((Myre?))

((Ah, there you are!))

((That’s enough, Eppie,)) Nemri says, all her attention now locked on our distant sister.

Obediently I halt, and the school of fish billows away from us, making desperately for open water.

((But there’s still so many left.))

((We have plenty,)) Nemri says, and though I’m still watching the living fish, through her eyes I can see the constellation of the dead arrayed below us. ((We don’t take more than we need.))

As I wheel back to her side, she offers me a distracted smile, and the water has already washed the red from her teeth. ((You did well, minnow. A good first hunt.)) Before the sentence is complete her eyes are already flicking back to scan the empty water, looking for our sister.

I swallow. The heavenly taste is fading, and all that remains is the new gnawing in my belly. I gorged myself, but it does not feel like enough. ((Nemri, what’s Myre doing here?))

I’m still not altogether comfortable with Myre, especially in smaller groups where her thoughts are louder. She sometimes thinks of me as I was when she first saw me, and I cannot stand to see those images. They make my head spin, my stomach clench, and when Myre laughs, it doesn’t matter that I know we are sisters and we love one another. Occasionally, before I can catch the thought and choke it off, her laughter still sounds cruel.

((Nemri! Eppie!)) More voices chorus behind Myre. I can recognize Attia, but they’re all speaking at once, and at this distance the rest of the group merges into a faceless hum.

((We’re headed home too,)) Myre says placidly, answering my question when Nemri does not.

((Myre, no!)) Nemri sounds indignant, grasping something in the subtext of Myre’s thoughts that I cannot make out. ((Why would you—? You know I’m trying to—)) She cuts off her own thoughts before the end, and all I can feel is her anger.

((Never mind, little sister,)) Myre says lightly, her voice more audible with every moment that passes. ((We might as well say hello now we’re here.))

We wait in silence as the last of the salmon vanish in the distance. I collect my net and try to gather up those we let sink, but Nemri treads water in stony silence, seething with rage. Something is about to go very wrong, and I have no idea what.

((Good hunting, sisters?)) Attia calls. ((How many salmon do you have?))

((Thirty, maybe?)) I answer, when Nemri stays silent.

Attia sends me the image of her applauding, and I feel the tension dissipate a little. Myre still makes my insides churn, but everyone else here is safe. My sisters. Perhaps Nemri is getting upset over nothing.

They’re all visible now, the whole group glowing bright against the penumbral water. Myre in the lead, of course. Attia, Talissa, and Themis follow her, but there’s a fifth figure in Attia’s arms, and I feel the cold chill of fear.

I smell something, and any pleasure the fish blood brought me is wiped from my mind. This scent holds the same hint of copper, but any similarity ends there. This scent is like honeycakes, like cinnamon and clover, like a haunch of hot venison seasoned and cooked to perfection, still weeping blood from the arrow that slew it. This scent is every delicious thing I ever tasted wrapped up and served in a single bite. I swallow, my tongue suddenly dry despite the seawater. My throat is on fire: it burns like hell, but it feels divine.

And this is only the smell. What would it be like to bite down and feel that bouquet explode across my senses like the salmon meat?

I cannot tear my eyes from that fifth person. ((Nemri… what is that?))

She doesn’t answer me. ((Myre, enough.))

Attia smiles at me, her mind perfectly open and welcoming, and the sensation of sisterly affection juxtaposes horribly with the unconscious human she carries. His limbs are twined with familiar golden roots, and the flower blooms over his mouth. His eyes are half-closed, but he is breathing.

The smell is coming from him.

My mind reels. I don’t understand. I know Mother does not want another land-born daughter so soon after me. Why, then, have they taken another human?

My throat is still prickling, so I close my mouth and my neck-gills and breathe only through the six lining my ribs. I don’t want to smell him any longer.

((I don’t know why you’re so distressed,)) Myre counters. ((Attia and I were on our way home, the others came to meet us, and Talissa told us where you and our youngest sister were. We came to say hello. What’s so wrong with that?))

((You’re being petty, Myre,)) Nemri hisses, like it is the foulest of insults. ((Eppie can’t help the way you make her feel.))

Myre shrugs innocently and I wince at yet more confirmation that my sisters can hear everything I try so hard to keep at bay. Part of me is touched that Nemri is fighting so hard to defend the very things she has chastised me for, but most of my focus is on the man Attia carries.

Nemri folds her arms. ((You know that I was trying to do this a certain way. Why are you trying to ruin it?))

Myre smirks, but she doesn’t deny it. ((I’m only thinking of what’s best for our sister, Nemri. Same as you.))

The man stirs, his eyelids fluttering, and I touch Nemri’s arm. ((What… what’s going on?))

She doesn’t spare me a glance, her gaze still riveted on Myre. ((It’s fine, Eppie. They get woozy at this depth. He can’t feel a thing.))

The man’s eyes finally open, and his mouth gapes open around the flower in a silent howl of anguish. I remember how it felt to experience this, before I knew I was safe and beloved. I remember the terror.

((One moment,)) Myre says, leaning over to Attia and casually smacking her palm against the man’s temple. His neck snaps back and he slumps down, unconscious once more. ((There we are.))

Before I can stop myself, I am hissing at her, at my own sister. I have experienced that blow myself. The man’s scent inflames my throat once more, and I clap one hand over my mouth, still glaring. ((Don’t hurt him, Myre.))

Myre giggles like I have made a joke. Nemri’s jaw works, but her outrage has faded to resignation.

It is like when I was in the midst of the salmon school. They were so slow and so clumsy; it was a game to snatch them down, revelling in my new strength. But this feels wrong: this is a human. We should not be playing with him. We are robbing him of his choices and the life he had on land, but there is no need to make sport of him and steal even his awareness of what is happening. More than that, I don’t understand why they’re being so unkind to the man who will be our brother, Colonia Adastrea’s first merman. I think of my human brother, and though this stout man is not Theo, he was someone’s Theo once.

I turn to Nemri. ((Why are they treating him like this?))

((He’s not like you,)) Nemri replies, sensing what I’m really asking. ((Men don’t survive the change; he’s not going to be one of us.))

((Then… what will he be?))

Myre laughs. ((A guest. Come, Attia, pass him to me. Let Eppie say hello.))

Attia’s smile wavers uncertainly, but she tosses the unconscious man toward Myre. His limbs trail, and I feel sick as I watch him fall. Fine, he will not be one of us, but he feels pain, and fear. There is no call for any of this.

Smiling her shark’s smile, Myre reaches out for him, and her hands come down too sharp, too fast. Something crunches, and the man writhes, yanked back into consciousness by the pain. Red spreads feathery fronds through the water, the color mirroring my sisters’ eyes, and Myre inhales deeply, drawing it up toward her.

((Mmm,)) she says. ((Lovely. Smell that, Eppie?))

The net falls from my fingers. The man is weeping, his face distorted behind the flower, and the sight of that crimson web threading the water is too much. Unable to help myself, I take a breath.

If I thought the burn was bad before, I was wrong. It’s the fire from the change, scorching me once more, all of it concentrated down to a single point of heat in my throat. I have tasted fish-flesh, but this is incomparable. I want it. I want that sweet red meat visible beneath the torn skin; I want to slake the fire and fill the yawning pit in my stomach. I want to… to… 

((Not yet, little sister.)) Suddenly Myre is between me and the man, grinning wide and horrible as she did that day on the beach before she was my sister, and my heart is pounding and I cringe away. Nemri’s hands are on my shoulders, restraining and comforting in equal measure, and she draws me back.

((I-I’m sorry,)) I stutter, directing the thought at the man and every single one of my sisters. What is wrong with me? ((I—))

The man cries out, curling closer around his injured arm, and another dandelion-seed puff of red blood is forced out into the open. I lunge again, my teeth snapping shut on empty water as Nemri drags me bodily away. I clamp both hands over my nose and mouth, sobbing and retching, and as soon as I can’t smell it, I turn tail and bolt.

The sound of Myre’s laughter follows me. ((Oh, I love the new girls. Remember when Josephina…))

((You need to get a hold of yourself, Myre!)) Nemri’s voice is savage as she spins to follow me. ((Mother is going to be furious with you.))

It feels like days before I stop swimming, before I can stop my tail from pumping. Tears are still leaking between my eyelids, my breath rasping in my gills.

Nemri is still beside me, still faithfully carrying the net I let fall. ((Come on, minnow. Let’s get you back home.))

Home? Where Myre will be waiting? What will she and the others have done to that poor man by the time we get there? They are my sisters, but right now it makes me sick to even think of them.

((Eppie, don’t think like that,)) Nemri persists. ((Of course we’re going home. Mother will make you feel better.))

Mother will make me feel better, and I know exactly how. She will bind me to forget, to forgive, and I feel I will vomit because all I want is to go home to the reef where I can be safe from all of this. Nothing makes sense. I want to curl up in my old cavern with Thora’s silly lullabies and wish all of this away.

Why did the scent of his blood make me so hungry?

Against my wishes, against everything I want to believe my family is, things are starting to add up: I’ll bring you the fattest man you’ve ever seen, Mother, Myre promised. My own early fears before I was changed… the creeping suspicion that I was brought down as livestock, as cattle.

I’m certain Nemri can hear me thinking, but she says nothing, and I cannot find the strength to ask. We swim in silence, and I try to let the sound of the water passing my ears wash away the horror.

Nemri promised me a different kind of hunger, and today, I have felt it.
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((So, Talissa and Lyssara used to be together. Talissa would go up to Colonia Oene for a while, and Lyssara would come stay with us. And courting Lyssara was all Talissa ever thought about; they were obsessed with each other.))

At some point, Nemri, tired of the silence, embarked upon this long-winded recitation of all the Colonia Adastrea gossip I am not yet privy to. A transparent attempt to cheer me up, but it was not until this latest snippet that I finally started to pay attention, and now some of the details are snagging.

((Did you say courting?))

((But when Josephina arrives and Mother names Talissa as her older shoal-sister—)) Nemri’s eyes are alight as she tells the story.

The net of salmon hangs heavy between us, but she’s swimming quickly, her tail pumping in rhythm with her racing thoughts. She’s desperate to focus on this, to keep me from concentrating on anything else. And now I am complying, listening avidly, but not for any interest in the colony rumor mill. This is bigger than that.

((—and the next time Lyssara comes down to visit she says… something. No one’s sure what, because Talissa tries so hard not to remember, but we know it was something awful. Talissa is furious, Josephina’s going swimming at night to fight sharks trying to prove something, and Lyssara’s headed back up north without even saying goodbye to anyone.))

But no one… no one is judging them for it? No one is whispering, or looking, or muttering quietly about sin. Two girls, two girls, were—together, like a married couple, like a husband and wife, for years. And no one cared.

I… I knew that Nemri was… that she was like me. Her thoughts about Ossind aren’t exactly subtle. And even before the revelation today that men don’t survive the change, I knew there are no males in the colony. No mermen at all as far as I can tell. But this… this is something else.

This is enough, for a moment, to make the memory of that dry crackle of snapping bone and the ooze of the blood through the water fade to the back of my mind.

((And she never came back,)) Nemri finishes triumphantly, turning to me to see my reaction. ((And Talissa still won’t say why!))

I saw the yearning in her heart, the way she suppressed it, and I thought that it was the same as it was for me in Hwenfirth.

I was wrong.

Finally, Nemri feels my shock. ((Eppie, what’s wrong?))

((I don’t… I don’t understand.))

Lucy Craig dances on the beach, her wild hair flying. Save me, Lancelot!

There’s no chastisement for memories of the human world this time. Her eyes slipping closed, Nemri savors the memory. I can feel the thoughts of Ossind in the back of her mind. ((Oh. I see.))

((Is it…?)) There are tears forming behind the clear membranes of my second eyelids and I have to open them to let the ocean wash the moisture away. ((Is it true?))

Halting in place, Nemri leans over the bulging net to put an arm around my shoulders. ((Humans are backward in a lot of ways, minnow.))

My breathing hitches, my gills flapping rapidly as I struggle to assimilate this rush of information. Not wrong, here. Not a sin.

For the first time, things begin to make sense. The twisting in my gut when I think about home Hwenfirth and home reef recedes. She is like we are, Mother said, back when I still thought her a monster. She yearned for us, long before Myre ever came for her.

((I don’t… I can’t…))

((You don’t need to explain,)) Nemri tells me, very softly.

I close my eyes and lean into her, ignoring the clammy touch of the salmon against my scales. Mother was right. She was right all along. This is my home. These are my people. My sisters, my family. And Mother will fix what happened today. She will tell Myre to stop, she will send that poor man home. When this one crucial thing is so much more right than it was on land, how can everything else be wrong?

The moment lasts a long time. Just the two of us, fins fanning gently in the slow currents of the deep sea. And a peace that spreads through me, scale by scale.

Suddenly Nemri looks up. Her thoughts are pulsing with such urgency—I think I hear something—that any questions I was about to ask die unspoken.

((Oh, First Mother’s anus,)) she swears, with such fury that I rear back from her.

((Nemri? What is it?)) What could possibly be worse than what Myre already showed us?

She goes rigid, and though I know it’s impossible—my brash, bold shoal-sister—it almost feels like she’s afraid. ((Nothing good.))

I hear them then. Not their thoughts; I’m not strong enough to listen at the distances Nemri does. But I can hear them singing. It’s high-pitched, tuneful. A melody Theo would have been proud of—and at the thought of him, the dichotomy between my two homes suddenly resurges as strongly as ever—yet more complex than anything he ever composed. Even Papa at his finest couldn’t have managed this. There are multiple voices, almost a full choir, and the longer I listen the louder they grow. Weaving under and around one another like Nemri and I mid-hunt. These singers are sisters, sharing their thoughts and adapting their tune in real time. And yet to me, their minds are still utterly silent.

((Nemri, I can’t hear them.))

((They’re not ours,)) she tells me roughly. ((Colonia Dremne.))

Another colony? The possibility floors me. There are plenty out there—Ossind’s existence and Talissa’s love affair are proof enough of that—but I’ve never come face to face with a real outsider. Though my first instinct is to be excited, something about Nemri’s reaction suggests terror would be a more appropriate response.

The song is still growing in volume, drifting up and down in a series of arpeggios. I’m straining my eyes to see them, but Nemri is restless. Stand our ground or get out of here, she’s thinking, and my face is uppermost in her thoughts. My responsibility.

((Let’s make a run for it,)) I suggest, knotting the fingers of both hands securely into the net’s webbing. Anything that makes Nemri nervous is something I don’t want to experience.

((We don’t run,)) she answers automatically, referring to the literal action—but her heart isn’t in it and her eyes are still scanning the depths.

A shiver ripples up my spine, setting my dorsal fin quivering. For a second I’m almost as cold as I was on that first descent beneath the waves, when Myre dragged me down into the dark.

Nemri finally reaches a decision. ((Alright. They should have felt us by now, but since they haven’t…))

She starts swimming before the thought is fully finished, and I’m moving with her automatically. Our bodies undulate smoothly, our trailing fins forcing the water down with every push. We’re going faster than when we raced through the colony, faster even than when I fled from Myre and her prisoner, but it isn’t enough. Nemri keeps glancing behind us, and the tension is rolling off her in waves. And then the singing falters. At first it’s just one voice out of the many that hitches, but suddenly all the others cut off too. The eerie silence of the ocean cannons back into me with the force of a sledgehammer, sounding much emptier than it did before.

And Nemri skids to a halt and swings us to face the singers’ direction, her mouth a grim line.

I tug at her arm. ((Nemri, what are you doing? We’ve still got time!))

She flashes her teeth at me, not quite a snarl. ((And have them think they’ve got us swimming scared? Colonia Adastrea doesn’t flee. Not from Colonia Dremne.))

Before I can point out that a millisecond before now we were running, she yanks me into position beside her and spreads a pelvic fin protectively in front of me.

((Just stay quiet and let me do the talking.)) She shoots me an almost-smile. ((And I already told you, we don’t run.))

All of a sudden there’s a light in the distance. Dim and white, seeming to flicker like a candle as I watch.

They’re here.

Nemri clicks out a greeting—one of the functions of Mermish is long-distance calls—but no one responds.

Swifter than arrows they race toward us. Am I that fast? Watching them while remaining stationary myself, it seems difficult to believe that anything living is capable of such speed. The glimmer swells into a blaze, and there are ten mermaids shooting straight for us, eyes bright and smiles hungry.

Though most of my sisters share Mother’s red coloration, there are a few outsiders. Wanderers from other colonies, like Ossind, or land-born like me. But for the most part our colony is like a swarm of butterflies, crimson and scarlet, the same patterns gracing their fanning wings. But these girls are like a litter of kittens: every color, every shade of skin and scale and hair, no two alike. The only thing they share is the predatory gaze fixed unerringly on us. Sisters, maybe, but not born of the same colony-mother. I scan their ranks—taking in eyes of blue and brown, barbels blonde and black, brown skin or pale—and another thought occurs to me. The dark skin of my sisters is human enough, but their red eyes and brilliant barbels mark them for what they are: ocean-born. As I stare at the Colonia Dremne mermaids, I realize that not one of them would look out of place on the streets of Garthisle, minus the tails. Every single one is land-born, just like me.

((Hello,)) the one in the center of the pack says, her short butter-yellow barbels fanning out around her face in an almost angelic halo. ((What a surprise to find Colonia Adastrea all the way out here.))

Her words are oddly… stilted somehow. As though they’re being forced toward me over a distance far greater than the hundred feet that separates us. It takes me a second to pinpoint the subtle wrongness: there’s no undercurrent of emotions and thoughts. She’s simply speaking, each word deliberately chosen. I can’t feel her at all.

When I really strain, there’s something, a distant baseline hum that I can’t decipher. There’s no time to focus on unraveling it, because Nemri is speaking, no warmth in her voice.

((We’re headed home.))

((You must be taking the long route,)) the girl says, and two of her sisters hiss, tongues flickering.

I’m definitely not imagining the hostile undertone to this conversation.

Nemri shifts her weight slightly in front of me and I can tell she’s getting the same impression. Her barbels flare out, their length half-obscuring the others from my view. ((We’re taking exactly the route we want to take.))

What I can’t understand is why they’re acting this way. Mermaids aren’t territorial: there are no fighters in our colony, just hunters, farmers, singers. The most dangerous role anyone has ever mentioned to me is the gatherers: Myre and the others who swim up to the surface on the rare occasions Mother decides it’s time for someone like me. Or… or someone like the man she brutalized. My seed pulses painfully and I know that now isn’t the time to follow that train of thought to its conclusion. At least I can be grateful that this group carries no human hostage.

((We heard there was a Colonia Adastrea hunting party in the area,)) the blonde girl remarks. ((You wouldn’t know anything about that, would you?))

Nemri glowers. ((No. You must have heard wrong.))

((Really?)) The girl pouts. ((Agnes wouldn’t lie to me, would you, Agnes?))

The bulky one next to her crosses her arms. ((I know what I saw.))

The blonde smiles. ((There you have it. An eyewitness account of Colonia Adastrea hunters passing through Colonia Dremne territory. Perhaps stealing prey from vessels in Colonia Dremne waters. Who can say for sure, until we find them and hear the truth?))

The silence stretches, and the ten of them watch us, unblinking. If I could still sweat, I would be damp by now. They’re all but circling us.

And that word she chose sticks in my craw. Prey. We were here, hunting salmon, but clearly we are not classed as a hunting party. Which means the prey she refers to can only be… 

((Well,)) Nemri says at last. ((I’m sorry we can’t help, but it was lovely running into you. I know Mother will want you to pass on her regards to colony-mother Dremne when you get home.))

The girl’s smile is acidic. ((We’ll be sure to tell her.))

Nemri gestures with a forefinger, and I fan my flukes, backing away. The blonde’s gaze flicks to me.

((Though now that I think about it…)) She eyes our bulging net, her gaze covetous. ((These are Colonia Dremne waters, which would make those Colonia Dremne property too.))

I can hardly swallow past the lump in my throat. Here it comes.

Nemri freezes, then finally forces a scoff. ((Don’t be ridiculous. We’re six days’ swim from Colonia Dremne.))

((Exactly,)) the blonde says. ((Too close for comfort.))

She gestures, and her sisters slink forward, encircling us like a pack of wolves. Sharp teeth and slavering jaws.

Her mind suddenly overflowing with real distress, Nemri holds her hands up in a gesture of placation. ((Just listen. Don’t be hasty. We’re allies. Where are your older sisters? Where’s Lilin, or Banti or Pomé? Anyone older than a couple of decades.))

((You’re one to talk,)) hisses the blonde girl, gesturing to me. ((Looks like you’ve been doing a spot of recruiting yourself. Is Adastrea finally catching on? Mother will be fascinated to hear.))

Hackles up and fins fully extended, Nemri hisses back. ((Enough games. Let us pass or you’ll regret it.))

The blonde mermaid snarls, her faux-pleasant demeanor finally falling away. ((You’re not going anywhere.))

She dives for Nemri, and Nemri flips in the water, shoving the blonde so hard in the sternum that her whole body is thrown off-course. But she didn’t move alone, and her sisters are onto Nemri less than a second after she disarms the first.

((Go!)) she calls as she vanishes beneath an onslaught of flashing teeth and pointed talons.

((Nemri!)) I shout, reaching for her, but three of them are headed my way, teeth bared and snarls distorting their faces. And Nemri has her reasons for everything and I can see flashes of red within the furor as she spins and slashes, and they’re almost upon me—

So I take her advice, and I bolt.

They’re hot on my tail, and the net of fish is weighing me down, demanding both my hands to bear its weight and slapping against my scales with every stroke of my fins. The first of them dives for me. The rush of water announces her direction just in time and I veer left. She ricochets off my shoulder and goes shooting past. Then the other two are bearing down on me with talons extended. One makes a grab for me and I expel water hard from my right-side gills to spin out of her reach. The second slashes as I pass her and I instinctively swing my net of salmon between us. Woven seaweed parts as easily as cobweb beneath her claws. Fish spill out like silver coins scattered on the ground, and I grab at both sides of the rip to hold it shut.

Eyes flicking between me and the fish, the girl growls—and then something hits me from below with all the weight of a runaway stagecoach.

((Agh!)) The net is torn from my grasp and cold hands wrap around my waist.

My first attacker has recovered and she’s come back for a second round.

Her momentum carries us both straight up for at least fifty feet: plenty of time for me to realize that this mermaid, with her freckles and broad-shouldered strength, must have been a farmer’s daughter on land, because she’s built like a carthorse and none of my attempts to pry her loose are working. It’s also enough time to realize I’m not the anomaly I’d believed I was for retaining my breasts. None of my ocean-born sisters have them—egg layers—and I’ve never been close enough to Annabelle or Josephina to see beneath the cloaks of their trailing barbels. But this girl is built like me, only about a thousand times stronger, and we’re both naked and her arms are around me and it’s not a sin down here—and heaven above, she’s attacking me and now is not the time for these thoughts!

We finally come to a halt and one of her sisters rushes forward to help her hold me. The third ignores all of us, still distracted by the falling fish and snapping up as many of them as she can.

But I’m winded and confused, and two of them are enough. I hang suspended between them, making spasmodic efforts to wrench myself free. They just hiss and tighten their grip. In the end I give up and wait, hoping they might eventually lower their guard and give me a chance to escape.

Once I’m quiescent, neither of them quite seems to know what to do. They’re staring at each other over my head, clearly locked in some sort of furious debate. From the hostility of their blonde leader I’d half-believed they were actually going to kill me. But now I’m in their grasp, they seem suddenly undecided. Perhaps this sort of conflict is as new to them as it is to me.

I watch the emotions playing over their faces from under lowered lids, doing my level best to look beaten. Maybe if I play along, they’ll relax and I’ll be able to get loose.

((You’re land-born too—how long ago were you taken?)) I think at the freckled girl, but I must have done it wrong because she doesn’t respond at all.

Their discussion reaches new heights: they’re clicking the odd word aloud for emphasis—I catch the words Mother, Desdemona, no—but when I try to speak to them in Mermish, they both stop and glare at me.

“Let me go, please. Colonia Adastrea doesn’t want any trouble with Colonia Dremne.”

The freckled girl gives me a dismissive glance and runs one powerful hand over the short barbels on my head. “You don’t speak for them, hatchling.”

Just as Nemri looked down on them for their youth, they’re looking down on me. How do they even tell? We all look exactly the same age.

The third mermaid reappears carrying my net, now heavily depleted. It’s impossible to say how many of the lost catch went down into the deep, and how many down her gullet.

The girl to my left tugs sharply at my arm, and the freckled one growls in disagreement and pulls me back the other way. The third one interjects, gesturing expansively, and finally they seem to reach an accord. As one they swivel back in the direction we came from. I’m dragged along, wondering why exactly I seem to spend so much of my life being frog-marched around by strangers. Not that my sisters are strangers anymore, but at the time… better not to get into that now. I need to stay sharp and a migraine isn’t going to help.

My desperate escape attempt brought us farther from Nemri and her attackers than I realized. The glow of eight mermaids clustered in one spot is much dimmer than I’d anticipated. My captors are towing me, but I’m back-swimming to slow our progress further. Strong as the freckle-faced girl might be, she’s no Sthearle, and my efforts have some impact.

The glow up ahead grows steadily brighter, and suddenly one ray of the little star breaks away. A firefly swelling into a torch, into a burning arrow flying through the night. And the light surrounding her isn’t the indiscriminate white light of a larger gathering: it’s red.

Nemri has escaped.

Like a comet she streaks through the water toward us. Her barbels writhe around her like tentacles, and when she smiles silver blood leaks out of her mouth, mingling with the flow from her forearm. Her yellow eyes gleam like a demon’s. Even I feel a little frightened, and the mermaids around me look thoroughly disconcerted.

Nemri laughs, and the rush of water through her gills is almost musical. ((Better get going, girls,)) she says airily. ((I already finished with your sisters. Want to see what I can do with you?))

They look at one another, and I don’t need to be privy to their thoughts to see the terror she inspires. Their fingers slip from my arms and they back away, keeping their eyes on her until they’re far enough away to turn tail and run. Nemri laughs again as they bolt, and swims carelessly toward me, as though she doesn’t notice the wound on her arm. She even pauses to snag the net they let fall, turning to glance at their receding figures as she does.

((Nemri, what happened?)) I start to ask, but then she sags against me, suddenly gray with fatigue. I catch her one-armed and pull her against me, trying to get her good arm over my shoulders so I can support her. ((Nemri!))

((That…)) The word hangs in the water for a long moment before she finds the strength to follow it up. ((That did not go well.))

((It doesn’t look that way to me!)) I gesture to the blood still pouring from her silver-coated teeth. ((Did you—did you kill one of them?))

Bewildered, she puts a hand to her face, then barks out a startled laugh. ((No, this is mine. One of them hit me right in the face. I think I bit my tongue.))

I exhale, weak with relief that it was nothing worse. ((First Mother, you scared me.))

((I’m fast, but I’m no fighter,)) Nemri says weakly. ((Come on, get us out of here.))

I heft the net of fish and my shoal-sister’s weight, and I swim for both our lives.
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“First Mother’s egg sac, that was awful,” Nemri says in Mermish, and I freeze in shock at hearing her voice. Aside from laughter and the odd curse, she almost never talks aloud.

“It was,” I answer. My pronunciation’s still a little rusty, but I’m getting there.

She sighs and pushes the two sides of the gash on her arm closer together. The flesh is already starting to knit itself closed. ((But why didn’t you drop the stupid fish?))

My eyebrows climbing, I stare at her. ((Because it took us almost a week’s work to catch them! You wanted me to just drop them?))

((I wanted you to escape.)) She smiles weakly. ((But I suppose I admire your dedication, minnow.))

Her hand brushes my shoulder, and then she stoops to help carry the other end of the net. We swim in silence for a few minutes, tails pumping like pistons.

Nemri’s next thought is delivered in a tone so somber it chills me. ((If they weren’t all greener than kelp, we’d be dead.))

((Surely they wouldn’t have really hurt us,)) I whisper.

((No. Something’s changed.)) She sounds more shaken than surprised. ((There wasn’t one ocean-born in that entire shoal.))

My scalp prickles. ((Why is that a problem?))

She looks at me, sighs. ((It isn’t, necessarily. But Dremne… they’re our closest neighbors. Would you believe that Dremne is Mother’s sister?))

((Really?)) I can’t keep the skepticism from my voice. Those feral monsters are our cousins?

She nods. ((They were both born from Colonia Phryne. We used to visit each other, but recently she and her daughters have turned… unfriendly.))

((Why?))

I see the image in her mind. Ten mermaids, skin and fins and barbels all different shades, not the shades of red common to both Adastrea’s and Dremne’s daughters. Land-born. Like me. All of them tinted with the shadow of Nemri’s disapproval.

((Dremne has been recruiting land-borns for longer than we have, and… a lot of them. They’re getting more hostile every year.))

I can sense an undercurrent to her words—she thinks every new sister brought in from the world above is changing the shared mind. Altering them into something she can barely recognize. Is that why she was so hesitant with me? Surely she knows I wouldn’t do that. I’m a loyal daughter. I love our colony, and I love Mother. Nemri cannot feel that way about me.

But I’ve learned my lesson about commenting on Nemri’s unspoken feelings, so I say nothing. Just nod. I don’t know how much of my internal monologue filters through to her, but she swims on ahead, the undulation of her body shifting to the frustratingly minimalistic long-distance gait common to all our sisters but me. I blunder after her, feeling horribly clumsy, and conscious that in so many ways, I am still swimming out of my depth. There is still so much left to learn.

((There was a fight a while ago,)) she says at last, though that word while can mean anything from days to years down here. ((Sisters died.))

She shows me their faces—Ashi and Lyaniri—and a brief moment of battle. Silver blood in the water, mermaids circling like sharks, fangs flashing in the dim light thrown off by phosphorescent fins. Anger and fear spiking, amplified in the sharing. Impossible to tell friend from foe.

War.

It takes me a moment to formulate a response. ((Does that happen often?))

For a moment I wonder if that is the true reason I was recruited—to join a fight that isn’t my own. But the seed at the base of my skull pulses, and I remember that Mother loves me. That my sisters love me, and this was always where I was meant to be. This is your home, Eppie. Never forget that.

((No!)) Nemri answers vehemently, shocked at the question. ((Even Dremne doesn’t want war. Mermaids are peaceful, not like humans. The battle was a one-off. An argument that escalated. We thought… Mother thought it was more of an accident than anything else. We stopped visiting, and they left us alone.))

The unspoken caveat hangs in the water between us. Until now.

((How could you tell their ages?)) I ask, hoping to distract her.

((What? Oh.)) Her thoughts are still full of her fallen sisters, clutchmates hatched at the same time as her and killed too young. ((It’s all in the barbels. New girls like you still have short ones, but they’ll grow fast to start with. People my age—or your age, for a land-born—should be around… this long. Waist-length. Once you hit adulthood, the growth is very slow. Think of Sthearle’s.))

I try to picture Sthearle, but I can’t remember the length of her barbels as clearly as I can the intensity of her disgust for me that day when she held me against the wall.

Nemri sighs and offers me a clearer view of our older sister. ((Down past her pelvic fins.))

The difference in length isn’t much—only a few inches. But to Nemri it’s blindingly obvious. In fact, now that she’s thinking of it, I can see clear gradations in her mind between the sisters of the different clutches. Her own barbels are the shortest in the colony, besides those of the land-borns. And even Annabelle and Josephina have been down here long enough to have barbels that to me look indistinguishable in length from our ocean-born sisters.

I raise a self-conscious hand to my own barbels, barely the length of my fingers. ((How long will it take for mine to grow?)) I don’t want people to think of me as new. I’m a sister. I’m one of them.

Nemri shrugs. ((Not long.))

((And… how old are you?))

She glances at me. ((I’m one of the youngest. My clutch is younger than everyone apart from Libby and you three.))

The land-born, she means.

((Put it in human terms,)) I say, deliberately emphasizing the word. Either we three land-borns are part of the colony, or we aren’t. I’m one of them, or I’m not. She can’t other us and then shy away from the word itself.

Her old distaste for the term is as strong as ever. ((You should make more of an effort to forget those labels. Years, ages—human timescales no longer mean anything for you. We live too long for that.))

It’s the first time she’s ever spoken to me on the subject, and I swallow, mouth dry despite the water coursing in my airways. ((How long do we live?))

((I’m about… ugh.)) She grimaces as she tries to guess at the human timeframe. ((I don’t know.))

I roll my eyes at her. Where are your older sisters? Anyone older than a couple of decades. She knows full well how years work.

She sticks out her pointed tongue. ((Fine. I’m maybe a hundred and twenty? I’m not certain.))

Flabbergasted, I stop swimming altogether, and she has to swing back to face me. ((You’re what?))

((You heard me.))

((And that’s young?)) Humans are exceptional if they live to be ninety.

Another shrug. ((Sthearle’s probably six times my age.))

I stare at my hands, caught between horror and exultation. ((And… we’re all going to live that long? Even me?))

She sighs. ((Yes. Like I said, human time is just… not relevant to us. You’ll get used to it. Mother’s fairly young, for a colony-mother.))

My eyes widen again. ((How long do they live?))

((Mother’s mother, Phryne, was around… two thousand, three, when she died, I think. And she wasn’t elderly.))

((I might live three thousand years?)) That means there are living mermaids who were alive at the same time as the Bible stories Father Rafferty used to read in church.

((No,)) Nemri scoffs. ((Almost no one blooms. And practically never land-borns.))

I’m about to call her out on her constant harping on the land-born topic, but the unfamiliar word catches my attention. ((Blooms?))

She leans over to tap my seed, the edges still exposed, and the sensation of her talon against it reverberates painfully through my skull. ((You know. Like Mother.))

I think of the stem that roots Mother to the ground, trapping her in the throne room while the reef grows around her, and I shudder. I cannot imagine living like that, dependent on your daughters for everything. Trapped within walls that grow a little higher each year, fed from your own body. I can’t imagine outliving everything and everyone I’ve ever known, living until Hwenfirth and the cottage have been stripped away by the ocean, wave by wave and stone by stone until nothing is left of my home—

My home is Colonia Adastrea. Mother’s beautiful reef, where everything is safe.

My head hurts, and Nemri must feel it, because she brushes a clump of barbels reassuringly over my back. ((Don’t worry,)) she reassures me. ((We’ll be home soon.))

My seed thuds painfully, and I can hear my pulse echoing inside my ears. Home. The brief terror of the skirmish has faded, leaving the same old gnawing fear in its place. We will not be the only ones arriving. The colony is the safest place in the world for us, but for that human… a hundred mermaids is a hundred chances for someone to lose control. Myre is carrying him into a nest of vipers, every one of my sisters as ravenous as I was in that terrible moment when his blood curled in the water, red like the apple that tempted Eve. Whose side will Mother take—Myre’s, or mine? I snap my fangs together and hold them shut so tightly my jaw aches.

I don’t know awaits us at the reef, but Mother will listen to me. She must.
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WILDERNESS

Nemri tries to keep me distracted, talking brightly of how pleased everyone will be with our catch, how proud Mother will be after my first hunting trip away from the colony. Even Josephina will be impressed when I tell her the tale of our narrow escape, she promises. None of it works; all the distractions in the world aren’t enough to keep my thoughts from circling back to the kidnapped man. I remember his wordless cries, the fear in his eyes as he looked at us. How callously Myre reached out to knock him unconscious again, exactly as she did to me. And when I… when I went for him, she only laughed. Like it was exactly what she expected.

That blonde girl from Colonia Dremne called him prey.

My worst suspicions were right, and I feel nauseous with fear when I think about what will happen when we get home. No more avoidance. If I am going to ask Mother to protect him, I need to be certain what Myre intends. The hunger I felt churning in my own belly leaves little room for doubt, but I still hope. Maybe there’s still a chance I misunderstood.

((What did they mean, Nemri? When they said that man was prey.))

Her expression tightening, Nemri waves the question away. ((Not now, Eppie, please. I need to think.))

She furls the edges of her mind, coiling in on herself until she snaps shut like a clamshell, closing me out altogether. I can feel that she is alive, the basic sensations of her movement, but all her emotion is gone. Nemri herself vanishes from my perception, leaving a horrible empty husk behind in her place. It is eerie. Like a ghost swims beside me.

I shiver and curl my fists tighter until my claws prick the flesh of my palms. Focus on the tangible. Give my sister her space. There is no other choice.

The party echoes through the water for hours before we finally reach the reef. Snatches of song drifting on the currents, the dim shadow of the joy in every sister’s thoughts beckoning us home like a beacon. When we finally swim back through the great gate, everyone is thronging to meet us, laughing and shouting with delight. The water is thrumming with excitement, and I feel almost overwhelmed by the flood of happiness.

((You see?)) Nemri asks, breaking her silence at last. ((Look how proud everyone is of you.))

((Surely this can’t all be for us,)) I whisper to her, and she just grins and shrugs.

((Not all of it.))

She turns to watch a small group of sisters chasing one another, shrieking wildly as their scales glitter in the light. The water around us is heady with excitement. The weight of my sisters’ joy is hemming me in like a physical barrier, but I feel soothed rather than trapped. I’m home, and the walls of the reef close around me like the embrace of an old friend.

Out there is danger and cruelty, but inside these tunnels it’s just me and my family. We are safe.

((Nemri!)) someone calls. ((You almost missed the whole thing!))

Nemri turns aside to talk to her, and I shake open the net of fish to let people take their pick. I’ll keep the ten fattest for Mother, but it won’t hurt to let my sisters sample a few.

Nemri wants to socialize, and it’s safe enough now for me to slip away. I need to find that man and take him to Mother before Myre hurts him more than she already has. Mother will agree with me, surely. When I explain, she will understand, and she’ll send him back to land. Back to his own home, where he will be safe just as we are here.

Just as I begin to move, Libby darts up to us, blocking my path. Her barbels swirl across her face, covering her eyes, and for a moment I see another child in her place. Theo’s dark forelock, thicker than horsehair, always falling into his eyes. I blink the illusion away, leaving only a faint echo of the pain Libby engenders in Nemri. She reminds us both of things we can never have.

((Aspera said I could be the one to give you your share!)) She holds out two gobbets of fresh meat, red as her hair. ((I’ve been waiting all day!))

I let the net fall. No. It can’t be. I thought there was still time.

Nemri beams, her thoughts overflowing with love and that half-suppressed longing that Libby always brings out of her. ((And you didn’t even take a nibble? Not even a tiny one?))

Libby gasps in outrage. ((No!))

She hands us both a hunk of meat, and numbly, I feel my fingers close around it. The texture is smooth and slippery. It squishes slightly in my claws. I inhale, and the inferno it ignites in my throat is all too familiar.

((What is it? It looks almost like beef.)) My voice is very small. I try my best to imagine Myre and the other hunters swimming up to the coastal field of some unfortunate farmer and dragging one of his cows into the surf. That must be the answer. It must.

Blood is blood, isn’t it? It doesn’t need to be human to smell like this.

Nemri laughs, still too buoyed up by Libby’s presence to respond to the turmoil in my head. ((It’s good for you. Eat it!))

She takes a hearty bite of her own, her fangs rending the soft flesh with ease. Blood oozes out, threading through the water like cobwebs. The smell of it floods my mouth and nose: copper and salt and rich red iron. I am so hungry. Saliva pools, and the chunk in my hands suddenly looks more appetizing than I ever thought raw meat could be.

((How… how did we manage to catch a cow?)) I ask Libby, trying to adopt the same easy bantering tone I once used for Theo, but it rings hollow.

She grins up at me, pointy white teeth too big for her little face, and snags a fish. ((Not a cow, silly.))

There’s a shadow of something in the images attached to the thought. Myre and Attia swimming through the great gate, towing something between them. Something wrapped in the telltale golden roots of the breathing flower.

It’s more confirmation than I ever wanted.

I stare at the bloody red thing in my hands. Blood is blood, after all, and meat is meat. I remember my first hazy fears when Myre took me. It will be eating, after all. Despite everything I hoped, I was right. We came too late to save him.

And in a memory loud as thunder returns a snatch of whispered words I heard when the fire first brought my seed to life. If she’s not right, do you think will Mother let us… I never heard the end of that sentence, but suddenly I can fill in the blanks. Do you think Mother will let us eat her?

Slowly, I turn from Libby to Nemri. ((Nemri…))

Still smiling as she ushers Libby away, Nemri huffs disapprovingly at me. ((Look, Eppie, can you just do me one favor? Can you just eat it, and not ask questions? I’m sorry about Myre, and obviously this didn’t happen the way I wanted it to, but we have to make the best of it now.))

She’s not taking this seriously. I’m a loud thinker; she’s constantly complaining about it. So why isn’t she listening now?

((Eat it,)) Nemri repeats, harsher this time.

“It,” I echo aloud, and my voice is too high and too wild. “Him.”

She glowers and takes another savage bite of her own meal. ((It’s red meat. Which you need to consume on a regular basis to keep your blood healthy. Not enough oxygen down here for us.))

I see the blood inside the meat spiralling out between her fangs, and I begin to feel ill. To revel in the taste of the salmon is one thing, but this is beyond everything. And yet it smells so—I clamp down on the thought, just as I do when the memories of Hwenfirth threaten. It does not smell good. I will not think that. I do not want this. Yet still horror and hunger war for dominance, and I cannot uncurl my death grip on the meat, every muscle locked in place.

((Nemri, I… I really need to know what it is.)) I need to hear her say it. I need to hear her admit the nightmare that my happy ever after with my sisters has become.

((Ugh.)) She gulps another piece of her portion and gestures to mine. ((If you don’t want it, I’ll take it. You can wait till you start to weaken, when you’re too tired to swim, and then you’ll be glad enough to get some.))

((Nemri,)) I say with growing horror, because how can this be real? How can the man I saw, a living, breathing person, be reduced to a few bloody handfuls of meat? How can my sisters, my own sisters, be eating him? ((Nemri, is this—is it human? Is it the man from before?))

I want her to laugh in my face. Or slap me again. Accuse me of believing horrible things with less than zero evidence. I want to be wrong. Oh, Mother, I want to be wrong.

But Nemri just scowls and swallows another bite. I see her teeth slice through it, I see the motion of her throat as it goes down. My own stomach growls, hollow and empty.

((Nemri!)) My lips peel back and I snarl at her. ((Do we eat people?))

She hisses back, but without much real hostility. ((We are people.))

I cannot comprehend this. My sisters gorging themselves on innocents. ((You—you eat humans?))

((Oh, hush, Eppie,)) Nemri scowls. Less sympathetic than she has ever been. ((You’re not one of them anymore. You’re one of us.))

I stare at the meat in her hands, vanishing down her gullet with frightening ease. What part of the body is that? The leg, the stomach? Somewhere with a lot of fat. Anonymized and skinned before it was served to us, so I wouldn’t know what it was. No different from a fish in the marketplace, the head tossed into the offal pile for the gulls.

What was that man’s name? Who died for us? Who did we kill?

((Eppie,)) says Nemri, wiping her mouth. ((Relax. It’s not… it doesn’t need to be like this.))

Bile claws its way up my throat as I look around us. The excitement on my sisters’ faces, the joy suffusing the entire colony. The bloody chunks of flesh in Libby’s outstretched hands as she waited for me to take one. That was a—a person. With hopes and dreams and a family. I saw his face. I looked him in the eyes. He was a person just like me… more of a person than I’ll ever be again. For I am subhuman now. A member of a race with a passing resemblance to mankind and a dark endless hunger hidden inside.

I’ve never wanted to be in my old home more than I do in this one interminable moment. I miss my old life. When I was good and pure without even knowing it. When my friends—my sisters—didn’t murder and feast and make me party to it.

But this is my home now. No matter how much I hate it, this is where I belong. The only place that’s safe for me. A monster among monsters.

Nemri is watching me with raised eyebrows. Listening to the turmoil in my head without the slightest stirring of real understanding. ((It’s natural, Eppie. We have to eat.))

((And we couldn’t eat seal, or whales, or dolphins?)) I demand. ((If it has to be red meat, why not—))

Now she’s shocked. Raises a hand as though she wants to shush me, peering around us at the bacchanalia of our laughing sisters. ((You want us to eat whales?))

My hands clench into fists, and to my utter horror, I realize I am still holding it. I stare at it, this piece of person, this thinking being reduced to food in my hand. One by one, I force my fingers to uncurl, prying them away from it. It’s like the hand belongs to someone else, someone at the end of a very long, dark tunnel. Finally, it falls. Moving so slowly through the water, blood trailing behind it, smelling so good that it makes my stomach hurt—monster, monster, murderer, you’re one of them—

((Whales are as intelligent as we are.)) Nemri rolls her eyes, like this is some childish fit of pique. ((And they are not our enemies. Look, I knew you wouldn’t like it. That’s why I took you away. It was bad luck we ran into Myre, that’s all. Just give yourself time, Eppie. It will get easier.))

((You knew Myre was going out there to catch him?)) Somehow this is a worse betrayal than even her blasé acceptance of it.

((It’s fun when the hunters come back. There’s a big party; this is just the aftermath.)) She pouts a little, trying to be playful. ((I missed it all for you.))

Ten feet below us, the lump of meat sits there like a smoking cannonball. Watching. Waiting. I feel a sob rising. I cannot believe this. I cannot believe what we are.

Nemri has no patience with me. ((It’s just food, Eppie.))

((He was a person.))

She sighs heavily. ((Let me put it in land terms. Did you, as a human, ever think twice about eating a cow? A sheep? Did you ever see a bird swallow a worm and think to yourself how awful?))

After all her pretended ignorance of the world above, now she possesses an intimate knowledge of the food chain. I scoff. ((Cows and sheep don’t scream in pain. They don’t beg you to stop.))

((How do you know?))

The question floors me. ((What?))

((Would you understand them if they did?))

Fury wells up in me. She is dodging the question. ((Why can’t you see that this is wrong? You understood that he was in pain. Humans have minds, Nemri. Souls, families—everything we have, they have, and…)) Some of us were human. The weight of my history, the history of all land-born mermaids, hangs heavy between us. We were once what they are consuming now. What separates me from him, our nameless victim? A seed, a colony-mother’s whim. Less than nothing.

((Everything has to eat, Eppie. Even us. We need land-walker meat. That’s the way it is.))

I love my sisters, I love Nemri most of all, but I cannot listen to this willfully blind acceptance. ((Things change. With or without you wanting them to, things change.)) My words ring with conviction; don’t I know that better than anyone?

Nemri exhales again, releasing her anger as suddenly as it appeared. ((Yes. Things change. But some things don’t.))

I look around us, at the smiles and the laughter. At Kumantra singing a happy lilting tune while Annabelle sits quiescent at her side, still nibbling her own portion of the man who once had a family and a life. At Josephina and Themis spinning in the water as they practice sparring, each grinning wider than the other. Libby chattering brightly to Aspera and a few other indulgent sisters, her little fangs flashing as she talks. The cloud of red that rings her head has still not fully dissipated. Perhaps it is only from the salmon she took. Perhaps not.

The fight goes out of me. No. I suppose Nemri is right. Some things might never change. But I… I need her to understand. She genuinely believes that this is fine. But I cannot possibly contain these depths of repulsion and dread inside my one small mind. I need my sister to share it with me. How can I make it real for her?

((Imagine you went up to the surface and you saw a ship full of humans cutting up one of us. Eating her.))

Sisters are finally circling, eyeing us curiously. Looking hungrily at the unwanted piece of meat. Nemri shifts uncomfortably. She doesn’t want them to see her shoal-sister having a breakdown.

I lean in and put my blade into the one spot I know will be the most vulnerable. ((Imagine it was Libby.))

And she does. I see the picture form in her mind. Tolerance changes to horror: she flattens her ears and hisses at me. ((Eppie, that’s an awful thing to say.))

((To say,)) I agree. ((And you’ve actually done it. This person was someone’s Libby. Their brother. Their baby.))

A sob escapes my throat on the final word, and Nemri finally relents.

((This is why we went out, minnow. You’re still… adjusting.)) She puts a hand on my back, just below my dorsal fin. ((You’ll be fine without any red meat for a while longer. Or I can find you some seal. Come on.))

Still adjusting. I hope I don’t live long enough to become adjusted to atrocities like this.

Nemri flinches at that thought, and the image of Annabelle rises unbidden to her mind. She forces it away and speaks with a deliberately steady tone. ((It’s different, Eppie. The little spat we had with Colonia Dremne was nothing. When you see what humans have done to us…))

I shake my head. ((We don’t—they don’t know we exist.))

((They’re evil,)) she says flatly.

I move sharply away from her. ((It looks like the opposite to me.))

Everyone is staring now. My loud thoughts leaking out in every direction. Nemri’s dark skin is flushed a deep red. She’s ashamed of me. Of me, and not of this.

((Come on, Eppie,)) she pleads. ((We need to go see Mother.))

I’m not stupid. I know what a visit to Mother means. Another binding, another restriction on my thoughts. I don’t want to accept this—how many horrors can one mind hold before it breaks? But Nemri is swimming, and I’m letting her lead me. Mother loves me, and she always knows what’s best. And in the shadowed recesses of my mind where I don’t want to look, a little voice whispers that maybe it wouldn’t be so bad to forget this nightmare, and feel happy again.

The worst thing is that I can still smell it. That little gobbet of meat, sitting there so innocently. Even as we swim away, a part of me clamors to turn around. To race the sisters drifting closer, to snatch it up and stuff it down my gullet before they can lay claim to it. To finally know what it tastes like, instead of merely imagining.
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((I don’t know what to tell her, Mother. She won’t listen.)) Spreading her hands in mute appeal, Nemri turns from Mother back to me. ((Eppie, please, calm down.))

She’s treating me like she’s the voice of reason.

I swim closer to Mother, seeking her comfort, and she raises a hand to cup me. I lean into her palm for a second, before the thought occurs to me that they must have brought some here as well. Oozing red chunks of meat in the throne room, borne straight into Mother’s smiling mouth. ((Mother, she’s—you’re all eating people.))

((It’s what we have to do to survive.)) Her voice is soft, loving. A parent explaining a cruel fact of life to her child.

((There are so many other options. Why does it have to be people?))

Her voice hardens for the first time. ((We have good cause to hate humankind, Eppie. They’ve dealt us terrible wounds.))

((I was a human,)) I object. ((And I never hurt a mermaid in my life. No one I knew even believed that mermaids were real.))

Mother’s mouth quirks, as though that’s funny.

((It’s true!)) I protest, and she raises a finger to hush me.

((I know, daughter. No one is saying you are wrong. But there are reasons for our enmity. You mentioned whales and dolphins—peaceful creatures, our distant cousins according to some legends. It’s our responsibility to protect them, not to hurt them.))

((But we were peaceful,)) I plead, feeling myself close to the edge of tears. ((I mean—humans are peaceful. And they’re closer kin to us than whales are. What would happen if you put a seed into a whale? It wouldn’t turn into one of us!))

((Eppie, you can’t talk to Mother like that,)) Nemri interjects, sounding shocked. ((I’m sorry, Mother. She doesn’t mean it.))

((I do!)) I cry, at the same time as Mother chuckles good-naturedly.

((It’s alright, Nemri, though I’m glad you’ve taken your role as Eppie’s shoal-sister so fully to heart.)) She looks back to me, her red eyes like little planets in the dark. ((Eppie, try to understand. Humans have kingdoms, and kingdoms have enemies; am I right? Old feuds with people who have wronged them for centuries, crime upon crime until forgiveness is not an option. Can you try to understand why we spare the peaceful singers of the ocean over the butchers of the land?))

((Who have they butchered?)) I growl. ((There’s no war. You can’t be at war with a species that doesn’t know you exist. Every person you’re taking is—))

((Eppie.)) There’s a note of warning there, but I plow on regardless.

((—is a being with a soul, a family, a colony that needs them every bit as much as we need each other. I can’t—I can’t be a party to murder, Mother, and if you’re asking me to, then I’ll—))

((Eppie!)) Suddenly she is shouting, and the volume of her thoughts, the power behind them, is almost enough to stun me into silence.

Almost. But I snap my tail and rise above the embrace of her hand, snarling my defiance into her gigantic face. I love her, I love her, but she is wrong, and she has to see.

((Humans would never do anything like this. If a human found a mermaid, they’d talk to them, they’d help them, like I did with Myre.)) Despite the pain in the base of my seed, I dredge the memory up and shove it out toward her. On the beach at Hwenfirth, I was just a girl. The most ordinary human in existence. ((If this is what we do, then humans are better. I want to go home!))

((Calm down, Eppie.)) Her voice is laced with the same power as always, and I can feel relaxation flooding through me.

Any ebbing remnant of my anger is replaced at once by dread. More pain, more limitations on my mind. I can’t do it.

((Please, Mother,)) I say dully. ((Not another binding. Just let me talk to you first.))

At once, the feeling ceases.

((Of course, daughter,)) she says, gentle as the morning sun, and guilt floods me for ever doubting her. Mother would never hurt me.

I swallow past the lump in my throat and try my best to sound reasonable. ((I don’t want more bindings, Mother. I understand the first ones—you were helping me—but I don’t want to change how I feel about this. I don’t think I’d be me anymore if I did.))

Mother’s frown turns pensive. ((Sthearle thinks you didn’t want it the first time either. But you adjusted and look at you now. One of us.))

I don’t need to ask how Sthearle is listening in: Mother is in touch with all of us all the time. Nor do I want to think about the frightened, hate-filled Eppie who fought against her own sisters. She needed to change, to understand her new life. But I can’t change again. I’m a member of this colony, and I don’t want to be altered to fit with my sisters when I could offer them a real alternative.

((Please,)) is all I say aloud, letting Mother read the rest from the undercurrent of my thoughts.

The image of Annabelle, again. Whether it came from Mother or Nemri I can’t tell, but Mother sighs and lowers her hands to fold them at her waist. I’m safe.

((Another way, then,)) Mother says finally.

((What about Colonia Phryne?)) Nemri suggests, mind still roiling with distress from the confrontation. I thought Mother would soothe her, not escalate—she snaps down on the stray thought, and it cuts off abruptly.

Mother exhales again, low and heavy, but her control is too fine for any unintentional details to leak through. ((There’s no better way to demonstrate the evils of humanity.))

Colonia Phryne. Why do I know that name?

((Mother’s mother,)) supplies Nemri.

Another journey? The thought of leaving the warm tunnels of the reef so soon makes me feel a little queasy.

((I don’t want to go, Mother,)) I say, a whimper creeping into my voice. ((I only just got home.))

The reef is safe. Out there lurk enemy mermaids, untold dangers. At least here the horrors are… quantifiable. And if what Nemri says is true and every sister exerts her own subtle influence on a hive-mind, then if I’m close to my sisters I have a chance of doing the same. If I can make just a few of them see it the way I do, that man might be the last human life we ever take.

((All will be well,)) Mother promises, and I feel the strange weightless sensation of another command loosening. You are safe here. This is your home. ((You’ll be safe so long as you’re with your sisters.))

As the binding fades, so too does the anxiety. And I don’t feel violated as I did at the prospect of another binding—Mother is freeing me, not tying me tighter.

Mother is relaxing again, warming to her plan. ((Ossind can go with you, if she’s willing. She’s swum that way before.)) She smiles slyly at me, letting me in on the secret. I can see what she’s trying to do for Nemri, but I can’t take any pleasure in it. The sting of Nemri’s callousness toward the nameless human is too fresh.

But Mother will fix this. She loves me. She trusts me, despite my disobedience. If I argue this right, I know I can change her mind. If a trip to Colonia Phryne is what will persuade her that I’ve listened, then it’s a price I’m willing to pay. Maybe then she’ll be willing to listen to me in return.
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Our journey takes ten days. Nemri is trying hard to reconcile, but I just keep my head down, let Ossind bear the conversational load. I can’t let go of the fact that my own shoal-sister is a killer. A cannibal—except I can’t even do the crime the justice of calling it cannibalism. Our victim was human, but we are not.

In another time, this journey might have enchanted me. Instead of sticking to the deeper waters where everything is black and turgid, Ossind leads us through the mid-levels. I’m closer to the surface than I have been in months. On clear days the water brightens almost to blue, so much lighter than the midnight depths I’ve grown used to. And everywhere, there’s life. Jellyfish drift and cod flock like birds, tuna drifting stately and slow beneath us. Tiny white plankton moving in a swarm that looks like an entire galaxy of stars. A pod of dolphins swims alongside us for almost an hour, smiling their long, crooked smiles and clicking to each other in a language that sounds almost like Mermish.

((Did you hear, Eppie? Ossind met a mermaid who knew someone who could talk to the dolphins.)) There’s a touch of desperation in Nemri’s tone as we watch the dolphins shoot skyward.

Part of me wants to follow them. To break away from Nemri and Ossind and go bursting through the surface, up into the sunlight. To see the sky again, feel the breeze on my face.

Instead I watch the dolphins go, racing up where I cannot follow.

And Nemri falls quiet again, her misery beating at the edges of my mind like a palpable force.

((Here,)) Ossind says at last.

Raised from the mire of my own thoughts, I look around us. Nothing but endless ocean, with a shoal of fish too distant for even my raptor vision to identify.

((Underneath us,)) clarifies Nemri, eager to help me now. As though a little basic kindness will erase the fact that our entire family are murderers.

Ossind smiles at us both. ((Let’s go.))

I don’t miss the look that passes between them, the surge of warmth as their eyes meet. My silence has achieved something for Nemri, at least.

The two older mermaids dip their heads and loop gracefully down, and I trail behind them.

The reef below us is a ruin. Hardly worthy of the name reef at all. Instead of a vibrant living organism, it’s a bleached wreck the color of bone. A circular scar on the seabed, slowly crumbling into nothingness.

It’s like seeing Colonia Adastrea through a distorted pane of glass. The coral down there should be rich and red. There should be plants exploding outward, making the entire reef seem hazy with life. Sisters should be flitting through the tunnels, thoughts and songs mingling freely. Instead there’s only silence and barren stone.

At the center of the colony gapes the empty eye socket of the throne room. Ossind is headed straight for it, but Nemri says something inaudible and we alter course. Looping around toward the grand entrance, our pace slows, and it feels both achingly familiar and horribly wrong.

((What happened here?)) I ask, turning to Nemri.

((Humans,)) she murmurs.

I frown. We’re miles below the surface. No human could survive down here, let alone cause… this.

((How?))

((It was a long time ago.)) She sighs, and rather than answering my question further, she plays me a memory of Mother’s voice. Let her swim through the colony first. When she’s ready, tell her the story.

((Alright,)) I reply, but I’m feeling mutinous. Whatever Mother expects me to see here, it’s not going to be enough to make up for murder.

Nemri and Ossind fall back, gesturing for me to take the lead. With a cautiousness this deserted place probably doesn’t deserve, I pass under the huge arch of the entrance hall. Swallowed up by the shadows of a place that must once have been beautiful.

Everything looks smaller and duller without the plants that bring Colonia Adastrea to life. And every surface is the same dead driftwood-white. If Mother… it hurts to even think it, but if Mother died, would our red reef fade like this?

I’m so focused on the lack of kelp and greenery that it takes me a moment to notice the smaller differences in the architecture. The great hall is three times the size of ours: strange growths of coral sprout from the floor like Roman pillars, some cracked and others scattered on the floor like fallen trees. This must have been a huge colony, with twice as many mermaids as we have, maybe more. But everything now is drear and desolate. Even the presence of my sisters and I cannot reawaken it; the extinct colony is subsuming us instead. All the chatter of our journey has melted away. Only hollow silence remains.

Swimming slower and slower with every stroke, I follow the spiral corridors of the colony inward. Every tunnel and every chamber is the same. Empty. The grow-rooms are barren, the acoustic rooms for more musical sisters echoing strangely to the small sounds of my passage. When was the last time someone living passed this way?

But despite the bleakness, I still cannot imagine how humans could have caused this.

((Where is everyone?)) I ask, glancing over my shoulder at the others.

They’re swimming fin to fin, looking more comfortable together than I’ve ever seen them. Has Nemri never spent an extended period of time with Ossind before this? She’s not usually shy, but maybe a little push from Mother was all it took.

Nemri raises an eyebrow with a touch of her usual acerbic humor. ((Where do you think?))

I assume she’s trying to imply that they’re all dead—that humans somehow managed to take out a whole colony of mermaids as fast-healing and thick-skinned as my sisters and I are. Or perhaps they simply left after their mother died. I can understand that. I wouldn’t want to stay here either. But where could they go? What sort of life can a mermaid have without a colony? I try to imagine Colonia Adastrea without Mother, without the warm undertone of her thoughts flowing through everything, guiding us all, and I just can’t do it.

A doorway ahead. Dark and foreboding. I look back again; Nemri and Ossind have stopped, fins fanning gently to keep them in place.

((Go ahead,)) Nemri says. ((I went in once, and it was more than enough.))

Ossind echoes her agreement. I’m on my own.

My heart is thudding painfully behind my ribs. The throne room is shadowed even to my keen eyes, the column of dim light from the opening in the ceiling offering little resistance to the penumbra of the overhang. Something vast and white curves through that sliver of light. Some sort of huge serpent, as unmoving as everything else here.

As I creep closer, that serpent resolves itself into a spine: an impossibly long spine that curls away from me and back into the shadows. Each vertebra is a boulder, taller than my entire body from head to tail-tip. Tentatively, I put out a hand and brush a claw against it. It’s pitted and rough. This thing has been dead a long time.

I follow the giant spine along its length, and it’s not until I reach the vast pelvis that it finally sinks in. The skeleton is not a snake; sea serpents aren’t any more real than unicorns or fairies. Mermaids are the only extraordinary creature I’ve ever seen any evidence of, and as strange as it seems, this… is one of us. Up until now Mother was the largest thing I’d ever seen, but this colony-mother is twice her size at least. Nemri said colony-mothers live a long time: does size correlate to age? If so, this reef must be impossibly old.

The cavernous opening of her ribcage yawns above me like the maw of some monstrous whale. This is my grandmother, in a sense. This vast dead woman birthed Mother, who changed me. With a flap of my tail I propel myself upward, climbing up past ribs the size of tree trunks.

Coming level with the black voids of her eyes, I glance back down at the bared rows of serrated teeth and shudder. I dimly remember the fear I felt when I first met Mother. The realization that she could swallow me whole. After I knew her better, I dismissed the thought as insane, but now it returns full force. How many humans met their end between these teeth? How many has my own mother eaten?

My eyes flick back to her blank black stare. Her head still positioned exactly as it would have been in life, held fast by the root that connects her to the reef. I look into her empty eyes, and something looks back.

A flicker of light, deep inside. The tiniest gleam of white.

With a gasp of horror, I fall back. Sea serpents might not be real, but what about ghosts? Mother can hear my thoughts, and it’s not such a stretch of the imagination to believe that this titan hears them too.

((I’m sorry,)) I plead, backing away as fast as I can.

And from the gloom of that great skull, she finally emerges.

Smaller than I expected, her tail about a foot shorter than mine. Her ice-colored eyes glow like witchlights, unearthly and white. Her moon-pale barbels contrast with her shocking ash-gray skin, and her black scales shine in the dim light we cast, glossy as spilled ink. Her full lips part as she looks at me, cocking her head. Another stranger, but she doesn’t seem hostile like the others. And she clearly isn’t land-born.

For a moment I’m overwhelmed by relief that she isn’t the ghost of an undead colony-mother back to seek vengeance—but then my brain starts to tick again, and the questions come thick and fast. This place is deserted, with no food and no company. How has this girl survived alone? Who is she? She looks nothing like Mother or my sisters, meaning that her chance of being one of my cousins is slim. And if she isn’t from this nightmare colony, what on earth is she doing here?

((Hello,)) I say cautiously, reaching for her with my mind, expecting to hear that same baseline hum I felt from the Colonia Dremne mermaids.

But there’s nothing. Like she isn’t just mute: more like she isn’t there at all.

((Can you hear me?))

She blinks those big silver-white eyes at me, like anglerfish in the dark. Like stars.

((I’m Eppie, from Colonia Adastrea. Which colony are you from?))

Finally, she turns her head, her barbels shivering and parting, like living icicles as they move. She’s showing her seed to me—strangely trusting, but decidedly non-hostile—so I lean in to see. And finally, amid the forest of her barbels, I see it. A dark gray, almost black. It blends so well with her skin that it takes me a moment to realize.

Her seed isn’t the same bulbous sphere as my own. It isn’t a different shape or a different size. It’s… gone. All that remains is a jagged stump, broken and ruined beyond repair. I can see the delicate traceries of coral inside, the empty chambers that should be rich and pulsing with silver blood. It’s like her skull itself has been flayed open, and I’m staring directly into the wreckage of her brain.

I clamp my hands over my mouth to stop myself from screaming. How is she alive? It’s a disfigurement beyond my wildest imaginings. No way to speak, no way to listen to her sisters. How has she been dealt a wound like that, and kept moving?

((Oh,)) I say at last, and then feel foolish. She cannot hear me at all.

I cannot imagine the silence she must endure. To be alone in one’s own mind is almost unthinkable to me now. It’s horrifying, and yet… I want to reach up and touch the seed at the base of my own head. No one could bind her.

She lets her barbels sink back into place, and then those huge white eyes are locked onto mine again. Waiting.

“Hello,” I say cautiously in Mermish. “What’s your name?”

She smiles, sudden and fleeting, and for an instant it transforms her face. The sun appearing from behind a cloud, illuminating a dreary autumn day. “I’m Marie,” she says. Her voice is strangely sweet. Like music. The clicks are percussive, melodious, and the whistles are like birdsong.

Marie. It’s a strange name for an ocean-born, but I don’t want to offend her more than I surely have already.

“I’m Eppie,” I tell her, savoring the feel of my own name on my tongue for the first time in untold ages. It feels the same, even if the language is different. “What colony are you from?”

She’s ocean-born, and her gray skin and black scales rule out any chance of Colonia Dremne. But I’m still glad when she confirms it. “Colonia Caria.”

I wish my scanty geography lessons at the school in Hwenfirth had covered mermaid colony locations. “Where… where is that?”

Mutely, she shrugs. Far away, I assume she means.

“Why are you here?”

She gestures to her seed again. “Nowhere else.”

My heart twists inside me. How long has she been here, waiting? I can’t imagine what led her to this ruined place, but I know what kept her here. Marie has been lost without any hope of hearing the song of a colony-mother reaching out into the ocean, guiding her daughters home.

She swims a little closer, her barbels weaving lacy traceries of light in the dark water. She stretches out a hand toward me, as though she wants to touch. “Please,” she whispers. So quiet, without the emotions and thoughts of an ordinary mermaid. She isn’t quite present.

But I nod, and her clawed fingers brush against my cheek, against my lips. Soft as rose petals. Her silver-bright eyes are swallowing me whole.

For one long second, we simply wait. Not quite believing in the reality of the other’s presence. Then Marie pulls back and ducks her head, and I feel a strange sense of loss as she withdraws.

“I’m sorry,” she says. “It’s been so long since I’ve seen anyone. I miss my sisters.”

And if there’s anything I can empathize with, it’s that. Nemri and I have been fighting, and I can’t condone some of the choices she’s made, but she’s still my sister. I know she’ll always be there for me. If I were alone like Marie is… without my sisters I’d be lost too.

“I don’t mind,” I say, still speaking the words simultaneously aloud and into the void where her thoughts should be: a habit too ingrained to shake.

She offers me a tremulous smile, half-hidden by the drifting clouds of her white barbels. I don’t need to taste her thoughts to know that this is like the light at the end of an endless tunnel. Hope, for the first time in an age.

“Where are your sisters?” I ask at last.

She looks at me, and her eyes are almost the white of bone in her dark face as she stares at me. Almost the silver of blood. “Dead,” she says at last, very softly.

I stare. “What? All of them?”

She nods.

“And—and your mother?”

She turns her face away, lowering gray lids over those hypnotic eyes. “Same as here.”

Another glimpse of the mystery Nemri and Ossind have been dangling under my nose for hours. “Tell me,” I say, almost a demand.

Her gills flare with one long exhalation. A surrender, a quiet despair. But her eyes flash back up to meet mine, and I’m immobilized like a fish on a hook again. “Hunters killed her. Killed them all.”

“Hunters?” The only Mermish meaning that word has is those who hunt fish and meat for the colony. A full-scale war between two colonies? Despite Colonia Dremne’s hostility, I can’t imagine it. The devastation it would cause.

“The mermaid hunters,” she says, so softly I almost don’t hear her. “The humans who hunt us.”
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WAVE-TOSSED

Nemri, are you listening?))

There’s a pause, and when she responds, it’s with deliberately empty thoughts, carefully devoid of Ossind and whatever they were talking… or not talking… about.

((Yes!)) she answers, only a little breathless. ((Are you alright, minnow?))

I look into Marie’s eyes, silver like the moon, wide and watchful. ((There’s someone here. I mean… I’ve found someone.))

With growing alarm, she plucks the image of Marie from my mind. ((I’m coming. Are you safe? Is she hostile?))

Through Nemri’s ears I hear water rushing in the corridor as she races toward us. ((No, no! Don’t—don’t crowd us. Let me… ease her in. I think she’s been here a long time.))

Marie cocks her head, waiting patiently for me to fill her in. If I were maimed as she is, seedless, I would be so frustrated, to know there were whole conversations happening that I would never hear. Mermish is serviceable for talking to mermaids from other colonies or emphasizing a point, but it’s so shallow compared to the flow of thoughts. I wonder what it sounds like in Marie’s mind, where the quiet is uninterrupted. Lonely, surely. Achingly lonely. But perhaps it would be peaceful, too.

“Sorry,” I say at last. At the periphery of my awareness, Nemri and Ossind halt, spiralling around one another, taut as bowstrings. “There’s… I’m not alone. Two of my sisters are with me.”

“What colony?” she asks, and I realize I haven’t yet given her even the most basic piece of information about myself.

“Adastrea.”

Her eyelids lower over her white irises, two eclipses in miniature. “I don’t know it.”

It doesn’t surprise me; I’ve never heard of Colonia Caria either. “It’s a lovely place. The flowers there grow so big some of my sisters sleep in them.” I swallow, suddenly realizing that might sound stupid. For all I know every colony has flowers like ours.

Her eyes flash back up to meet mine, and I feel my breath hitch. There is something so raw in her, so strangely vulnerable.

“You could come with us,” I add rashly, the hope and the words spilling out of me side by side. No one should have to live in a place like this. I may have conflicted feelings about my sisters’ diet, but compared with this place, Colonia Adastrea is an Eden, and there’s no need for Marie to stay here alone. Being alone inside your head would be hell enough.

And if she came… I would have a little more time to tease out the mystery that is Marie. To take the words she says in that impossibly low, sweet voice, and put them together into something that resembles the real her.

Because to my surprise, I do want to know her. She’s like a fallen star, down here in the dark. Somehow brighter than any other mermaid I’ve met, though we all glow the same.

Marie smiles at me for the second time, the expression transforming her from somber to delighted for one golden instant. “I’d like that.”

I lead her toward the door, looking back to make sure she’s really following. The dead colony-mother watches us go, empty eyes unblinking. The darkness swallows her: alone again.

Nemri and Ossind are pacing outside, and when we emerge they whirl to face us, barbels and fins flaring wide in unintentional threat displays.

((Eppie,)) Nemri says, her voice thick with relief. ((You scared me.))

Ossind offers Marie a formal greeting, and when she doesn’t respond to the unspoken words, I have to explain. Both of them blanch when Marie shows them her wound. Nemri turns almost as gray as Marie.

((Those monsters,)) she mutters, and then flushes and repeats it aloud.

“Yes,” Marie agrees, still floating hesitantly behind me, as though she’s relying on me to shield her. It gives me a strange little rush of pride, somehow. She trusts me.

Nemri turns to me. “You wanted to know why, Eppie. This is why.”

“Nemri…” I don’t want to go into that now. Not when Marie is right here, her loss so much more recent than ours, her barbels still settling back into place after she had to spread them to show how they mutilated her.

But my shoal-sister will not be stopped. “We were close with Colonia Phryne once. Same as Colonia Dremne. We were one big family before the humans came. They wiped out this entire colony, Eppie. All of Mother’s sisters—gone. All our aunts. After that, Dremne started her land-born recruitment, and… well, you know how that ended.” Her face is grim. “This is what Mother wanted you to know. Marie is proof enough: clearly, the humans haven’t stopped.”

Ossind puts a hand on her arm to hush her, watching Marie with soft eyes. “Nemri. Let it be.”

This time, she listens.

“Eppie is right, though. Of course you should come back with us,” Ossind continues, glancing at Nemri for confirmation. “It’s no life here for a mermaid alone, and Colonia Adastrea is welcoming to outsiders.”

Nemri nods, and a small uncharitable part of me wonders if she would be so quick to agree if Marie were a land-born instead of an ocean-born. She obviously thinks Marie will assimilate easily. Perhaps better than I have. That leads me to the question of if Marie—if she eats as my sisters do—and I shut that thought down with all the force I can muster. I do not want to even imagine it.

“You’ll like it there,” Ossind promises Marie, and Marie almost smiles.

If Sthearle had been with us, or Myre—well, this introduction might have gone very differently. They probably would have tried to kill Marie before they even considered allowing her to follow us home to Mother. But Nemri is not Sthearle or Myre, and when she grins at Marie and slaps her shoulder hard enough that Marie winces and shies away, I feel a rush of affection for my shoal-sister. She’s flawed, yes, but Nemri is good. I feel the certainty of it deep in my bones. With a little time, I know I can help her to understand that not every human is party to the atrocities of a few. Once she is on my side, we have a real chance at changing our colony’s way of life.

Ossind turns confidently in the direction of Colonia Adastrea, and I see her fingers brush against Nemri’s as she goes. Nemri glances at me, then flushes red. I waggle my eyebrows furiously at her, and though she attempts to glare, she surrenders and dissolves into laughter. Marie smiles hesitantly along with us, and then Nemri darts away to catch up with Ossind.

Marie and I are left alone, and I feel my own cheeks heating as I realize what Nemri is trying to do. Marie is the first girl I’ve met who isn’t either from my own colony or trying to murder me. And while I didn’t anticipate that mixture would be a particularly potent one, there’s something about those moonblind eyes… the way they follow me, soft and soulful. The way she hesitates before she speaks. The way she was waiting there in the dark, hoping someone would save her.

My heart does a little hop-skip in my chest, and I wonder if I can persuade Nemri and Ossind to stretch out the journey a little longer.
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“What were you doing there?” Marie asks, her words soft as rain pattering against the waves.

I glance ahead before I answer, wanting to be sure that Nemri and Ossind are still safely out of earshot. How strange, that speaking out loud is quieter than telepathy.

“It was about… humans. Our mother wanted me to understand why my colony eats what they do.” My jaw works. As though one atrocity can justify another. “She wanted me to see what they did to Colonia Phryne.”

I still have so many questions. Human hunters, somehow capable of killing us. Yet I will not ask Marie for details; she does not deserve to relive what happened to her family.

Marie gives me an appraising look. She must know I’m land-born; the shade of my scales and my barbels makes it obvious. Those white eyes search mine, and almost against my will I feel the words coming. I want to show her, as she showed me the wound behind her head. I want to be vulnerable, as she was. Will it be a relief, to share a thought and not know for certain that the hearer condemns me for it?

“I saw my sisters coming home with a man,” I tell her in a rush. “I was angry. Mother thought this place would be the best way to explain.”

As soon as I’ve spoken the words, I want to take them back. Marie is an ocean-born. She grew up with this way of life. Worse, humans wiped out her colony. She has more reason than most to hate them. I barely know her, and I’m just a land-born, freshly changed and endlessly foolish. Even before I revealed my deviant opinions, my origin was enough to make Nemri dislike me at first, to wish for a different shoal-sister. If Marie feels like Nemri used to… I don’t know what I’ll say.

But Marie offers me a small smile from behind her curtain of constantly shifting barbels. “I understand,” she replies, her voice as hushed as my own. “I’ve never liked the way some of us feed.”

She says it so casually. For a few seconds all I can do is stare, dumbfounded. My entire colony believes that human lives are valueless. Even, apparently, my other land-born sisters. Even Thora, who is still as much human as she is mermaid. And yet this stranger thinks as I do?

I look deep into her spectral white eyes, stark as winter against the granite of her skin, until the tips of her ears redden and she ducks her head. I think that despite her fey beauty and the terrifying way in which we met, Marie is actually shy.

“I completely agree,” I say, belatedly realizing that the silence has stretched too long. “But I didn’t get the impression that most ocean-born felt that way.”

There’s a pause. “Yes,” she says at last. “But I’ve been on my own a long time. And any red blood will do. I hunt seals, not people.”

I remember what Nemri said—we’re people, not them—and it’s like music to my ears to hear another mermaid thinking like me. Well, not thinking, exactly. She’s talking, the slowest and clumsiest method of communication imaginable. Something I never thought I’d need to rely on again. But Marie is… she said it herself: she understands. I wasn’t sure I was strong enough to swim against the tide, to resist when Mother and all my sisters told me I was wrong, but Marie makes me feel like I can. She is so brave, unimaginably brave. She faces the world utterly alone, solitary even inside her own mind, and she does not break. If using my voice is the price I pay to communicate with her, so be it. I’m willing to pay it.
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On the third day of our journey home I wake too early. My barbels were curled back against my neck, but now something is tugging them upward, and they are too sensitive for me not to feel. We are sleeping in a loose cluster, with Nemri and Ossind close to me and Marie at a slight distance. We’re deep enough that the currents are predictable, and Ossind picked our resting spot carefully; there should be no movement here. But we are drifting, all four of us, and Marie is already farther away than she was when I first opened my eyes. The water is stirring in a way that it should not be stirring. And it’s getting stronger.

“Wake up,” I say urgently. ((Wake up!))

The words are carried on such a tide of fear that Nemri jerks awake instantly, claws at the ready. ((What? What’s wrong?))

“Marie!” I call again, and finally she stirs.

((Something’s going on,)) Ossind says, glancing significantly upward.

((Wind?)) guesses Nemri.

She’s used to deep-swimming, the true deep where the water is black and the only light comes from your own scales. I don’t think there’s any way wind could affect us all the way down here.

Ossind shakes her head. ((Worse. Storm.))

Marie appears at my elbow, expression inquisitive. “What is it?”

“Ossind says there’s a storm above us.”

It gives me a strange rush of pleasure to be the one she turns to for answers. She trusts me, and I like the way that makes me feel. A little stronger, a little less out of place. I’m lapsing into thought-speak less and less. Slowly, the habit of putting things into deliberate sentences is coming back to me.

“More than a storm,” Ossind adds. “The waves up there will be taller than the reef. We need to keep moving. It shouldn’t be shaking things up at this depth.”

Nemri looks anxiously from Ossind to Marie and I, and I can taste the nervousness in her thoughts. Double the responsibility, now. Two young mermaids to bring back safe. “We ought to dive.”

Does that mean Marie is younger than Nemri, then? Despite the hints about barbel length, Marie’s white barbels flow down to her waist just like Nemri’s. I can’t see the gradations that are apparently so obvious to everyone else.

Ossind nods assent, and Nemri is already moving down, eager to get us all out of harm’s way. “Let’s go.”

It makes me happy that even though our conversation began silently, they were both so willing to shift to verbal communication. Marie will fit in at the colony. Mother and my sisters will welcome her.

Moving together, the four of us aim for deeper waters. The turbulence above us begins to recede, but Nemri and Ossind are constantly glancing upward, inaudible undercurrents flowing between them too quickly for me to pick up.

Finally Ossind turns to Marie and briefly puts a hand on her arm. “If things go wrong and we get separated, try to stay put. Save your energy for making light, and we won’t leave the area till we find you.”

Marie’s eyes widen slightly, and for a second it’s like I can hear her thoughts despite the divide between us. She isn’t used to having sisters to take care of her. She’s shocked that we’re accepting her as one of us.

Nemri grins at me. “If you get lost, minnow, all you’ll need to do is shout.”

I roll my eyes: she never runs out of you think too loud jokes. But seeing Ossind beside Marie, dark blue skin beside the stony gray, I wonder for a moment if Mother will give Marie her own shoal-sister. And if she does, why not Ossind? Two outsiders to our colony, two sisters far from home. They would have a lot in common. And now that Nemri and Ossind are together—a reality that still makes me quiver with euphoria and terror all rolled into one—naturally it would mean their younger shoal-sisters also spend a lot of time together. And that wouldn’t be such a bad thing at all.

“I will,” Marie promises in response to Ossind’s original request.

Another buffet from the invisible wings of the storm, stretching all the way down to us, and Nemri leads us into a steeper dive.

((Nemri,)) I call, not wanting to showcase my ignorance in front of the entire group—especially Marie. ((What Ossind said—can we control how bright we glow?))

Nemri twists her head to blink her hawk-yellow eyes at me. ((Didn’t I tell you that?)) She concentrates and flares—one quick pulse of brilliance like a shooting star. Enough to make me wince and shut my eyes.

((Give me a little warning next time,)) I say grumpily. ((And no. You never mentioned we could do that. It’d be nice to sleep in the dark for once.))

She snickers. ((No, the passive glow always stays the same. And flashing like that is tiring. Useful as a signal sometimes, though.))

((Good to know.)) I let the pause lengthen, my eyes on Marie and Ossind to our left, before adding as casually as I can, ((By the way, how old would you say Marie is?))

Nemri giggles again, and I see Marie’s ears twitch as she registers the sound. How humiliating.

((Less than a century,)) Nemri tells me, after a practiced glance at Marie’s white barbels. ((A fair bit younger than me.))

And completely age-appropriate for you, she thinks, just underneath the words she deliberately sends my way, but it’s subliminal and I opt to pretend I didn’t hear anything.

Thanks to Nemri’s sniggering, Marie must already know we’re talking. Probably suspects that we’re talking about her. Not wanting her to feel left out, I let the conversation lapse and keep my focus on swimming. We’re moving quickly, and surely we should have escaped from that stubborn west-flowing current by now, but I can still feel it tugging at my fins. Out of sight above us the storm is raging.

Suddenly Ossind’s head swings up, eyes wide and alarm rolling off her. A gasp from Nemri, and then I hear it too. A rumble in the water, low and ominous, growing steadily louder with every second.

Somewhere far away, a monster is roaring.

It’s like the buzzing of a wasp nest: a constant drone edged with anger, a single noise that conceals thousands. And the longer I listen the more deafening it becomes.

((We wouldn’t hear them unless they’re out in serious numbers,)) Nemri says grimly. ((A whole lot of them, all riled up.))

“What can you hear?” It’s not until Marie speaks that I realize the noise isn’t a real one.

A growl rumbles in Nemri’s throat. “Colonia Dremne.”

Ossind is a more pallid shade of blue than her usual ocean hue. “We’re closer to Adastrea than we are to Dremne.”

((You think this is an attack?)) Nemri is so shocked that the words come mentally first, and it takes her a second to remember to repeat them aloud.

A bleak nod from Ossind. “With that many of them, what else could it be?”

“We need to get home, now.” Nemri’s decision is immediate and instinctive.

Ossind frowns, her thoughts spiking with alarm as she pictures a horde of mermaids descending on our unwary colony. Fangs are glistening and silver blood is spilling. Mother is—Ossind shakes herself and interrupts her own fears. “You take these two and go on ahead. I’m going to investigate.”

Nemri and I exchange a horrified glance. “And what if they are declaring war?” she demands. “If they catch you…”

“And what if they come down on the colony without any warning?” Ossind counters. “We need a better idea of their numbers, their reasoning.”

“It’s too risky.”

“Would you rather risk them?” Ossind gestures to Marie and I.

Nemri stares at me, her heart thudding hard enough that her thoughts are full of it. I don’t want any of them in danger.

The stalemate is finally broken by Marie. “I’ve been in dangerous situations before,” she says, jiggling her barbels just enough to remind us all of the wreckage that lurks beneath them. “I can help.”

Nemri turns back to Ossind, catching at the solution with both hands. Safety in numbers. “It’d be better to stick together and play it cautiously.”

Ossind looks as though she might object again, but the buzz is still building. “Fine. Together. In and out.”

Fervently, Nemri nods. “And then we go straight to Mother and report.”

No one needs to get hurt, she whispers to herself, so softly that even she can’t quite hear it clearly. No one will get hurt.

I can’t tell if the cloud of fear around us originated with me or not, but it’s here, thick as fog.
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WARFARE

Copper and iron. Metal and sugar. The sweet aftertaste of a rust-rich drink. Hunger claws at my belly and my focus zeroes in on one single thing. The only thing left in all the world. That smell, that taste. There’s blood in the water.

I feel a shudder ripple through me, a tightening of my muscles and a quickening in my veins. And the worst of it is when I turn uncertainly to my sisters and see them reacting too. Nemri’s pupils blown wide, eyes flat black like she’s in the very darkest depths of the sea. Ossind’s teeth, jagged and white in her face as her mouth smiles too wide.

This isn’t mermaid blood we’re smelling. It’s human.

Only Marie looks back at me without hunger, without the instinctive excitement of a rumbling stomach and teeth made for tearing. And I wish it were her in my head, not Nemri and Ossind.

Still, they are older and more practiced than I. It’s only a moment before Nemri regains control of herself. ((Humans close by,)) she says, signalling to us all to stay silent. Sound carries and we can’t risk anyone hearing.

((Not an invasion, then.)) Ossind looks relieved, but she’s still leading us onward—out of curiosity or hunger I can’t tell.

Nemri is less keen. ((We can turn back now, surely.))

((We need to be certain.))

Reluctantly, Nemri falls back into line.

I’m staring at Marie, wishing she could hear me—if there are humans up there, will you help me to help them? I cannot take another incident like the one with Myre and her prisoner. If I see another human held hostage, this time I will act.

There’s a gulf between us wider than an ocean, and it’s Nemri who reacts, scowling at me. ((Remember who you are now, minnow. Don’t do anything foolish; we need to get home safe.))

((Fine,)) I snap. ((So long as you don’t eat anyone.))

She barks out an almost unwilling laugh, but she promises.

((Both of you need to be quiet.)) Silently, Ossind bares her fangs at us, and our ranks form up again.

The undertow is stronger now. We’re fighting to make headway, and the currents are constantly shifting as the waves above us thrash and roar. The water is brightening with every second. This is the first time since my kidnap—a little white knife of pain in my seed—since I was taken that I’ve returned to the surface. I’m closer to my first home than I have been in months.

The image of sheep’s-wool gray clouds hanging low over the sea fills my mind. A cottage by the water’s edge. The faint strains of a violin. Mama’s voice raised in song… my nostrils flare again and it is gone. All is coppery richness and the gnawing pit inside me. The smell of blood is too strong for anything else to linger.

The hum of a foreign colony crescendoes. I can feel them, scores of mermaids up ahead, their emotions stoked into a frenzy by the blood-spill.

I look across at Marie, hoping to find something in her eyes. A promise, maybe. I’ll help you save the humans, even if everyone else is insane. I believe what you believe. I’m on your side.

And so when she meets my gaze and dips her chin, just slightly, my pulse quickens. Somehow we have managed to bridge that gap. She understands.

((Calm,)) Nemri cautions me, and I turn redder than her barbels; my thoughts are leaking again. ((I’m your ally too. We disagree over one minor issue.))

A reply springs into my mind ready-made—it’s a major issue that you think eating people is a minor issue—but then we see the light, and all other thoughts evaporate.

Orange-yellow brilliance, flickering so far above us that for the first few seconds I assume it’s the sun. I put on a burst of speed, ready to feel the kiss of sunlight on my skin again, until I see the dark shape coiled at the fire’s epicenter. A ship, swan-bellied and almost unrecognizable when seen from below, listing starboard in the water, with flames leaping off on every side. It’s burning. Little shapes dart around it, like bees swarming around a hive. Mermaids drawn in by the smell. The lure of the blood.

From this perspective, watching them loop and twist, it looks almost like they are flying. Ravens circling overhead. Ghosts tossed on the winds.

Her fins fanning anxiously, Nemri hangs back. ((A shipwreck, not a war party. We’ve seen it. We should go now, before they—))

Far above us, one of the sinuous dark figures vanishes into the light. When she crashes back down, bubbles explode around her in a burst of white. There’s something in her arms, something struggling and thrashing. She throws one arm wide, tearing a part free. Red blossoms like roses, and despite the distance my mouth floods with saliva. Human blood. I know how much more potent it is up close.

Ossind lurches forward, and Nemri trills out a long low note of hunger. The mermaids above collide, screams and growls ringing out as that defenseless silhouette comes apart in their hands. A paper puppet ripped to shreds.

Massacre.

My eyes are bulging in horror. The tang of the blood gives way to the acrid taste of bile. That was a person. He was no hunter. Just a sailor with dreams of his own, dragged from his sinking ship to a death worse than drowning. Gone in seconds. Like piranhas, they ate him alive.

It’s all rushing back down on me. When my dreams were still my own, I drowned. Now the dreams of my sisters drown out my memories; Mother’s love and her instructions and the beauty of life here drown out my regrets. But beneath all of that the cruel reality remains, a black pearl hidden under soft sand. Eppie the human was murdered, just like that man up there, and I’m what’s left. My love for my sisters and our life together is written into the core of my being, but they’re killers. We’re killers. Mother told me I’d be safe with my sisters, but no one else is. My sisters, our kind, we are antithetical to the safety of these people. What does my safety matter compared to this? There are innocent people right here who are in danger. I’m past saving, but they’re not.

((Time to go,)) repeats Nemri with increasing urgency.

((No,)) I reply, and heads turn.

I slam my tail down and jet toward the light. Weaving past the churning mess of frenzied mermaids, all too intent on their feast to notice me. Dodging the lacy clouds of scarlet blood, clamping gills and nostrils and mouth tight shut so that not even one drop can pollute me and complete my transformation into one of them. I swoop under a burning beam that splashes down, fire becoming hissing clouds of bubbles as it sinks.

And I emerge into a night burning brighter than a midsummer day.

Everything is heaving. The waves hurl me up and toss me down like flotsam. It’s all I can do to stay afloat, and the huge merchant ship is nothing but a broken toy. The tallest of the three masts is blackened and charred, split along almost the entire length. Thunder cracks overhead as the sky splinters afresh, leaving little doubt about what started the fire. The flames have spread to the rest of the ship but still lick at the base of the mast, and the lightning that began it all still flickers in the clouds overhead.

((Eppie!)) Nemri calls. ((Eppie, come back! Where are you?))

In the chaos she’s lost sight of me. Good. I do my best to curl my thoughts inward as she did before, tamping them down. I don’t want her to come and fetch me—not before I’ve had a chance to do something.

The timbers of the ship are moaning like a wounded animal. With every wave it cries out, and the sobs of the humans echo a heartbeat behind. When I listen closely to those now-alien voices, pitched so much lower than I’m used to, I can make out the sound of screams. Prayers wailed into the storm and the waiting ears of an uncaring god. And all around me are the hungry songs of mermaids circling. Heads break the waves, bright eyes gleaming, fins and barbels glowing like beacons in the dark. They’re ready for their next victim.

Thunder booms again and a full five seconds later the lightning throws everything into stark relief. Two rowboats spin and eddy on the waves, occupants crouched low. A few people still cling to the burning ship, huddled together as the rain lashes down. No one tries to fight the flames; things are too far gone for that.

The ship is splitting. A crumpled figure clutches the balustrade near the growing chasm. The wind whips his white hair into tangles, and a reedy voice cries out: oh, Lord, save me. The appeal to the merciless god I’ve never fully believed in does not stir me, but something else does. He’s old, this man. Infirm. His voice quavers, and his soaked clothes hang from his bony frame like rags. He sounds just like Papa. God is not here, and God can’t save him. But maybe I can.

Decision made, I cut through the water toward him. The swelling waves keep blocking him from my view, currents dragging at my fins, pulling me down. Trying to make some progress, I duck back underwater and instantly the chaos recedes. No waves hammering down on me, no raindrops peppering my face and stinging like gravel. No screams. Just the low murmur of hunting songs and the glow of half-fed mermaids beginning to circle once more.

Hastily, I resurface. It’s not them I need to see; I need to keep the old man in sight. Once I have him, it will be as simple as carrying him to the rowboats bobbing on the waves—and from the ease with which Myre handled me, keeping the two of us afloat shouldn’t be a problem. I crest one wave and plummet down into the trough, mind still working. As soon as he’s in the rowboat, I can push everyone in there to shore. Wherever that might be. Surely I’ll be able to figure it out, or one of the sailors will know. And if Marie helps me push, maybe even Nemri and Ossind as well, then the number of humans I might be able save soars even higher.

Aside from the mysterious mermaid hunters, no one on land believes in us. Perhaps that’s because the only time we interact with humans is on occasions like this, when there will be no survivors. If I can do this, if I can save a few of them, there’s a chance of rewriting the narrative. If I could build a world where it’s possible for me to come and go freely between the colony and Hwenfirth… that wouldn’t be a bad life. That would be enough to end the migraines that sprout from my seed like vines.

Another wave smashes down with enough force to ground me firmly in the present. Dreams of brighter futures are a long way off. A second hits me from behind, almost strong enough to sweep me down and away from the ship entirely. My barbels are pressed flat to my head, the still-developing muscles in them too weak to resist.

((This is dangerous, Eppie,)) Ossind warns, but she’s even easier to ignore than Nemri is.

The wave sweeps past me and collides with the old man hanging on to the stricken ship, and he crumples like a sail flapping in the wind. Now that I’m closer I can see how bloodless his face is, how shivers are wracking him from head to toe. He’s freezing.

I’m almost there—but in the lee of a wave a glowing blue-black fin surfaces, barbels shivering through the water under the surface as a mermaid loops past. Her hungry eyes stare up at him like lanterns, and I’m close enough now to see the fear on his face. A burst of speed brings me almost within touching distance, but I’m so intent on him a wave catches me and knocks me forward. My ribs collide with the wood: a bruising impact once upon a time, though now the planks are more likely to break than I am.

One last breath, and I leave the water’s embrace for the first time since Myre took me.

Hand over hand, I claw my way up. My talons sink deep into the planks, and though the wood is still fresh and unrotted beneath the tar, it cracks beneath my weight. These splintering bits of bark are all that stand between the humans and the starving waters below. As the waves climb higher the sea howls with the mermaids, as insatiable as its daughters. There’s a sobbing noise, and when I look up, the old man’s eyes meet mine, frightened and blue like Papa’s are.

“Christ preserve me,” he breathes, and though his words ought to be borne away by the wind, my inhuman hearing misses nothing.

Looking him squarely in the eyes, I reach out to him, palm upward, my face as soft and as understanding as I can make it. My lips securely closed, concealing my horrible teeth. “I want to help,” I try to say to him in English, but of course all that comes out are the same meaningless clicks and chirps as always. The only noises my vocal cords are capable of.

He kicks out at me, more of a convulsion than anything else. I rear back in time that it doesn’t connect, but it still hurts. From his perspective I’m just another monster. And there’s no way I can communicate that I’m on his side. No way to say I’m not like them.

Besides, is he so wrong to fear me? If I could smell him, the proximity of his flesh… the air is cold and poisonous, and I have never been so glad I cannot inhale. Out of the water my senses are a little more limited, and the wind whipping against my face right now is another boon. I need every advantage I can get.

“Please,” I beg him. “Let me help.” Every word steals a little more of my limited breath.

I hold out my hand, waiting for him to be ready. The ship creaks beneath us. Behind the old man the fire crackles in defiance of the rain, and I can feel its dry heat prickling uncomfortably on my skin. Even the lowest tips of my fins are no longer touching the surface of the sea. My lungs are growing tight.

The man curls closer to his charred railing. Cringing away from me. He has no idea what I’m saying. All he sees is monster, and he’d rather trust himself to a burning ship than to me.

“I just want to take you to the rowboat.” I turn to point at it, then back at him. Use my free hand to mime swimming. Anything I can think of. None of it seems to make any difference. He stares down at me with the blank animal fear of a cornered rabbit.

The others on the ship are still weeping, their shapes lost in the smoke and the sheeting rain but their voices clear. A discordant counterpoint to the noise of the dying ship and the thunder, with the hiss and fizz of the flames behind it all. Like how I imagine hell might sound, if Father Rafferty is right.

Someone hisses below me and I glance down. The water is roiling: four mermaids, five, fins of all different colors surfacing and submerging again, faces leering up at me through the chaos.

“Throw him down, sister,” one calls, and another laughs, high and hawk-like. They’re too far gone to even notice I’m not one of them.

The ocean rages around us and the water crashes down, mad and frenzied as the mermaids themselves, an incessant battery of wave on wave rocking the ship as she founders. The masts are shivering, the timbers shriek like dying animals, and the end is close at hand. If I’m going to get him out, I need to do it fast.

((Eppie! Eppie!)) Both my sisters are shouting my name in perfect unison now.

I grit my teeth and reach for the man. He whimpers and cowers, but better unwilling than dead, right? One finger at a time, I pry him loose. Trying my hardest to be gentle, to be careful, to be kinder than Myre was. And conscious every second of how narrow the difference between her and me is. I’m helping him, I chant over and over like a mantra. I’m saving him. It is not the same.

Finally I have him in one arm, his knobbly back against my chest, both of us dangling from the talons of my right hand still embedded in the wood.

With a grunt, I unhook us, and we plummet the twelve feet to the ocean beneath us. The man cries out as we fall. No words, just a single small note of sorrow. Then the water swallows us, and his voice is silenced.

I breathe in, and the fire ignites.

I lunged for the man Myre held, and this man is a hundred times closer. I concentrate on the sparrow-light weight of him in my arms, the birdlike bones beneath the papery skin of his hands. This is different. This time, I am ready.

And though every instinct in me screams for the flesh, the blood thudding audibly in his veins, I crush the monster down. I listen instead to the weakening pulse of his heart, the butterfly fragility of his life. He is innocent, and I am saving him.

I push back upward, and instantly the mermaids are all around us, humming, laughing, purring in pleasure. Hunger is pulsing off them, raw with need, and they reach for him with grasping hands. Their bodies block me beneath the surface, and the old man is trembling—he needs air.

“No,” I hiss, twisting this way and that to dodge their talons. “Not this one.”

They giggle; they think it’s a game.

“Come, sister,” a Dremne mermaid wheedles, brushing her fin along my arm. “Won’t you share?”

I bare my fangs and hiss. “No. Let me go back to the surface.”

She laughs. “You want him to breathe so you can stretch it out? You’re a funny one. Show me…” The laughter trails off as she reaches for me with her mind and finds only the wall of an alien colony. I feel her brush against my thoughts, and I don’t reach back. This is one mermaid I want to stay silent.

Her eyes widen—in shock or indignation, I can’t tell—and she pushes me away from her. “Who are you?”

“A better person than you,” I retort, shoving past her and back toward the air. The old man lolls in my arm, his head limp as a broken doll’s. I just need to let him breathe.

But the playfulness and the hunger have given way to anger, and now they are in earnest.

“Intruder,” they hiss. “Invader. Stealing our kills, spoiling our hunt. Our meat, ours.”

“No!” I yelp, but he’s ripped out of my grasp. Or rather—his arm is still in my hand. A wasted bicep and a bony forearm, bleeding freely and utterly foreign now. A piece of carrion, not a person. Time seems to slow as I rotate in place, blindly searching for him. A glimpse of clouded blue eyes, a mouth yawning wide in a silent scream, a single reaching hand. And he’s gone, as though he had never been. A thrashing cloud of mermaids follows him down, and the red peony of the feast blooms once more.

At first I am numb. Emotionless. It seems… incomprehensible. He was here, just a second ago. He was an ordinary man, afraid for his life but still alive. I dragged him from the ship, and they finished the job. I practically gave him to them, and now he’s gone.

I take one ragged breath, and it is only by a miracle that I manage to stop the convulsive motion my jaws make toward the piece of meat in my hand. Shuddering, I clamp down my gills again and halt my breathing.

With my free hand, I pry open my numb fingers, and I let the last of him fall.

Where were my sisters? Where was Marie? Why did no one help?

((You see?)) Nemri says, and to her credit she doesn’t even sound smug. She sounds sad. ((We can’t help them. We need to go home, Eppie, before—))

((A child!)) someone screams, the surge of emotion loud enough to pierce even the barrier between colonies.

The cry goes up, spreading like wildfire from one mermaid to the next. A hatchling! A female! The image of her face reverberates so strongly through the Colonia Dremne swarm that even I see it. It’s impossible to ignore. A small round face, tear-stained and terrified as she clings to an older male relative. Adrift in a lifeboat as glowing lights circle beneath and one shining head after another breaks the surface.

I reach for Nemri again. ((I don’t understand. Why do they want her?))

((Some think the change is easier when a land-born is younger and we can raise her ourselves.))

Dread creeps through me, one icy finger at a time. I imagine the fear I felt when Myre took me, when she forced the golden plant down my throat and dragged me into the darkness to my death, and I imagine feeling that fear as a little girl, seven or eight years old. I didn’t think it could be worse than what Myre did to me, but that… that would be worse.

The old pain claws at my head. Myre, the colony, the love that blossomed inside me like a flower when Mother spoke the words.

Stealing children. Is that why Annabelle and Josephina seem so complacent?

((Of course not,)) Nemri snaps, catching the thought. ((Mother would never let the gatherers take a child from its mother. Colonia Adastrea only takes fully grown girls. Those who don’t fit in on land, who will be happier with us.))

Mother’s words echo in my memory. She yearned for us, long before Myre ever came for her.

((Why?)) I demand. Where is the cut-off? Why was it morally permissible to take me—no matter how much I love my sisters and my home now—and yet somehow unthinkable to take a little girl drifting on the open ocean?

Nemri is nowhere in sight, but I can feel her lip curling. ((You don’t think Mother understands the pain of losing a child?))

It’s all there, in her mind. A tight little pearl of memory, one bitter layer after another peeling back. Nemri’s clutch, small with only twelve viable eggs. A happy childhood as the bossy eldest, always looking out for her clutchmates. The heady excitement of Mother’s next clutch, the crushing disappointment when one egg after another failed and rotted, leaving only one: Libby. The fear of a whole colony suddenly staring down the barrel of a slow extinction. Another clutch, too soon, but Mother had to try, of course she had to try. No survivors. The slow and dragging pain of a parent in mourning, trying to be strong for her older children. Another attempt. Barren soil, failed crops. No little sisters. No future.

Nemri shudders. The echo of the little girl’s face returns, blasted by wind and storm. ((But in this case, when there’s no other way for life to go on, she might make an exception.))

Hypocrite. I don’t deliberately aim it at her, but the thought is there and I know she hears it. Nemri won’t risk even a fin-tip to save an old man, but if it’s a little girl in danger, a child Mother could transform… that’s a different story.

((This isn’t a good life for a human child,)) is all I say. Even though I know it’s a good life, objectively. That I love it. That I love my sisters. But I also know that I… I am suffering in my duality. And I would not inflict this on anyone else. Especially that little girl with the round pale face, clinging to a father or brother who loves her.

I feel her shrug. ((Better than no life, surely.))

I don’t respond. I remember the time I thought I would die, as Myre towed me down and down and down. What would I have chosen, if I had known? I think I would choose life. This life, even with its flaws. The imperfections are like tumors, huge and cancerous… but there are pearls of beauty too. Nemri’s hand brushing Ossind’s. Marie’s smile, lit by the white glow of her barbels. A giant skull left empty as its only occupant departs for warmer waters. Against the ugliness, those moments seem to shine brighter.

((I’m going to fetch Eppie. Look after Marie,)) Nemri says, and I see a flash of Ossind, bewildered, turning from one side to the other. ((Wait, Ossind—where’s Marie?))

I leave them to their search, flick my fins, and power away.

Everyone is rushing in the same direction. A female child on a ship is apparently a rarity worth abandoning a hunt for. My stomach turns, and I try not to look down at whatever might be left below me. I head in the same direction as the Colonia Dremne mermaids, and when Marie appears alongside me, her fins brushing mine, it somehow doesn’t surprise me.

“I couldn’t find you,” she says, so quietly I can hardly hear her over the rushing water. “But I smelled… I saw what happened.”

I meet her level gaze. I expect her to say something… human, I suppose. I’m sorry he died. I wish I could have helped. But she doesn’t add anything. Just watches me with those unblinking white eyes. If I could hear her thoughts, there would be something more. Context. But I’m left with nothing but her words, and the look on her face. The way her barbels are lacing gently over my back.

Does she understand? Or do I only want to believe that she does?

“Why are you different?” I whisper to her. There are enemies all around us. Mermaids from a hostile colony, girls who would rip us apart if they stopped to think and realized we aren’t their sisters. But for a minute, this minute right here, I don’t care. I have to know.

If Marie had been by my side, could we have forced our way up to the air? Or more importantly, when I let fall that last little scrap of the man who reminded me of Papa, would she have let him go? Or would she have followed him down, with that same strange light in her eyes and hunger in her heart?

Still focused on swimming, she spreads her hands. “Isn’t it enough to know that I am?”

“No,” I reply. “I need—”

But what I need is washed away in the tidal wave of noise that rams into us.

A huge crowd circles beneath the rowboat. Singing in unison, a single breathy tune that twists like a hunting barracuda. Twenty of them, thirty. Half the population of Colonia Adastrea, all in a single group. And all land-born. How many human girls has Colonia Dremne taken? How many of them has the colony-mother turned? And—a question that only occurs as I see the hunger in their eyes, the twitching of their claws—what has Dremne told them to do? There must be colony-mothers who are less merciful in their bindings than mine.

Or maybe it’s naive to believe that no one would choose this.

One of them leaps—I see her tail exit the water, I see the sparkling diamond droplets spray up through the distorted surface. I see the boat rock, hear, dimly, the screams of the people. A splash on the boat’s far side, and there is the same mermaid, her arms wrapped tight around a precious burden.

The child is struggling. Her mouth opens, and I can hear the distant whine of a human trying to scream underwater. The boat is rocking, and there’s a crack of thunder, a flash of lightning—the mermaid holding the girl is slammed forward, silver rushing out from a wound that appears on her shoulder. She screams in fury and agony, the child going limp as she’s stunned by the noise—I remember when that was me—and the pieces finally click into place. Gunfire. Someone on that rowboat still has a working pistol.

“Now.” Marie surges forward, leaving me scrambling to catch up.

She rams into the injured mermaid, one claw reaching out to tear at a sweeping red fin, her other arm coming to wrap around the child. Panting in her wake, for one wild heartbeat I think it’s worked, that we have her safe, but then the Colonia Dremne mermaid swirls and lashes out. Her tail swings like a mace, catching Marie before she’s clear. Marie gasps and crumples, folding in half over the blow, all her momentum lost. The little girl flounders alone and before I can reach her the red-scaled mermaid has her safely back in the crook of her elbow, her hand looped around the girl to press against the wound on her own arm.

We are all frozen—Marie gasping for breath, the child straining for the surface, the stranger and I locked in place as we stare at each other. Her eyes darken with anger, clearly recognizing at once that we don’t belong to the same colony as her.

Then she opens her jaws to scream a command. Her sisters rush us, jostling me as they claw and bite. This is how it ends, I think to myself, and I’m sorrier for Marie than for myself, but then the water opens again, and the swarm is following the injured mermaid’s accusatory talon, rushing upward in one great flood. The water above us becomes a seething mass of bubbles and wood, and I can’t watch. The boat and its contents come to pieces under their hands. Everything is consumed. Reduced to splinters and soup.

That little girl’s family, the man who had his arm wrapped around her small shoulders. Gone.

Then the leader’s gaze comes back to me. She clicks a name, and a sister comes to take the child.

“Who are you?” she growls.

((Wait!)) It’s Nemri, throwing herself in between us, arms spread wide to protect Marie and I. ((Banti, wait. Don’t hurt them.))

The injured mermaid is digging inside her shoulder. With contemptuous fingers she plucks the lead ball from the wound and flicks it down into the ocean’s depths, and her skin begins to reseal. My eyes are on the girl. Wispy hair floating in the water, eyes scrunched shut. Small hands tugging desperately at the claws that hold her. A cluster of mermaids advances on her, and I see the golden light of a breathing flower. Time is running out.

“Nemri?” the leader hisses. “What are you doing here?”

She knows Nemri. Can we use that? ((How can we get her away from them?)) I ask Nemri, trying to keep my voice quiet and private. It seems hopeless. Even if we manage to save the child from Colonia Dremne, how can I save her from my own sisters and get her safely to shore?

Jutting her chin out, Nemri advances. ((We’ll never know if we don’t try.))

The leader brushes the half-healed scab from her injury and turns to face Nemri.

Nemri points at the child. ((Please, cousin.)) Washed out on those words is a deliberate tide of longing, of pain. That same story of the eggs, encapsulated in one little ball of emotion.

The word cousin makes me look at the leader again, and on second glance, she isn’t like the others from Colonia Dremne. She’s ocean-born, with the same mahogany skin and red scales as all my sisters. She could be one of my sisters, could pass for one easily—if it weren’t for the furious snarl she turns on Nemri as she shoves her away.

((Is that supposed to make me care?)) Anger incarnate, our cousin punctuates her rejection with another screeched command to her sisters, and Nemri falls back, hope replaced by shock. The land-born mermaids respond, more of them breaking away from the feeding frenzy around the remnants of the rowboat to join the cluster around the girl.

((Banti, what—?))

((The child is ours!))

Behind her the operation continues: holding the girl still, pulling the roots of the breathing flower loose where they twine too tightly for her smaller limbs. Her struggles grow weaker with every second that passes.

I watch it happen, feeling my chest tighten. Steel bands surrounding my lungs, contracting and contracting. Red hair in the water, a drowning girl. Fading light, and now I am the drowning girl. I want to help her, there’s no one else who can, but I can’t move a muscle. I have to stay with Nemri. There’s danger all around us, and Mother’s words are echoing in my head. You’ll be safe so long as you’re with your sisters.

Banti’s gaze is still fixed on Nemri. ((And as for you—interrupting our hunt after you already poached in our waters? Has Adastrea forgotten everything our mother did for her?))

Suddenly the potential repercussions of this encounter are spiralling out of control, and I can taste Nemri’s fear on my tongue as she tries to placate Banti. ((That was a—a misunderstanding. Your new girls got the wrong idea, and I’m sorry for it. But we’re family, Banti. Our colonies are family. I don’t want to fight you. Let’s talk about this.))

((Talk about it? Is that what you were trying to do when you sent your new sisters to steal what’s rightfully ours?)) She gestures contemptuously to Marie and I, and I peel back my lips to hiss at her. ((Our prey and our new hatchling.))

Nemri’s thoughts are spinning. ((Our mother’s eggs—))

((Don’t matter to us. I say again that the child is Dremne’s,)) Banti hisses, aloud and in my head. ((Stay away, cousin.))

Entreating, Nemri holds out both hands. ((Don’t be—))

((I will tell my younger sisters to rip you apart if you don’t get out of here now, Nemri of Colonia Adastrea,)) growls Banti. ((Our hunters claim this meal, and our gatherers claim the child. For old times’ sake I’ll give you a head start, but I won’t hold them back forever.))

((We don’t want the girl!)) Nemri says hastily, flinging her hands up. ((Or the meat! Just tell me why you’re—))

Banti draws herself up. ((Do you think I’ll hesitate to gut you because we were hatchlings together? Times have changed.))

For a long moment, Nemri stares at her. Then I feel something click into place for her, almost a physical sensation. ((It’s happening to Dremne as well, isn’t it? The eggs.))

((I won’t repeat myself again.)) Banti is suddenly flanked by five of her sisters. Among them are the blonde witch who led the attack on Nemri and I last time, and the farmer girl with the strong hands. Both of them show me their teeth.

((Don’t worry. We’re leaving.)) Nemri wheels and yanks me away.

Skittish as a yearling colt, Marie dodges the grab meant for her, but she’s keeping pace with us. “What did she say?”

“They won’t give us the girl,” Nemri says tightly. “And they’re going to kill us if we don’t leave fast enough.”

She doesn’t look back, but I do, and I can feel her watching through my eyes as Banti turns to her underlings, cold as ice, and delivers one more order with deliberate volume. She wants us to hear. ((Desdemona, go after the other dinghy. Use the flowers. We’re taking the rest of them home for Mother, and we’re not leaving a single one behind.))

Staking her claim is all that matters to her. Livestock and future meat, nothing more. My jaw trembles. We’re leaving, and we’re letting it happen. But what else can we do?

My eyes meet Marie’s, and for just a second her eyes are inexpressibly soft and sad. Then she raises her brows in a wordless question, seeking confirmation of Nemri’s explanation—and despite everything, it still gives me a tiny fizz of warmth that she trusts me the most.

I manage to find the strength to nod. “That sums it up. Apart from… the eggs?”

I’m still not even sure what the truth is. Are Colonia Dremne’s clutches failing like ours are? I suppose it would explain the influx of land-born.

In no mood to stop and explain, Nemri is still half-towing me. I can feel the fear in her now, real fear tangled up with echoes of her cousin Banti, hatched around the same time as her, summer trips to Colonia Dremne, memories and messages carried between the two loving sisters rooted so far apart. Those visits dwindled and stopped, but why? Nemri blamed it on Dremne’s land-born, but were the eggs the true heart of it?

((Nemri, why did she—))

With a harsh gesture, Nemri cuts off her own train of thought and my question. ((Later. We can’t—hold on. Can you still hear Ossind?))

Relying on her to lead me, I let my eyes slip shut and listen. Almost nothing from Ossind—a few faint flashes of bubbles and muscles taut with stress. She must be a long way from us to be so faint.

“Is she… fighting someone?” I say hesitantly. It doesn’t seem right, when every Colonia Dremne mermaid was clustered so tightly around the little girl. Frightened eyes, tiny hands reaching for the fading sky, choking and choking on the roots growing inside her. No, I can’t think about her. What awaits her. The fire, the pain. The bindings. What if someone had been there who could have helped me? But there’s no way I can save her. All I can do is follow Nemri, and flee. The coward’s way out. You’ll be safe so long as you’re with your sisters.

Instinctively, I’m turning in Ossind’s direction, but Nemri stops me.

“I’m faster,” she says bluntly. “Go that way, and keep swimming no matter what. I’ll loop back for you as soon as I know Ossind’s safe.”

She jabs a finger in the opposite direction of Ossind’s fading thoughts. Instinctive panic rises in me. She can’t leave me. Not now. “Nemri, I think—”

“Promise me,” she hisses. “Don’t stop.”

But before I can say another word, before I can promise anything, she switches into high gear and is gone. I’m left staring at her vanishing light, wondering how I ever fooled myself into thinking I could match her speed.

But as the glow of her scales fades, so too does the crippling terror. I’m safe with my sisters, but when they’re gone, when they’ve left me—my head is clearer now. I’m in danger, yes. Terrible danger. And yet… 

My eyes drift up, to the fractal flames divided and subdivided by the chaos of the waves, distorted into a kaleidoscopic mess. Banti sent her sisters after the other rowboat, not those still on the deck.

“There’s still people up there we could help.”

Marie glances skyward, then back to me, her full lips compressed into a thin slash. Then she nods once. “Alright.”

“Really?” I’m so relieved I could weep. She doesn’t want to turn them, or hurt them, or eat them. She just wants to help.

It’s still incredible to me, that I have found a mermaid with a touch of humanity.

But when we surface, blinking the droplets from our eyes and raising our hands to shield our faces from the inferno of heat radiating off the burning ship, Marie goes rigid. An icicle of a girl, staring fixedly in the opposite direction from the wreck.

“Marie, what is it?” I’m facing away from her, my eyes raking the detritus for any sign of life. Above us the clouds are leaning closer, pressing in as though they too are straining to see. There has to be someone left. Even just one person. Just one for me to save.

“Oh, God,” she whimpers, and while I’m still thinking how strange it is that an ocean-born would say that, instead of First Mother, she grabs my hand.

The storm has died down while the fire rages, but this contact is like a little lightning bolt all its own. A little froth of friction between us, like a spot of boiling water in a cold ocean.

Distracted by the sensation, I’m slow to respond. “What… what’s wrong?”

She points, and I finally see it. A ship on the horizon, vanishing and reappearing between the waves.

“We have to go!” She’s dragging at my arm, but she’s a little smaller than I am, and I’m rearing back.

“Marie, wait. We can’t go. If there are any survivors, we just need to make sure they stay afloat until the other ship can reach them.”

“You don’t understand.”

I think I do. “We won’t let the second ship see us, don’t worry.”

“No,” she hisses. “We need to dive now.”

I look into her eyes, white as swansdown and wide with fear. She’s terrified.

And in her fear, information bubbles out of her like water from the pump. “I know that ship. That’s the Purgans Oceanum. Captained by Tomas Fourné. A man-o’-war frigate with four decks and a hundred cannon.”

I’m staring; how does an ocean-born mermaid know more about human ships than I do?

“A hundred cannon,” she hisses, giving me a little shake. “Forty on each side and twenty in the hull. Pointing straight down.”

“Pointing down?” I echo. “Why would…?”

Her barbels flare around her like silken strands of spiderweb, twining between us, wrapping around my arms. “It was them, Eppie. That’s the hunters’ ship.”

At last it sinks in, and this time when she pulls me, I move with her. “They… they were…” I falter.

There’s no trace of that feather-soft whiteness in her eyes now. Her irises are perfect circles of winter. So cold and so distant. “The ones who killed my colony.”

The ship that killed Marie’s sisters is coming. The ship that killed her mother. How can I ask her to fight that ingrained dread, even for a moment? The remaining sailors will have to fend for themselves. There’s no resistance left in me, and when she tugs for the third time, the waves close over my head.
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WRECKAGE

Our homecoming isn’t quite the rapturous welcome for Marie that I imagined, with choirs singing and Mother offering formal adoption into the colony on the spot. The story of the battle takes precedence, and Sthearle seems to be everywhere, whispering dread and despondence into every ear that will listen, especially Mother’s.

But things are brighter now. Nemri told me that every sister changes the overall tone of the colony’s hive-mind. Every mind adds its own tenor, subtly altering the others. And now, I’m not the only one who thinks killing the humans is wrong. Marie is with me, and she believes the same. Even if she’s cut off from our thoughts, maybe together we can make a difference.

I’d hoped to launch our campaign as soon as she was settled, but everyone’s focus is on the issue of the eggs. I hadn’t realized how pervasive the sadness over the failed clutches was, but now that we know it’s not just Mother who is afflicted, it’s all anyone can think about.

((Maybe it’s something in the water here,)) one sister says. ((Maybe if we could transplant Mother somewhere healthier, then the eggs would come back.))

((You’re insane, Talissa,)) another retorts. ((We can’t transplant Mother anywhere. What we need is nectar from another colony, a long way from this infection. Mother can drink it, and then…))

Their conversation fades, and I turn to Marie to relay what I heard. I have to translate a lot, but honestly I’m a little jealous. The anxiety makes the water thicker than soup, and I haven’t been sleeping well.

“Did that happen in your colony? The eggs dying?”

She shakes her head. “I don’t know. I was… I was very young. I know that my clutch was small—there were only nine of us. But I’m not certain of anything.”

I shrug. It’s a question that occupies more and more of Nemri’s time, but I’m happy enough to let it all fade into the background. Marie is here, a friend on my own level, someone who can look me in the eye and accept me as an equal, not a land-born or a baby. Just as me.

I would be lying if I said I didn’t daydream. That swimming beside Marie down the winding corridors, her arm sometimes brushing against mine, doesn’t set my imagination aflame with what might be, two or three or four years down the line. If we had what Nemri and Ossind have—if no one called me freak, if by some miracle Marie felt as I am starting to feel—what would my life be like? If we could persuade my sisters, one by one, to cease their killing, if Mother let me visit Hwenfirth… this is where my fantasies become too wild even for me to believe, and they start to crumble. Even if Mother allows it, even if I could bring myself to leave my sisters temporarily, how can I face Theo and Mama again as I am now? Introducing Marie to the first of my two families is nothing but a fever dream. We are not like them. We are too dangerous.

But at least I am no longer alone. Marie is more than a sister to me. She is someone who understands, on a level deeper than I can put into words. Her white eyes are fathomless as the ocean, swimming with a thousand untold stories and secret dreams, and I want to unravel every single one.

I smile at her, she smiles back, and everything seems to flow a little easier.

“It’s lovely here,” she tells me as we laze among the red-blooming petals, and she is right. If I were to pick a word to describe this moment, the way it feels to see the tension leave her body as she exhales beside me, it would be that one. Lovely. Indescribably so.

For the first time in a long time, Marie is safe. Safe as I am, here with my sisters. Safe as we all are in the shadow of Mother’s reef. Protected. She will unwind, little by little. One day her years alone will be nothing but a memory.

Themis and Tethys dart overhead, and as their curious eyes pass over us, I see Marie flinch. She is still shy of my sisters, though she trusts Nemri and Ossind. Feeling braver than I ever thought possible, I lay a fin gently across her tail. The ridged crescents of her scales are smooth beneath my skin. She relaxes again, and my heart thrums like a sparrow in my chest.

If someday I were to let myself kiss another girl on a wind-tossed shore, if she had glossy black scales and shining white eyes instead of cold-fire blue, perhaps she would not shove me away.

As the weeks slide by, each one peacefully giving way to the next, Marie steady at my side and my family all around us, the nightmares taper off and eventually fade entirely. Until I no longer see the terror on the old man’s face as he kicks me away, the clawed fingers of a disembodied arm.

Nemri speaks to Mother, and later to Sthearle, who sneers but nevertheless returns one day dragging a seal behind her. Marie and I squeal with delight at the sight of it, so loud that Libby comes racing to join us. We eat until my stomach is full to bursting, and it tastes like heaven. Rich and red and, best of all, just ordinary meat. No different from what I might have eaten on land. I make a deliberate effort to broadcast my thoughts—how delicious, how tender—and a few curious sisters show up to take a bite. They wrinkle their noses—sorry, Eppie, it’s just not the same—but Libby promises to tell everyone how tasty it was, and over her head, Marie smiles at me. A small success, but enough.

That seal is tangible proof that Mother and Nemri understand, even if no one else does, and it warms me. This scrap of acceptance is the first step on the path toward change.

It’s everything I hoped it would be, showing Marie our little world. The camaraderie we share, the beautiful things we can grow. The secret places where the jellyfish hover like shining spirits in the dark. I’d thought her quiet, almost taciturn, but here in the colony Marie blossoms. She smiles and laughs with the others at mealtimes, and everyone learns to speak out loud when she’s near. The first time she slipped away from the reef, I worried when I couldn’t find her. I wanted to be alone today, she said, smiling, but the stretches of time between those days grow longer. My sisters start to view her as one of us, a guest turned sister just like Ossind. The pitying thoughts about her seed start to fade when she joins Aspera’s choir in song one morning, and they are banished altogether when at their next dawn performance she swims to the front and begins to dance.

I’ve kept my distance from the music my sisters make. I couldn’t sing in my human life, and I’m almost afraid to find out if that has changed. If I can’t, then it’s one more reminder of the life I lost, and if I can… then it’s just another part of the old me that has died. And any song tends to remind me of Theo, on that last morning. Even after all this time, with my barbels long enough now to brush my shoulders, thinking of him makes my seed ache. But the dawn performances above Mother’s throne room, when the flowers are waking and Mother is stirring the colony into life and light—those are hard to miss. And when Marie comes forward… she dances like no one I’ve ever seen before.

Marie moves like liquid sunlight, like a songbird in flight. She flickers through the water like monochrome fire, twisting through three dimensions unfettered by gravity. Her tapering fingers extend gracefully as she ripples past me. Night-gray scales, fins black and streaked with white. Like shooting stars. Her barbels are paler than snow where they crown her head: like the moon has sunk down into the sea instead of below the horizon, like she has donned an almost-human form and come to show us the beauty of the night.

For once Marie does not lower her gaze or veil her expression with the protective cloud of her barbels. Instead her eyes flash a challenge at everyone watching. At me. A most un-Marie expression, but it draws me in. Everything about this display draws me in. I want to… I want to dance with her. More than ever, I want to join my mind with hers, to hear the music through her ears and taste the way she feels it. To move like she moves.

((You’re starting to salivate, minnow,)) Nemri says drily, and not even shame is enough to make me retreat. I don’t want to miss a second of this.

Marie has always been pretty, but in this moment she is transcendent. I cannot tear my eyes away.

Watching her makes the music I have avoided sound so beautiful. If Papa could hear my sisters sing, if he could see Marie like this, an angel in motion… I can almost imagine him finally returning to his writing desk, inkwells and blank music sheets at the ready. Barnabas Wester, finally composing again. If anything on earth can wake his muse, it would be this. A song designed for mermaid vocal cords and a performance to match. He’d call it “Aria of the Siren” or something, and when the professors from the Garthisle Conservatory travelled to Hwenfirth to hear my sisters sing while Marie danced, there wouldn’t be a dry eye on the beach.

The petals unfurl one by one, and when Marie stretches out her arms toward me like a courtier performing a pavane, my own fingers twitch, instinctively reaching back.

Aspera’s song winds to a close, Kumantra’s voice climbing high above the others, and Marie’s dance simmers slowly down into stillness. She completes her final rotation, her fingers curling open exactly as the last of the red flowers does the same. Then it is over, and Marie is herself again, small and hidden, ducking back behind the shield of the barbels that come forward to protect her face.

Cheers erupt from every side, but I am struck dumb.

“What did you think?” she asks, a little too casually, once it is finished and the tremors from Mother’s clapping have finally stopped rolling up from the cavern below.

“It was…” Ethereal. Otherworldly. Words fail me. “I’ve never seen anything like it.”

She giggles. “I can’t tell if that’s a compliment or a criticism.”

“Definitely a compliment.”

Marie beams, the tips of her ears pinking just a little. The only spot on her gray skin that really shows a blush. It’s something I have noticed before, and it always makes my heart twist a little. It is so very… her.

“Back at home, it was sort of our specialty,” she confides, the smile fading. “I think. I remember my sisters dancing. I was just starting to learn.”

She’s talking about when the hunters came, and my happiness cools into caution.

Once you get past that initial shyness, Marie is an open book. She’ll tell you her thoughts on anything. She has even shared a few stories about her years alone. But her colony is something she doesn’t like to discuss, and I haven’t dared to raise the subject myself. When Nemri plucked the words Colonia Caria from my memory, she asked Mother about it, and Mother didn’t have much to share. It’s a long way away, she said. Weeks of swimming. I did not know Caria had died.

The gloom of Mother’s sorrow hangs heavier over the colony these days. Before the shipwreck it was only a little kernel inside her, carefully hidden from our sight. Now it’s beginning to sprout, and though we don’t talk about it, I think all my sisters are making an effort to push it away. Our games have an edge to them now. Our songs are tinged with desperation. We’re trying to be happy so Mother won’t become unhappy, but we know it’s coming. All the dawn performances in the world can’t hold it at bay forever.

Marie’s dancing was beautiful, though. She’s the only one here who can’t taste Mother’s feelings. The only one whose happiness is pure. If anything can help Mother, surely it’s a sight like that.

Marie is still waiting for an answer, so I summon a smile. “I think your memory is a true one. A skill like that must run in the family, right?”

Something changes in her expression, and I wish I could bite the words back. As always, I have said exactly the wrong thing. Just because she mentioned them doesn’t mean she’s ready for me to ask about them. Of course she doesn’t want to be reminded of the family she has lost, no more than I do.

“Probably,” Marie agrees weakly, when the silence has stretched on too long.

Impulsively, I reach out and place my hand flat against her shoulder blade. I can feel the bone beneath the skin, like the wing of a bird. So delicate, yet so strong. She rewards me with a smile, but the sadness does not leave her eyes.

“Let’s go and do something fun,” I suggest. “What if we go down into the chasm and see how deep we can get before we feel it?”

It’s an idea that would horrify Nemri; she likes us to stay safely inside the colony. But Nemri isn’t here, and Marie isn’t afraid to bend the rules with me.

The animation returns to her face, and the corner of her mouth curls up just a little. Her secret smile, the one so few people get to see. “It’ll be a long way; we’re built for deep water.”

And in a swirl of pale brown scales and black-streaked fins, we are gone.

We are racing along side by side, and as we escape the reef and plummet down over the cliff edge into the crevasse, it seems like anything is possible. When Marie and I are together like this, nothing is beyond our reach.

Marie glances over at me, and her eyes are alight. The little smile has grown into a grin. She swirls her fins and rolls as we swim down, stretching her arms out like a weight has been lifted.

“Eppie,” she says, and there is a little jolt of electricity as her eyes meet mine, “I—”

Then her ear twitches at some unheard noise, and she cuts herself off. I open my mouth to ask what she heard, but the rushing of the water in my ears cannot drown out the sounds of pursuit for long.

((Eppie.)) The red glow of an approaching sister washes over us, and I sigh heavily through all four sets of gills just to make certain she hears me. She did not let us get even fifty feet into the chasm.

“Nemri, if you’ve followed us all this way just to tell us not to—”

“It’s not that.” She cuts me off. “It’s Mother. She wants to see you. Now.”

Eyebrows climbing, I glance at Marie: it doesn’t seem fair to leave her on her own out here or doom her to spending the morning tagging after Nemri. She seemed so pleased to be away from the reef. “Does it have to be me? Marie and I were going to go exploring together.” Surely Mother will understand. Whatever it is, someone else will be able to help her.

Nemri shakes her head. “She wants both of you.”

Beside me, Marie stiffens. She’s fine with Mother in group settings, fine even with the performances overhead, but outside of that very first meeting she’s been reluctant to venture into the throne room itself. My theory is that she’s a little afraid Mother will eventually take umbrage at a mermaid unable to fully assimilate into the colony by drinking the nectar and attuning to the shared mind. It’s only speculation: Marie hasn’t actually told me anything, and I can’t reassure her about it without looking like I’m trying to pry.

“Alright,” I say slowly to Nemri, adding internally, ((It’s not anything bad, is it?))

((I’m not sure,)) she tells me honestly. She doesn’t know, but what she hopes leaks through the cracks and I pounce. A series of images: improbable wounds healing over, a fin growing back.

Hope surges like the tide. ((Nemri, you don’t seriously think Mother has found something for Marie’s seed?))

She studiously refrains from looking back at us as she leads the way back up to the colony. ((What else could she want to talk about to Marie specifically?))

It leaves me with a pervasive feeling of guilt to have these conversations right in front of Marie, knowing she can’t hear us. But this is a revolutionary possibility. Beyond my wildest imaginings. If Marie’s seed can be healed… it would change everything for her.

It would change everything for us.
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“I have something to show you both,” says Mother, carefully and deliberately forming each word with her mouth as well as her mind. Dark shapes stir in the recesses of her thoughts, like sharks circling beneath the fog—but her control is iron and nothing surfaces. Her crimson eyes are as soft and loving as always, and safety flows outward from her in an endless soothing wave.

The sound of her voice is a vibration that starts in my seed and emanates out through my whole body. My muscles are unknotting, my breathing eases, and any remaining nervousness slips away. Wanting to see the same in Marie as she’s soothed by Mother’s presence, I look over my shoulder. Nemri is beaming, but to my surprise Marie is still floating uneasily behind me, arms folded and ears tipped back.

“This might be… difficult for you to see,” continues Mother, reclaiming my attention before I can figure out how to reassure Marie. “But I know you can both handle it.”

There’s a smile on her face, and my head is full of her pride in me, her love for me. Her emotions are vaster than the universe. My chest swells with joy, and Nemri smiles wider than ever. She feels it too. I don’t know why Marie is looking so uncomfortable. The sight of her in my peripheral vision is like a nagging feeling in the pit of my stomach, a voice whispering that something isn’t quite right.

Mother’s long arm extends, pointing all the way to the chamber’s edge. She can’t quite reach, but when she gestures, the plants furl their leaves and retract their vines to reveal a passageway concealed in the wall. The red light within is so pale it verges on pink. That gentle shade beckons me, soft and tender.

Mother ushers me toward it. “Go on.”

Suddenly cautious again, I advance. “What’s down there?”

I’d hoped for something related to Marie’s seed, not a hidden room.

Mother doesn’t answer right away. ((It’s easier if you see it for yourself.)) Her mood is ebbing once more, the affection and the confidence giving way to that churning cloud with the unknown stirring just beneath the surface.

Like a mirror, the mood of the colony changes too. Anxiety from my sisters, unease. All so much more intense when I’m close to Mother.

Marie is shadowing me, but Nemri hangs back. I catch the tail-end of a thought: won’t go down there again, not until… it fades away, and I know better than to chase it.

I pause for a second at the entrance. Warm water is flowing up the tunnel and over my scales, and the walls are obscured by anemones that waver gently in the current. I look over my shoulder at Marie. She widens her eyes at me, as though trying to warn me of something—but surely I’ve misinterpreted, because nothing here could be a danger. It’s just us and Mother.

Marie catches me up and one of her silvery barbels twines with one of mine, wrapping itself round and round the shorter length. I lean into her, and the contact leaves my skin tingling and my heart a little lighter. As we descend into the tunnel, we’re moving in perfect synchronization despite the divide between our thoughts.

Her proximity is distracting, and though I’m trying to focus on whatever it is Mother wants me to see, I can’t manage to shake the awareness of how close Marie is to me right now. I can hear her pulse beating steadily in her veins. I can see the tiny pores in the smooth gray expanse of her skin.

The corridor curves left and down, growing warmer the deeper we go. It ends abruptly and we emerge into a spherical little chamber lined with more anemones. The only opening is a small cone in the very center of the floor, from which bubbles a steady stream of hot water. Scattered all around it are small crusty objects—some concave, some cracked with age, some withered like prunes—and all the same dingy shade of red.

Curious, I swim down to look closer. They look almost leathery, and when I lift one experimentally, it has no more weight than a fallen leaf. They look like nothing, like an accidental collection of rubbish… but with so many of us to tend Mother’s garden, someone would have cleared these away long ago if they weren’t meant to be here.

Why did Mother think this would distress me?

((Poor babies,)) I hear in Nemri’s mind, loud and clear. And when I turn to Marie, the look in her eyes has me snatching my hand away like I’ve been burned.

“Eggs,” Marie says, providing an explanation I no longer need.

These are the remnants of Mother’s last failed clutch. The memories Nemri showed me: Mother’s pain and Nemri’s own biting loss. These forlorn little shapes are all that remains of my fallen sisters. For a hundred years, water has flowed into this room, warming eggs that will never hatch.

((A clutch should have twenty eggs, maybe thirty,)) Mother tells me, and though her voice fills my mind too much for me to hear anything else, I can feel the vibrations in the water as her voice repeats the words for Marie. ((Only one or two should fail.))

I look down at the desolation before me and count. Seven eggs. All of them deformed. Not a single one hatched. Here is the tangible evidence of Mother’s grief: this is the crisis point that the whole colony has sensed coming.

((I had three healthy clutches after I rooted here. My fourth was—))

((Mine,)) Nemri interjects, and I feel Mother smile tolerantly.

((Yes, yours, dear one. A small clutch with a couple of failures and only twelve strong eggs, but I wasn’t worried. There are always outliers, and all my other clutches had been perfect. But when my little ones had matured and it was time to lay again… something went wrong. There were only ten eggs this time, and no matter what we tried, it wasn’t enough. One at a time they went dark, until there was only one left.))

The same egg, shown from two different viewpoints. Nemri remembers it here in the nursery, a bright little ember seen only fleetingly as Sthearle and Aspera usher her away. Mother remembers it much smaller, cradled in her huge hand, a tiny star burning against impossible odds. My little miracle.

((Libera.))

I’ve never heard anyone but Mother use Libby’s full name. Just like my parents’ attempt to please my great-aunt, she clings to the formal name she gave her daughter… the thought of my parents chokes off as Mother’s attention flickers over it. Warmth washes out from her, mingled with the pain of her losses, and I know—with an iron certainty that seems to come from somewhere too deep inside to fully feel like me—that she is the only parent I will ever want. She is so selfless, so good. We are all she has, and she is all we need.

((Yes, my little Libera,)) Mother continues, as though nothing has happened. ((I tried again after her, twice more. This was the last clutch, laid just before Annabelle joined us here. Not one egg survived.))

I swallow. A much more recent loss than I supposed, then.

Pain that isn’t my own pulses through me again—a wound deep in my heart, a soul-sickness that nothing will ever heal. A lifetime of agony carefully suppressed, an eternity of grief for my babies, my lost babies…

Marie’s hand creeps into mine, and she squeezes hard. A lifeline. A thread of me in the tide of Mother. Catching onto it for dear life, I claw my way back to the present.

Merciful as ever, Mother feels it and withdraws. Bottling the sorrow up inside herself again, walling it off from me. ((I didn’t mean to hurt you, Eppie.))

Clinging to Marie, grounding myself in her silence and the empathy in her deep white eyes, I will myself to stop trembling. ((You didn’t, Mother,)) I promise. What is a moment of my pain compared to what she endures for us?

Slowly, we ascend the tunnel to the throne room, leaving the nursery and its ghosts behind.

Nemri rushes to me, putting her hand against my forehead to feel my temperature in a gesture old as humankind. ((Are you alright, minnow?))

Mother extends her hands in welcome, and I leave Nemri to go and curl inside them, Marie drifting behind again.

Her huge eyes soft with compassion, Mother looks down at me. “Now that we know that this issue is affecting Dremne as well, we must act. You see that, don’t you, Eppie?”

“Yes, Mother.”

“I’m afraid I have to ask something of you. Something… challenging. You’ll need to be brave.” She flashes me a very brief smile, and it makes me feel warm inside, the same way it always does. “But I  think out of all my daughters, you’re the most likely to succeed.”

Nemri’s eyes widen in realization, seeing it in Mother’s thoughts before I do. “You want Eppie to go to Dremne?”

I blink in shock. Whatever I had expected, it wasn’t this.

“And Marie,” Mother assents.

“But we’re—we’re the newest.” The only ones who don’t have that old friendship with the Colonia Dremne mermaids. And from what I saw at the shipwreck, we are the worst fighters too. If I ever thought that Marie’s years alone had given her combat abilities to match the ominous first impression she made by materializing from the shadows inside a giant skull, seeing her crumple at the first blow from Banti was enough to disabuse me of the idea.

“Exactly,” Mother enthuses. “There’s none of the silly rivalry that’s sprung up between my older daughters and my nieces. Marie is a newcomer from another colony, and you’re land-born, just like Dremne’s younger daughters.”

Nemri flits to my side, putting both hands on one of Mother’s talons. “Mother, surely it’s too dangerous. They’re too inexperienced for something like this.”

Mother’s lips compress slightly—enough of a sign of displeasure that Nemri jerks away as though stung.

“We need answers, and if anyone can get those, it’s going to be Eppie and Marie. I trust them to do this.”

((You want them to go alone?)) Nemri is aghast. ((Mother, they’ll be killed.))

Those dark humps in Mother’s mind shudder upward, almost ready to break into the light—but she controls herself, hesitates, then deliberately softens her voice. Another wave of unadulterated love, rocking both Nemri and I back with its force. “I admire how protective you are of your shoal-sister, Nemri. I know how long you’ve waited for this. But this is Eppie’s big chance. You wouldn’t want to take that from her, would you?”

Numbly, Nemri shakes her head. ((But couldn’t I go with them?))

“No,” Mother replies firmly. “Because you, my dear, have a special mission of your own.”

“I do?”

“You’ll be going north to Colonia Oene,” explains Mother, the plan crystallizing in her mind as she reveals it to us. “You’ve been before, when you were a little girl, remember? It’s been too long since we last visited them, and we need to know if their eggs are like ours.”

Slowly, Nemri nods, seeing the sense of it. “Alright. Yes. But… are you sure Eppie and Marie shouldn’t go to Oene instead? They’ve never been anything but friendly to us, not like—”

Mother gestures dismissively with her tail, sending a powerful current of water through the throne room and nearly upending Marie. “They don’t know the way.”

Nemri looks at me, coiled in Mother’s hands like a baby snake, and despair floods through her. “It’s just that… Eppie was there when I had to fight the patrol of land-borns. They know her face, and—”

((Enough objections, Nemri. You’re letting your worries run away with you. Come. Don’t you want to help your little sisters?)) The image of the nursery is there in her thoughts, my own memory of it, each new wrinkle and degradation of the slowly rotting shells carefully noted as it replaces the last time Mother sent someone down there to look.

That quells Nemri at once. ((Of course I do, Mother.)) But the doubt echoes in her mind nonetheless. Eppie and Marie are the newest. And the most disposable.

Mother’s eyes flicker closed, and the dead return to her. Her lost daughters, killed in the egg. She lists them mercilessly, one death after another, laid dark or losing their light, a toll for the dead that goes on and on. Her despair overwhelms me. Crushes me. I am so small, and she is so vast, and the suffering she contains within her would be too much for a hundred of me. Endless. Limitless. Forever.

((I’ll do it, Mother,)) I say desperately, clutching at her smallest finger like the humans clung to their sinking ship. She is my lifeboat, and I’ll drown in her tears if she doesn’t save me. “I’ll go. So will Marie.” I repeat the promise aloud, though when I glance back at Marie for confirmation, she doesn’t radiate the same certainty I feel.

Instantly, the flood abates. Mother’s smile is like sunrise. Hope. Forgiveness. “I knew you would.”

But—to go so far, without Nemri, without any of my sisters to protect Marie and I… it’s a yawning pit of uncertainty, a bear trap with no way of knowing how many spikes wait for us at the bottom. You are safe here with your family. This is your home. The Colonia Dremne mermaids are monsters in the worst sense of the word. Unrepentant killers. They tore those people apart. That sailor, ready to retire, until they dragged him from my arms and down into their gullets. I want to stay here, where I’m safe with my sisters.

Mother twitches her neck, almost as though she wants to cock her head. ((Oh, the binding. I’d almost forgotten. Hm. You wouldn’t abandon us now, would you, Eppie?))

I can’t even imagine it. I don’t know why she feels she needs to ask, but my denial is vehement. ((No, Mother! Never.))

((Then you don’t need to be frightened anymore. You can go to Colonia Dremne without your sisters. There’s nothing to worry about.))

I want to believe her, to help, and yet… that old twinge of reluctance. This is my home. It feels like we only just got back. Marie is still settling in. I haven’t gotten to show her everything yet. We’re meant to be exploring the chasm right now! First to Phryne, now to Dremne: why does Mother keep sending me away?

Mother sighs, and then with a wave of her finger, she reaches inside me and cuts the last frayed threads of the already-weakened binding. This is your home; you are safe here. You’ll be safe so long as you’re with your sisters. One word after another, the rock-solid foundations of my world evaporating. And then… just like that… they’re gone.

((You see?)) Mother says wearily. ((You’ll be alright.))

Like the rain returning after a drought, in one great rush my mind expands outward. My doubts are washed away, the thoughts of Marie vanishing in the deluge. Home. This is not my home. The walls that sheltered me were an illusion. This is a prison, and Mother traps my sisters and I here, roots us as surely as she is rooted. Oh, I know she doesn’t mean to be cruel, and that she needs us. I love my family. I always will. But this isn’t where I belong, and I no longer want to be here.

I’m free.

I want to go home.

These thoughts occur in the space of a fraction of a second. Before Mother can fully register them, before she can react in any way, I turn tail and flee.

((Eppie?)) Mother calls after me, bewildered. ((Eppie, wait!))

But I’m out through the aperture in the chamber’s roof before the words are spoken. I don’t know if the wait was a request or a binding, but it doesn’t matter. I must be close to Mother for her to bind me, and I’m already too far away for it to reach.

I’m going home.

I’ll come back, of course. I have two families, two worlds, and I love them both. And I belong down here. But now that the ties of one home have been loosened, all that remains are the original. I’ve been away from my family for too long. Their names race through my head like a song. Theo, Mama, Papa. After all this time, they must think I’m dead. Will I frighten them, in this new shape? No. They’ll recognize me. They’ll know I’m still me.

I’m going home.

Mother calls again, sounding more distressed than I’ve ever heard her. ((Eppie, please come back!))

((I will, Mother,)) I promise. ((Soon.))
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I’m shooting away from the gap in the throne room’s ceiling faster than a meteor. Mother is still crying out, caught in the first paroxysms of shock, and Nemri’s voice is added to hers as they call my name. Marie is silent, of course. I feel awful for abandoning her to face the colony without me, but I can’t go back. There’s only one path open to me if I stay within Mother’s orbit: bindings that won’t be lifted again for a long, long while.

Nemri and Mother will forgive me, given time—and I know I can trust Marie to understand. Before anything else, before I can take care of Marie or help my colony, before I can go to Colonia Dremne, I need to see my first family. I need to go home.

I angle myself straight upward, trying to use the reef to orient myself in the same vague direction that Myre approached from, in those dim human memories seen through clouded eyes. If I can retrace the path she took with me, I can find Hwenfirth again.

Thora calls out to me, swimming through the upper echelons of the reef in solitary golden-petalled dignity, but I can’t stop to talk to her. Who knows how much of the conversation in the throne room she heard? How much everyone heard. I need to get out of here before a wagonload of well-intentioned sisters hold me down and drag me back to Mother, convinced I’m suffering from a bout of temporary insanity.

There! The first of them soaring out from a tunnel, fins spread wide as she angles toward me—but wait. Her scales are closer to brown than to red, and her skin is tan instead of the mahogany of our sisters. I have to wait a moment to be sure it’s really her. Annabelle.

She’s headed my way; her eyes are locked on mine and there’s no doubt that she’s coming to confront me. I could change course, but she’s only a tail-length away now, and she’s reaching out in mute appeal. Still, I hesitate before swimming to meet her. We’ve never been close—or rather, Kumantra has never let me get near enough to be close—but she’s still my sister. And from what little I know, she’s delicate. I can’t leave her here by herself.

((What’s wrong, Annabelle?))

Suddenly uncertain, she drifts to a halt, lifting one bony shoulder in a shrug. Her mind is a haze, but there are glimpses of emerald beneath the fog. Trees. Wildflowers. It’s summer. A figure dressed in a gray shirt, lying back in the grass, flowers in his hands and his features too blurry to make out. As I watch, it begins over again. The same susurrations in the grass, the same careless toss of the man’s hair as he sprawls out against the green.

Despite the strangeness of the looping image in her mind, it is such a relief to see that other world in someone else’s mind. Sometimes, when Nemri tells me there’s no soil and no grass and my very thoughts and their phrasing are wrong, I start to worry that I made it all up.

((Is that… your home?)) My choice of words is deliberate. Not your first home or your home on land. Did she feel my own realization as the binding broke? Is that what drew her out to me?

She shakes her head listlessly. ((It doesn’t matter. Can’t go. I’m bound.))

((Annabelle,)) I whisper, shocked beyond words. Annabelle is years older than I am. She’s a true member of the colony. Bindings are supposed to be temporary, to help with adjustment. Why would Mother leave her bound this long? ((Are you… are you alright?))

She offers me a half-smile. It doesn’t quite reach her eyes. ((I’m happy here, with my sisters.))

It’s such a familiar line, but to hear it from someone else… 

In her mind’s eye, the same wavery loop begins again. Green foliage against blue sky, daisies and primroses, the indistinct man with petals on his gray shirt and fog wreathing his face.

((Annabelle, is that your home?)) I repeat, terrified to know the answer.

She seems to snap out of it. Straightens up, the meadow receding. ((No, Eppie. This is my home. And yours, too.))

((Mother lifted my binding,)) I whisper to her, taking her cold hand in mine.

Her eyes widen, and she swallows. ((Go,)) she tells me. ((I’m happy here, I love my sisters, but… go.))

I love my sisters. My own thoughts, echoed back at me.

((Annabelle?)) It’s Kumantra, projecting widely enough for anyone to hear. She’s close.

The scene in Annabelle’s mind shifts—a beach now, festooned with the same mist that obscures the man’s face. A soft voice calling from the sea, the familiar sight of Myre’s red barbels drifting in the water. The faceless man is beside Annabelle, they are rushing into the sounding waves to save this stranger, and the fog is swallowing him but Myre’s ruby eyes are crystal clear.

Forget him, Mother whispers. This is your home, Annabelle.

((There was a boy,)) Annabelle says fiercely. ((There was. Go!))

She shoves me away, and I drop her hand and bolt. As fast as I can, before Kumantra finds us. There’s no time even to thank her for the warning she has given me. No time to parse what I have just learned—why they keep her away from me, why I see Annabelle in Mother’s thoughts every time she decides against binding me tighter.

My tail is pumping and my lungs are straining. Shoving the water behind me with every ounce of strength I possess. I was trapped, but now I have a chance at freedom: just one. Everything else—even Marie, even her—must wait.

Theo. Theo. Theo. His name is like a heartbeat in my head. Mama. Papa. I won’t forget them, binding upon binding burying them inside the tomb of my mind. I won’t forget. I can’t. Annabelle is still a prisoner, but one of my chains has loosened. I’m going home.

Before I’ve made it a full mile from the colony, there’s another rush of bubbles behind me and I turn with claws splayed, ready to fend her off. ((Nemri, I have to go, Annabelle told me—))

But it isn’t Nemri. The girl behind me has black scales and eyes like stars, and she’s watching me with understanding. “You did it,” she says, very softly. Her voice almost reverent.

“Did what?” I ask, confused.

“You defied a binding,” she says in the same tone, and her hand twitches upward—as though, before she stops herself, she was about to touch her own seed.

And even though I know I should be running, though Annabelle and her nameless, faceless lover are still at the forefront of my thoughts, I stay. Despite all my resolutions… I can’t tear myself away again. How is it that Marie exerts a magnetism that can hold me while Mother could not?

“I didn’t,” I try to explain. “Mother lifted it.”

She shakes her head. “Before that. You were… you were thinking your way around it. And leaving her, stopping the loyalty—she’d never lift that binding. None of them would. Which means you’re thinking your way around that one too.”

I swallow and she swims closer, eyes glowing.

“You’re… different,” she whispers. “I’ve never met anyone who tried to resist.”

I think of Annabelle. “You’d be surprised.” Trying and trying, her mind wiped almost clean by binding upon binding. Forget him. I love Mother, I still love Mother, but how can that be right? How can that be what is best for her?

Marie reaches out to take my hand. Our fingers interweave and I can’t breathe. My eyes are locked on hers.

“You’re different,” she repeats, as though it is a miracle.

And instead of correcting her, instead of explaining how painfully ordinary I really am, I lose myself in those snow-silver eyes. Her whole soul shining out of them, hope and trepidation and trust bound into one.

She leans closer, wrapping my hand in both of hers. It’s something she’s done before, but this time feels different. Maybe it’s just the adrenaline pulsing in my veins, the urgency of getting away, the mingled pity and fear that Annabelle has drawn out of me. But my heart is thudding, and every scale on my body is tingling with anticipation for what comes next.

I can feel the current of Marie’s breath as it flows over my skin. I can feel the feather-light touches of her barbels on my arms.

What does it all mean? Nothing, whispers the more rational part of my brain. All mermaids are tactile: we seek comfort in each other, in the physical presence of our sisters as well as the mental. Despite her muted thoughts, Marie is no exception. But that sensible little part of me is all but drowned out by the triumphant shrieking of my hindbrain. She’s touching me! She’s looking at me! She’s going to—she’s going to—

I’ve seen that look before, somewhere. My brow furrows as I try to place it. Soft eyes, slightly parted lips, tilted head. Then it hits me. It’s the same way Lucy Craig looked at me, when I was Lancelot and she was Guinevere. The time I listened to my heart, kissed her, and ruined my life all in one go.

I won’t do that this time. I won’t. I’m an idiot, and I’m always wrong about this. Marie is so vulnerable—I’m her closest friend in the colony, maybe her only friend. And if it turns out she just views me as a sister, her new sister in her new colony, and I ruin that—no. I can’t.

I hold myself very still, and eventually Marie releases my hand and straightens up.

“You should go,” she says. “I’ll—I’ll try to send them off in the wrong direction. Maybe I can buy you some time.”

My heart surges within me. Even if she doesn’t return these feelings that are taking root inside me, I’ve never had a friend like her.

“Thank you.”

She smiles, her teeth white against her granite-gray skin. “Go on. Into the canyon instead of straight up. They won’t look there.”

I wheel away from her and dart downward. More of my sisters are beginning to stir. I close my eyes tight so that no one can see what I see. All that matters now is away.

Nemri is calling my name, and in her thoughts I see Marie’s face, leading her. I saw her go this way. I tried to stop her, but she wouldn’t listen. I grin to myself, my fangs sharp against my tongue. The only mermaid in the entire colony capable of lying, and she’s on my side. The sound of my sisters’ thoughts grows fainter the farther I go, but my smile remains.

Mama, Theo—I’m coming.
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12

WANDERER

I haven’t seen the sky since I was taken. The night of the storm doesn’t count, not when the flames climbed so high that the heavens themselves seemed to be burning. I haven’t seen it pure and empty, just color splashed with cloud, since my last morning in Hwenfirth.

The water around me is a gorgeous cerulean, and up above I can see sparkles of aquamarine. It’s a sunny day up there. The echoes of my sisters are gone now, and I bask in the silence that remains.

The surface is right there, sharp white lines glinting like a promise. With one last surge, I shatter the water into a million glittering fragments. We soar through the air like diamonds, those droplets and I, each one of us sparkling. The sunlight is blinding; for an endless glorious moment I fly through a lapis lazuli sky above an incandescent ocean.

Obeying an old instinct I’d assumed lost, I open my mouth wide and suck in a lungful of cool clean air—and instantly begin to hack and cough as I splash back down. It was a silly impulse, born of memory rather than reason. But the water is pure and soothing, and I hover just beneath the surface, watching the sun waver through the water as I catch my breath.

Careful this time to breathe only through my lower gills, I re-emerge. The sun’s yellow warmth on my head is the long-forgotten embrace of an old friend. Fanning my pelvic fins, I twist slowly in a circle. Glimmering blue as far as the eye can see. But the position of the sun is a clue—it’s midmorning, early afternoon at the latest, and just a few minutes of tracking its position in the sky is enough to give me a direction. The colony lies to the west, where the sun will set. And to the east—Hwenfirth.

The grin that splits my face is probably more real than anything I’ve felt since I sprouted a tail. I spin east and thrash my tail, leaping through the flat, glossy water like a salmon swimming back upstream to the spawning pool. Back home.
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When I first see the low hump of black along the horizon, I whoop aloud with delight. Above the water my voice loses its sonorous quality but none of its volume, and the result is earsplitting. I clap my hands over my mouth, staring from left to right in trepidation before I realize it doesn’t matter. There’s no one here. No sisters. No hunters, of either the mermaid or human variety. Just me in an empty ocean, and the distant promise of home.

The closer I get, the more surreal it seems. When I see a seagull drifting overhead, I almost burst into tears. I’ve made it. I’m back.

The first actual land I see is a rocky cliff-face, foam-flecked waves pooling at its base like petticoats. I stretch out a cautious talon to touch it. It’s hard and unyielding, exactly like the stone of the seabed near the colony. Still, this stone is different, almost sacred: connected to the soil and the sand that hold Hwenfirth. I grab hold of the rock, my talons finding the minute crevices with ease. I crawl up the cliffside exactly as I crawled up the ship. Hand over hand, holding my breath, as high as I can get before my oxygen runs out and I let myself fall gasping back into the sea. I repeat the insane little ritual twice more, thrilled at my own success. Could I last long enough to crawl over the beach to the cottage door? Unlikely—and I can imagine little more horrifying than opening the door and finding your missing daughter asphyxiating outside.

But the exact details of my return can wait. First, I need to find my way home.

I spend most of the first week swimming along the coast, hunting for anything familiar. With my powerful tail and superhuman strength I’m faster than any fishing boat, which is lucky, because it turns out there’s a lot of shoreline to cover. After five days and close to a dozen far-flung little fishing towns—none of which are the right one—I’m nearly spotted by the crew of a broken-down skiff limping back to its home port. I’m distracted staring up at the town, trying desperately to spot something that will give me a clue to a name, whether I should go south or north. The skiff almost mows me down, and I dive under just in time to hear the men on board exchanging confused theories about the funny-lookin’ jellyfish they mistook the back of my head for.

It’s too close a call for comfort. I can’t be seen, and more than that, this isn’t the right direction. It’s getting richer and greener by the day, the sporadic coastal towns more populous. Hwenfirth is bleak and wind-tossed. I need to turn back north.

Another week takes me into colder waters, rich with seals about to pup. It’s autumn, almost winter. It was early summer when I left, and there’s no way it’s been only a couple of months. Perhaps I listened too closely to Nemri when she told me to stop focusing so much on human timeframes. But I’ve seen the flowers in the colony bloom and wither and bloom again, more than once, and I have no idea how long their life cycle is. The days spent with Nemri and Marie slip and fade into each other. The colony is a happy place, and I’ve been content there. Perhaps too content. But have I really been gone a whole year? Two? It can’t possibly have been two years. My pulse quickening with anxiety, I redouble my pace.

I spare a single afternoon to glut myself on seal meat, hoping to reduce the risk that proximity to my human family will bring, but the whimpers of the pups are disturbingly childlike, and the blood runs too red against the white fur. I move on again as soon as my stomach is full.

Little by little, the frustration begins to build in me. I’ve already been away from the colony for almost two weeks, and Mother’s mission for me is an urgent one. I want to see my family before I go, but Colonia Dremne won’t wait forever. It’s only a matter of time until my sisters come after me. It’s almost strange that they haven’t so far. And Marie… I don’t know. Part of me hoped Marie might follow me out here. I’d expected Nemri to be hot on my tail, at least—though whether she’d have joined me or hauled me back is anyone’s guess. Perhaps it’s a good sign that I’m still alone, though. They might be working together to buy me some time. I just wish it was time I was spending with my human family, instead of hunting for them up and down the coast.

Sleep is no longer something that holds any appeal. Speed is more important. I swim through the velvety deep blue night, the stars wheeling overhead. These eyes can see so many more stars than the ones I had before. Tiny pinpricks of light behind the familiar constellations, weaving a richer tapestry than the one I knew. The sea parts smoothly around my shoulders, black and glossy as Marie’s scales.

At last, just as day is breaking and I am losing hope of ever finding my way home, I spot a familiar headland. A jagged dragon’s tooth jutting into the sky. Theo and I once scrambled to the top of it, when he was small enough to still ride on my back. We looked out over the waves and he giggled at my nonsensical tales about the islands beyond the ocean.

That headland is less than three hours’ walk from the cottage.

I chirp with delight and duck my head back under the water. I’ve done it. Against impossible odds, I have found my way home.
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Our sunny little cottage is not how I remember it. A slate is missing from the roof, and there are half-rotten dandelions growing in the courtyard. The cottage is cold and dark. The door is bolted and the paint on the shutters is peeling. Sometimes at night candlelight glimmers in the window, but no one ever comes out. I crawl along the waterline and back again, caged like the bears in their pit in Garthisle. So close, and yet impossible to reach. Only a few hundred yards when the tide is high, but it might as well be a million miles.

I was ready to hide myself, to duck beneath the waves the second someone who wasn’t one of my family came wandering along the beach or down the track that leads to the cottage. There hasn’t been any need. Two days of waiting, and not a single soul entering or exiting. It makes no sense. Papa might be willing to stay inside for days on end, but Mama never would. But I’ve been watching, and… no one has stirred.

Should I scream? Surely they’d hear that. But I know what I sound like now. Monstrous. I don’t want that to be my first interaction with them.

The waiting has given me plenty of time to work out every detail of our reunion. They see me, they run to me. I smile at them, mouth tight shut, never showing my teeth. We embrace, we get over the initial shock and their fear of my tail. I mime writing, they bring me a quill and ink. And then I spill my guts, tell them the whole sorry story. I even have some of the sentences picked out. I never wanted to leave you. I came back as soon as I could.

But no one comes.

Mother has given me so many gifts—my incredible eyesight, my speed, and my strength—but right now I would trade all of them just to have the ability to breathe air for a few minutes. If I could only know what waits behind that door.

Finally, on the third night, I see a figure on the track. I surge closer to the shore, my lips parting to call out to them, caution be damned—but the unfamiliar gait makes me pause. They’re still a long way off, only just cresting the hill from the village, but I can see at once that they are wearing trousers. A man. Is it—could it be Papa?

My heart twists inside me at the thought of Papa walking outside by himself. A possibility so beautiful it pains me. If he’s recovered while I was away, if my disappearance spurred him to begin the process, then it will all have been worth it.

But the speed with which the man is moving, his erect carriage… that isn’t Papa. Disappointment swamping me, I sink back into the waves and watch. He hurries down the path, opens the gate with easy familiarity, and runs up the steps and into the house. This man is a stranger to me, yet he’s perfectly comfortable here, in my home.

The implications of this splinter outward like a spiderweb, each line splitting and splitting again. If he lives here, then—then Mama and Theo and Papa don’t. If they’ve gone, if my vanishing was too painful to endure, if they’ve returned to Garthisle or worse, gone farther afield, how will I ever find them? There’s a river that leads to Garthisle, but I don’t know if I can breathe freshwater, and in a city that size—I’ll never see any of them again.

No. I need to stay calm. I did not defy Mother and abandon my colony for nothing. I need more information before I can draw any conclusions. That man could be someone from the village, visiting or delivering something, or checking in on Papa and Theo while Mama is away.

I just need to wait a little longer. Answers will come. I turn my back on the beach and swim out to sea. It’s time I slept. Sleep will defog my brain, and in the morning, everything will seem clearer.

I coil myself on the shallow seabed in a makeshift nest of pebbles and try not to think about how alone I am, how empty my mind feels.

On the fourth day when I surface, there’s someone sitting on the beach. A man. The same one from last night, I think. I can hear the steady thump of his heart, and I swallow back the saliva that automatically begins to pool in my mouth. He looks different in the light. Long-limbed and lanky, brown hair blowing loose, tangled by salt and wind. He is… singing. His voice is deep and unfamiliar, a smooth and honeyed tenor, but the song is one I know.


Eppie is a pale-eyed girl

With secrets dark and deep



The melody is the same as the one I remember, just barely. The joy is gone, the bounce is flat. The notes are in the right order, but everything is dark and dour.


Eppie is a dreaming girl

Even when she doesn’t sleep



His jaw is harder now, the chin coming to the same point as Papa’s. His dark hair is shaggy, hanging too far forward into his eyes. His skin is red, weathered, like he spends too long in the sun. And his eyes—when he glances out at the ocean, I gasp as I see his eyes. The color is instantly recognizable, exactly the same shade as before: deep indigo-blue, like when the sun is strong enough for the light to filter down far enough that even in the depths we can see it. But those eyes are flinty, now. Hard, and cold.


Eppie dances with skirts a-swirl

In the rain as the heavens weep



His eyes return to the sand, and I almost cringe back beneath the surface. I’m drifting too close, and I know I should dive if I don’t want to be seen, but I can’t help myself. I’m fixated on his face. He’s changed so much. How can he have changed so much? I’ve been gone only a few months, but when I look at him it’s like years have passed.


See her twist and see her whirl

Oh, Eppie, run! Eppie, leap!



His mouth twists as he spits out the playful lyrics, still singing so softly no human would be able to hear unless they were directly behind him.

The coltish boy I knew, with his sunny smile and warm heart, is gone. This stranger has taken his place, and I feel lost. Adrift on an unfamiliar current.


Eppie dance for your brother dear,

Eppie, the pale-eyed girl.



The song edges toward its sorrowful conclusion, and he almost mutters the final line.


Eppie, the pale-eyed girl.



I think of the endless days spent with my sisters, with Marie, and things start to come together. We dwell beneath the tides, a hundred fathoms from the sky and the seasons as they pass. We sleep and rise as Mother pleases, our schedules dictated only by the opening and closing of her flowers. I just finished two weeks of swimming without a rest, and I didn’t even feel tired. Oh, First Mother, I see it now. Our lives are longer; why not our days? The muscles of my neck are so rigid it pains me.

How long have I been gone?

With my heart in my mouth, I rear above the waves and spread my pelvic fins, letting the water catch me and push me onto the shingle. Stones crunch beneath my belly and the man startles.

Our eyes meet—monster and human, sister and brother—and silence consumes us both.

Oh, Theo. My poor Theo.
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Never wanted to leave you, the white pebbles against the gray spell out. I place down the final dot in you and look back up at him, my eyes wide and pleading. It’s taken me the better part of twenty minutes to find enough white stones and place them legibly on the beach—holding my breath and crawling out of the water every time, high enough that the waves won’t disrupt my work, before scuttling backward again, back to the water and safety.

Theo still won’t talk to me.

He’s just… staring. Watching me silently. The song ended, the music died, and I miss the sight of the little violin in his hands so much it’s like a wound. What happened to that violin, after I let it fall upon the stones? Did the sea take it like it took me?

Hopefully, hopelessly, I gaze up into Theo’s blue eyes. The only thing unchanged in his horribly altered face. I gesture at the pebbles again, more forcefully. Never wanted to leave you. Perhaps it’s not clear enough. I should have written I was kidnapped, or don’t be scared. Anything. Something he would react to.

I expected screams. Horror. Some sort of reflection of the disgust my appearance engendered in me when I first realized what I was, before Mother washed it away. But all Theo has done is stare, and sit, and the bitter little reprise of his song hangs in the air between us. He thought he was alone when he sang that. He still thinks of me, despite how long… my mind shies away from placing a specific number onto the time I have been away. Years. He still thinks of me, and his thoughts are not happy ones.

All this time, he must have believed I willingly left him behind.

I wish I could hold him, but even though I’m still stuffed full of seal, I don’t think I dare get that close. The smell of him is disturbing, and the rush of the blood in his veins is too loud.

At last, he looks up from the words in the stones to me. My heart leaps, and I offer him the smile I practiced, lips carefully together. Pointy ears and tentacle-hair aside, I still look like the sister he knows. From the shoulders up, at least.

“Eppie,” he says, in a wondering tone. It has finally sunk in: I am real.

Theo. I stretch out a hand to him, palm upward, hoping my expression conveys what words cannot. But he still doesn’t come to me.

“I’ve been searching so long.” His voice is… scratchy. When he was singing at such a low volume, almost mumbling, I didn’t really take in how much his voice has changed. He’s not a little boy anymore. “We thought you were dead.”

Tears fill my eyes, and for the first time since I left Hwenfirth, they are able to trickle down my cheeks. There is no water here to wash them away.

I raise my fingers, mime writing. Bring me a quill, Theo. Bring me paper. Let me talk to you.

“Oh.” For the first time, his eyes flick to my tail. To the raw red gills on my neck. “You won’t…?”

Vehemently, I shake my head. I’m not going anywhere.

He backs away very slowly, eyes never leaving me until he bumps into the stone wall surrounding the garden. He’s afraid, I realize with a lurch. He’s afraid that if he takes his eyes off me, I’ll vanish again.

The door bangs loose behind him as he rummages inside. He reappears after only a few seconds, running back to me with a long-legged gait so unfamiliar that it makes my heart hurt. My Theo was gangly, same as me. But this man he has become is rangy and well-built, and I don’t know him at all.

Just as I think it can’t get any worse, a tiny figure appears in the doorway behind him. An old woman, hunched and bent. She looks older even than Thora. Her clothes are clean, but they hang shapelessly on her bony frame. She’s looking at me—she’s looking right at me—but no recognition sparks in her face. She stares blankly past me, out at the sea.

Is that Mama? Underneath the wrinkles and the mask of sagging flesh I can see something familiar. There’s a lump in my throat so big I can hardly breathe. Why won’t she come with Theo? Why isn’t she running to me?

And where is Papa?

The first thing I write when Theo hands me the quill is Where’s Papa? It takes a few tries, because my hands are wet and the paper practically dissolves when I touch it. Then it’s my talons, so useful for cutting and clawing and yet so much in the way for this delicate task.

His downcast eyes tell me what I already know.

He’s—he’s dead? Papa. Papa. Frail and rigid and demanding, but still sometimes the man I remember from my childhood. Flaring up with sparks of life and genius. I’ll never see that happen again.

My heart feels like it is breaking, but all I write is two words. And Mama?

He shakes his head. “She can’t see you. Her eyesight went a couple of years ago.”

No wonder she can’t go outside, no wonder she looks right through me.

And how are you?

A mirthless smile. “Really?”

I spread my hands. He’s right. It’s a trite question. It’s… ridiculous, that I have been gone for so long. Mama is old, and Theo is grown, and Papa is dead, and all I can ask is how are you.

Finally, he shrugs. “It’s been… lean. Mama can’t play anymore, so I’ve been the only one working.”

Playing in the Garthisle orchestra? I write hopefully. Maybe once we’ve caught up he’ll play for me. He must have a real violin now, a full-size one.

He laughs. It isn’t a pleasant sound. “No. I work on George Dunner’s fishing boat.”

I stare into his eyes, searching for an answer. A fisherman? My genius little brother, the repository of all our family’s musical talent. Songwriter, violinist. There was nothing he couldn’t do, and—a fisherman? That isn’t how his life was supposed to be. He was meant to play with Mama’s orchestra, sending his music soaring up into the vaulted ceiling of Garthisle’s cathedral, spilling out through the open doors into the city.

I don’t understand what has gone wrong.

Impatiently, he gestures, as though he can shove my distress away. He’s kneeling in the shallows, crouching beside me to see my paper, and when he reaches for my hand I see his delicate human fingers beside my thorny talons. The memory of Myre rises inside me like vomit. A monster luring a victim. I flinch away from him and he swallows hard.

And now that I’m thinking of it, now that the sheer relief of his presence is over and the reality of everything we’ve lost is setting in—I can hear his pulse. I can smell his blood, throbbing just beneath the surface of his papery skin.

Prey, whisper my instincts. Papa, moans my mind. My head is whirling.

Theo slaps his hand into the water in front of me, demanding my attention. “Eppie, enough. I don’t—I don’t care about those things. I need answers. What happened? Where did you go?” His voice cracks on the final word, and for the first time I see a glimpse of my Theo, the Theo whose voice had not yet broken, who had nightmares and sometimes needed to be soothed back to sleep.

Blinking furiously to scatter my tears away, I try to collect my thoughts. Try to write it down. I was waiting for you. Here.

He’s leaning so close that our shoulders are almost touching. He’s soaked to the skin—he’ll freeze, he’ll catch his death—and I can smell the meat inside him. A monster’s senses, a monster’s instincts.

I lean away, the paper crumpling beneath my fingers as my writing becomes a near-illegible scrawl. Girl in the water. Tried to help. She was—I gesture at myself. Flap my tail out of the water. Seeing it brandished so freely, Theo pales and his hand goes to his throat. There’s a cross hanging around his neck. When did that happen? Theo was never religious. None of us were. Music was our family’s religion, our church and our god. The only commandments that ruled our lives were poor Papa’s moods, his good days and bad days.

I live with them now, I write, wishing I had the words to explain it all. The bindings, the telepathy. The subtle insidious whispers into the deepest parts of your heart, replacing one family with another. I have to.

“Why didn’t you come back?” he hisses, agonized.

Wanted to. So much.

Kneeling in the water, letting it lap around his waist with no concern for his clothes, my little-big brother puts his head into his hands and weeps like a child. And finally, I find the courage to reach out and put my arm around his shoulders. He raises a hand to cover mine, and I carefully angle my claws so that they won’t scratch him. His shoulders are shaking, and I enfold him in my arms just like I did when he was four years old and he skinned his knee on the cobblestones. I hold my brother close, half out the water on his back, only the lower left of my four sets of gills in the water, my tail trailing behind me, my mouth carefully closed so I cannot smell him. This is what I’ve been searching for, all this time. Home. I’m finally, finally home.

When his tears end, he releases me, and I slide back into the water. He retrieves the quill and the inkpot, which has spilled and painted the stones beneath it dark and shiny as Marie’s scales.

I take the quill again. How long have I been gone?

His face twists. “How can you ask that?”

I put my hands together, imploring him. Please. Tell me.

“Nine years.” He almost spits the words. Each of them hammers into me with the force of a physical blow.

Nine years. A whole decade, drowned beneath the sea.

“Eppie!” The voice that calls my name speaks in Mermish, and our heads whip toward it.

Standing shoulder-deep in the water behind us is an old woman, golden roots twining around her neck and through her straggling hair. She holds out a hand toward me. As imperious as Mother herself.

No, no! I’ve been gone weeks—why is it today that they catch me?

My ears pressing back against my skull, I snarl at her. ((Thora.))

As soon as I hear the ugly noise ripping out of my throat, I realize my mistake. Theo goes rigid, his pulse spiking in fear, and the inkpot falls again, spilling the last of its precious contents into the waves.

“Eppie!” Thora repeats, her voice shockingly loud in the quiet morning air. “It’s time.”

((You can’t force me. I’m stronger than you.)) I shoot the words into her head like arrows, as pointed and painful as I can make them. I won’t speak Mermish, not in front of Theo.

The smile she gives me is almost pitying. ((I didn’t come alone, duckie.))

Three heads break the water behind her. Red, purple streaked with pink, and the most distinctive shade of silver-white in the world. Nemri, Ossind, Marie. My sisters, come to take me home.

“I’m sorry,” Marie says in Mermish, too soft for Theo to hear at this distance. “I gave you as long as I could.”

At the sight of them, Theo flinches violently and splashes deeper into the surf to put himself between us. He’s groping at his waist—for a knife? Since when did my baby brother habitually carry a knife? There’s nothing there and he settles for clenching his fists. “Eppie, who are they?”

I lean back, scratch the word deep in the pebbles. Sisters.

Theo spares it one taut glance, and his face twists in bewilderment and pain. “We don’t have any sisters.”

You don’t, Theo. But I do.

Red eyes watch us, unblinking. ((We only narrowly talked Mother out of sending Sthearle and a full complement of hunters,)) Nemri tells me. ((She was terrified you’d been captured.))

((By my own family?))

((We’re your family, minnow.)) Nemri’s voice is pained. ((I know how confusing it is, in these early stages. But if you have patience, if you wait a while—))

((For what?)) I hiss at her and then wish I could suck the snake-like noise back in when I see Theo shudder. ((For all of them to die of old age? For Mother to smother me with bindings like Annabelle?))

Ossind and Nemri exchange a wide-eyed glance—she shouldn’t know—who told—before they both clamp down and silence the thought. ((I’m sorry if you saw that,)) Nemri says, voice strained. ((I know Annabelle’s mind isn’t… pleasant to witness.))

((How do you think she feels?)) I hook my fingers under the stones and crawl deeper, ready to throw myself at anyone who gets close enough to threaten Theo. Nemri and Ossind wouldn’t hurt him deliberately, but he’s a lot more breakable than we are.

Only Thora is wading through the surf toward us. Theo raises his fists, torn between fear and determination—an expression so like the little brother I knew that I don’t know how I ever thought he’d changed.

((Be sensible, duckie,)) Thora says, and behind her Nemri calls out again.

((We need you. The eggs are dying, Eppie. Maybe just in our colony. Maybe everywhere. What if we can save them?))

I scoff. ((I don’t give a rat’s tail about the eggs. Mother won’t even be laying again for another eighty years.))

((You’re wrong.)) Nemri’s voice is low and urgent. ((Mother thinks she’ll be ready to lay soon. It shouldn’t happen so quickly after last time, but with no babies for the reef to nourish, she’s spawning again.))

For Nemri, I realize, that is the strongest argument. Nothing else matters, nothing, when our unborn sisters are at risk.

Thora is almost out of the water now, face to face with Theo. She’s standing tall—virtually unchanged from the day I first saw her, while my own Mama has withered. How much of that was age, and how much the loss of me? Thora said the change didn’t work on her, but she’s a lot more like us than her two legs imply.

“Be sensible, duckie,” she says in English. “You don’t belong here. How can you stay?”

((Mother told us to bring you back,)) Ossind says, and she shows me what Nemri didn’t have the courage to. It was a binding. Doled out with the casual affection that Mother throws around like loose pennies—she’s my daughter, I want her back under the sea where she belongs. No matter what it takes.

I can see that none of them want to fight, but if I force them, they will. They have to. I’m going back under the sea with them, no matter what it takes.

My gaze flicks back to my delicate little human brother, to the hummingbird heart that flutters in his chest, to the blood we can all smell. The poison that will transform us into ravening beasts as soon as the first drop hits the water.

All at once, the fight leaves me. I don’t know what I was thinking, coming back here. I’m not my own person anymore. I belong to them. To Mother.

I swim deeper, to Theo’s side. I put my hand into his and squeeze just once. Goodbye, Theo.

Hardly daring to take his eyes off Thora, he glances down at me. When he registers the expression on my face, he stares. “No,” he says. “You cannot be serious.”

Mute as Marie, I shake my head. I let him go.

My sisters surge forward to meet me. Nemri puts a hand on my arm, half-comfort and half-escort. Thora hooks an arm around my neck with a casual ease that suggests she is used to being carried by stronger swimmers, but the symbolism of it does not escape me. Back into the yoke I go. Only Marie’s gentle touch on my hand is welcome. Only she has a soul free of Mother’s taint. Only she would help me fight for Theo, if she could.

If there is a balm to all this horror, if there is a shred of hope in this mess, it is her. She told me she stalled them as long as she could. My days above the surface were wasted in the search, but it is thanks to her I have had even this modicum of time with my brother.

“Eppie, wait!” Theo is splashing after me, up to his neck in the surf. “Don’t go!”

But Nemri’s hand is tight around my bicep, and Marie’s fingers are still interlaced with mine. They are drawing me out into deeper water, and I can’t resist them. I don’t think I should. They are my family too. They need me too.

Theo’s voice cracks in desperation. “You can’t leave again!”

((You have to be strong,)) Nemri says firmly. ((For him. For us.))

“Eppie!” Theo’s voice has risen almost to a scream. He sounds like the little boy I left. “Eppie!”

Moving as one, my sisters and I slide beneath the waves. The ocean swallows me along with the sound of his cries. The tears behind my inner eyelids sting my eyes, but I don’t blink them away. I need this pain. I deserve it.
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REPARATION

Theo is gone, and only my new life remains. My mission, my duty to Mother and our colony.

After Nemri tastes the revulsion in my mind, the love of Mother warring with the dread, she doesn’t suggest we go back to the colony. We say our farewells in the open ocean. I am, after all, back under the sea where I belong. The conditions of the binding are met, and the pressure on their minds eases.

“We’re going north to Colonia Oene,” Nemri says, holding me so tightly that it hurts. I don’t ask if it’s another binding that drives her, or simple obedience. I’m not sure I want to know. “And Mother wants you to go to Dremne. With… everything, it might be best for you to give her some space for a while. To let her give you space too. Don’t you think so, Eppie?”

She sounds so like Theo in that moment. So small and so lost. Desperately trying to do what is right and eke out a way forward for a family who is dependent on her.

All she wants is my approval, my agreement, but I have to ask. Silently, in a voice meant only for her, because I know already what her answer will be.

((You could come with me.))

She hesitates, and for a moment I think she might give in. If there is any justice in the world, she will come. Marie and I are facing a journey of unimaginable length, and losing two siblings at once would be too much.

The silence stretches, and she won’t meet my eyes. ((I can’t.))

I could retaliate; the words are right there. You mean you won’t. You do what Mother needs without question, but what about what I need? I don’t understand how you can trust her so absolutely. She can control your thoughts, Nemri.

But Nemri has made up her mind. She loves me less. It’s as simple as that. Mother can offer her what I can’t: the phantom girl with the red barbels, beaming up at her with the sunny adoration of a child. I dreamed of a reunion with my brother; well, Nemri has dreams too.

With an effort, I make myself strong for her. “I know,” I agree. “And I won’t be alone. Marie will be with me.”

From behind Ossind, she smiles at me. It’s the slow-dawning smile I have so missed, sweet as honeysuckle on the tongue. It’s not enough to fix how I feel, the clawing despair in my breast, but it is something.

((I could go with them,)) Thora offers, silenced by her breathing flower again.

“Thank you, Thora,” Nemri says, and I can feel that she means it. The old territorial overtone is gone, and only affection remains. “But given Colonia Dremne’s attitude toward people who look like humans… I really don’t think that’s a good idea.”

Thora chuckles ruefully. ((I suppose you’re right.))

And so we part. It’s strangely anticlimactic after the heart-wrenching end to my reunion with Theo. A few clasped hands, a few sympathetic thoughts about the colony-mother we share and the obligation we owe her, a fierce little blaze of love from Nemri, and they are gone. My sisters and my shoal-sister, vanishing in two different directions into the dark of the deep ocean.

Only Marie remains, her pale light like a star in the abyss.

I could turn back right now. Marie would go with me, I think. I could return to that desolate beach and the brother I abandoned, and I could try to make him understand. But how long would it last, until Mother realized? My sisters would return, and the whole tragedy would repeat. And despite myself, I still love my second family. I’ve shirked my duty to them too long already, and I have a task to fulfil.

Side by side, we swim south, following the waymarks Nemri showed me.

We sleep and we hunt and we swim, all in perfect silence. Marie lets me think. Gives me time to heal. To grieve. I take comfort in the quiet solidity of her presence. She’s always there, shining brighter than anything else in these desolate depths. Never more than a heartbeat away. Once or twice, when I am close to tears, she brushes her fins against mine. She doesn’t speak, but she hums to me: strange old melodies I have never heard before, and her voice makes the echo of Theo’s last tortured cry a little more bearable.

Only once does she stray from my side. “I’m going to find us something to eat,” she murmurs. “Wait here for me, Eppie.”

Numbly, I nod. Papa is dead, and I am lost. I hang still and silent in the empty ocean until Marie’s light returns to me. She presses half a dead eel into my hands, and I chew mechanically when she asks. Once the bones are sinking away, cracked and sucked dry of the marrow, Marie leads me onward, and I follow, wrapped in the safety of her silent companionship once more.

“Surely we’ll be there soon,” she says at last, after days have passed.

With an effort, I bring Nemri’s memories of the journey to the forefront of my mind. Ten days’ swim south, using the extinct volcano as a landmark three-quarters of the way there. Another three days southeast, following an old rift along the seabed. We’re down deep here, following the crevasse, which makes it hard to track the days, but I think Marie is right. We should be coming across the colony within the next few hours.

If I had the energy, I would be grateful to Marie for waiting until the last possible minute to break our little bubble of quiet. She gave me as much space as she could.

“Yes,” is all I say aloud.

There is another long stretch of quiet. Is there something about mermaid physiology, I wonder, that pushes us toward complacency? Is that what makes us happy to swim, simply enjoying the flow of water through our barbels and over our skin? Is that what made me waste nine years of my life—of my brother’s life, my father’s life—down there in the gilded cage Mother built for me?

Finally, Marie slows her pace. Dipping down to the chasm to hover over the edge of it. She has followed me so closely these past few days that I’m compelled to do the same. Together we stare into a dark so black even our night vision cannot penetrate it.

When Marie looks over at me, her eyes are perfect black orbs ringed only by the tiniest edge of silver-white. “I think we need to… talk, before we get there. A little.”

I should be happy that she cares enough to ask. But the prospect of talking about my feelings right now… this swirling tempest inside me, this mess that threatens to spew out every time I open my mouth… I can’t think of anything I’d like less.

She shifts a little closer to me. The soft swishing of her fins stabilizing her is a comforting rhythm, like a heartbeat. “Tell me what happened.”

She is so soft. Everything about her. Her presence. I want to trust her. I want to trust anyone, and Marie’s isolated mind suddenly feels like the only safe haven left in the world.

I finally say it: the burden I’ve been carrying since Hwenfirth. “My father died.” The words hang in the water, almost solid enough to touch. Without them I’m both lighter and heavier, all at the same time.

“I know how you feel.”

That fleeting feeling of safety evaporates. Rearing back, I almost sneer at her. “You know how it feels to lose a father?”

She pauses. “No. Of course not. But… my mother…”

I snort. “Was a colony-mother just like Adastrea. Probably the world’s better off.” There is a beat, while I realize the hideousness of what I just said and turn pale. “Oh, First Mother, Marie, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean—”

“No,” she says, in a very strange tone of voice. “Perhaps you’re right. All I mean is… I do know how it feels to lose a parent. Someone you love more than anything.”

It’s more than that, though. A father, a mother, a brother, a life. Everything I thought I would be. Twice over. I’d grown accustomed to Colonia Adastrea. I was happy there. But without the first of those bindings, and what I saw in Annabelle’s mind—Mother changed the very deepest parts of me with a flick of her fingers. She rewrote me like a story. How can I trust anything I felt there? How can I learn to accept my lot in life, when I know I only stopped fighting because she ordered me to?

“I wish none of it had ever happened,” I say miserably, and I don’t know if I mean my transformation, or my awakening from the pretty dream Mother crafted for me.

“I’m sorry.” Marie’s voice is thick, and she reaches for me at the same moment I reach for her.

Arms interlinked, we let ourselves sink toward the sea floor and lie with our chins resting on the cliff edge. Staring down into nothing.

“You’re getting closer to undoing it,” says Marie suddenly. “You can get back to how you were before. Up here.”

She taps my forehead with a talon and I laugh quietly.

But her face turns serious. “I mean it. You saw through one of her bindings. Why not the rest?”

And as much as I want to protest that she’s wrong, that Mother loves me and always, always knows what’s best for me, I can’t deny that deep in my gut I feel like she’s right. There’s a kernel of truth in that accusation. More than a kernel. You are safe here with your family. You don’t want to leave us. However lovingly, Mother does control us.

I hang my head. “I can’t fight it. And she’ll never—she won’t take it back. She thinks she’s helping me.” And maybe she is. Mother is over a thousand years old. She knows more than I ever will.

“You don’t need her to,” Marie insists, raising herself up, barbels flaring in her agitation. “You’re not in the colony anymore, with her breathing down your neck. You’re hundreds of miles out of her range. Just make the decision yourself. It’s as easy as that.”

She’s getting more passionate, but somehow I can’t summon the mental energy to think about any of it. Mother and her mastery of my mind don’t seem to matter when I think of Theo forsaken, Mama blinded, and Papa… dead.

I turn my face away, hiding it in the crook of my elbow. “I don’t think I want to talk about it anymore.”

Marie sighs heavily. She doesn’t push the subject any further, but I feel a strange anger building inside me. She has no right to withdraw her sympathy now, at the moment I need it the most. Her silent judgement is almost worse than her demands.

“I should have known you wouldn’t understand,” I flare up at her. “Your colony-mother died when you were a baby. And it’s not like anyone can—”

I stop myself before I can finish the sentence. And it’s not like anyone can bind you, I’d been going to say. But it’s too far. Too much. Marie is maimed and muted, and as furious I am, I can’t throw that in her face.

Her lips tighten as she puts the pieces together and infers what I was going to say. “You think I have it easy?” she challenges me.

I deflate. I am being cruel: lashing out at the only person still brave enough to remain at my side. “All I meant was… at least you know your thoughts are your own. I’m sorry.”

“Yes,” she says, her voice suddenly small and sad. “All my own.”

All on my own, she means.

I lean a little closer and brush my flukes against hers. Diffusing the tension. Both of us are at the end of our reserves here.

“I’m sorry you’re being forced into this,” I tell her. “The eggs, Colonia Dremne… it’s not your fight.”

“Is it yours?” One last challenge, delivered in a voice now more somber than defiant.

“They’re my family,” I say firmly. “It doesn’t matter how it started.”

Having lost one family already, I need to cling to the one that remains. If you wait a while, Nemri said, and she was right. In a little while, just the first tenth of this new life that unspools before me, every human I ever knew will pass from the world. But my sisters will remain. And I won’t reject that, no matter how conflicted I feel about Mother. The night is long, and I will need them.

Seeming unwilling to pursue it any further, Marie just nods.

“How do you feel about this trip, really?” In my mad rush to get back home, I never stopped to ask her. And since my return to the sea… well, I’ve been more focused on the quiet solace of her presence than her feelings.

She lifts one shoulder and lets it fall. “If this is the price I have to pay to earn my place in the colony, I’m willing.”

“You don’t have to earn anything,” I object. “You’re one of us now.”

Marie smiles very faintly, but doesn’t answer.

I should accept that for what it is—an ending of the topic—but I can’t bear the idea that she thinks she’s only with us on sufferance. “Mother would never have let you go on a mission as important as this if she didn’t trust you as much as her own daughters.”

She gives me an inscrutable look. “Like you, you mean.”

The thought that Nemri tried to hide from me flashes into my mind. The most expendable.

“Yes,” I say uncomfortably. “Like me.”

Marie turns back to the chasm, staring into the dark while I lie still, turning it all over in my mind. Annabelle’s memories. My sisters’ lust for flesh. Theo’s desperation. Mother’s love. The latter is real. I’ve felt it, bottomless and true. How could that be faked?

And yet… I can’t escape the comparison between Mother and my human family. Theo has mourned me for years, but he never gave up. Mother places and cuts bindings as required—or is it as they suit her? And she sends me out into the wilderness to fend for myself. Theo would never do that. Mama never would. Even Papa… even him.

You are safe here with your family. This is your home. You don’t want to leave us. Maybe my loyalty to them sprang originally from Mother’s command, but the love I feel for them is real. And I know it flows both ways. I’ve experienced their love for me a thousand times: from Nemri, from Ossind, from every sister in the colony. Even from Mother herself. And none of them were subject to bindings.

But Theo loves me too. Mama and—no. Just Mama and Theo, now. And that never needed any bindings at all.

I love my sisters, and they love me. Just like Mother said, we’re a family. But for the first time, I’m beginning to wonder if that’s enough.

“Enough of this,” Marie says, very quietly. “You need to rest, Eppie. Close your eyes. Don’t just sleep. Let yourself rest.”

I feel a muscle in my jaw tremble, and I have to force my teeth not to grind together. Relax. What will happen if I let myself go again? Another blur of time, another nine years lost. Yet what other choice is there? I have already lost my brother for the second time. I am so weary, and by basking in Marie’s silent companionship I was already halfway to my old obliviousness. Living in the moment, at the cost of everything else. Nemri promised me once that human things would cease to matter to me; I should have believed her.

Marie’s hand brushes my temple, her fingers skimming through my barbels. Her voice is the soft rustle of wind through the scrubby grass in the meadows by the River Hwen. “I’m here, Eppie. You are safe. I promise.”

Her words weave a nest around us, an illusory shelter, and against all my instincts, I feel myself unwinding. My eyelids flutter closed, and my entire being narrows down to the feeling of her hand amidst my barbels. Safe.

A mistake.

With the bubble of silence popped, the numbness has receded, and I know as soon as my eyes slip closed that the nightmares will return. It’s too late to resist; I am already paralyzed, the darkness behind my eyelids pushes me down into the seabed, impossibly heavy. My breath rushes out through my gills, and I am lost.
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It is the same as it always was. In every dream, I drown.

But this time, I know the face that laughs over my shoulder, the arm that holds me tight against her, talons digging into the soft flesh of my belly. Her other hand is in my barbels, holding to hurt now instead of comfort as Marie did. I struggle, and she smiles wider. A wicked grin full of sharp white fangs, her red eyes gleaming like a wolf’s.

Myre has come back to finish what she started.

A morass of faces, screaming, reaching for me from every side. Papa is there, withered and rotting. Mama too, her eyes as white as Marie’s, but she sees nothing: not even me. I am sobbing for her help, but the water steals my voice away and Mama cannot hear me. Theo too, sweet Theo, both the child and the man, the hopeful and the bitter, the buoyant and the broken. And around them, Mother’s eggs are withering, lights flickering out. The babies are dying, and Theo dies with them, a single pale flower amidst a crop of wilting red berries.

All of them need me, and I am failing them.

“No, no, no!” The last of my air expunged in one single useless scream, and Myre laughs as she drags me deeper. She laughs as she breaks my bones and breathes in the sweet red fog of my blood, and I can taste it too, suffocating and starving all at once.

An iron band around my lungs, squeezing tighter and tighter. In every dream, I drown. I shudder and choke and the life leaves me. I see my soul slip away, bright and phantasmal. It leaves me, for heaven or hell I do not know, and I remain behind.

And then at the bottom of it all, past the point where my straining lungs collapse and the darkness takes me, Marie comes for me. The way she emerges from the liquid night, her white eyes shining like beacons, I think perhaps she is the darkness. Lady Night sailing out from the pages of Beneventi’s opera, the goddess Nyx come to claim me for her own.

She stoops down to me, and her lips part as she smiles. Tiny bubbles shiver out as she breathes, and the focus of my world narrows to those plump lips, a darker and richer gray than the winter-rose skin of her cheeks.

((Marie,)) I say, the word a plea.

((Eppie,)) she answers, and for the first time I taste her mind.

It is a revelation. She is kind. She is warm, and loving, and her thoughts are like the Damascus steel that Lucy Craig once told me Excalibur was forged from. Layer upon layer, fold upon fold, secrets and emotions and sly whispered jokes that only I can understand. Each and every sensation unfurls as I listen, and she opens herself to me.

((Know me,)) she says, both invitation and promise.

((I do.))

She gathers me into her arms, my fairy queen, and her barbels wrap me in a shifting cloud of white ribbon. Her embrace does not crush or confine. She supports me. She lets me hold her, lets me feel every inch of her body from head to tail-tip as we twist ourselves closer. I feel her breath on my face, taste the sweetness of it in my mouth, and finally I can breathe again too. I am not drowning now. She leans her forehead against mine, nuzzling, seeking, and then her lips brush against my own.

Marie of Colonia Caria kisses me.

Heaven. Eden. Elysium. She tastes ambrosial. She moves like a butterfly, so soft, so gentle, like she thinks I will crack into pieces if she handles me too roughly. I have never been touched like this before. I think, before this moment, before Marie, I have never been touched at all.

I kiss her. My hands are in her barbels and her white eyes are everything in the world to me. She chooses me, and I choose her.

She exhales, panting against my skin, and suddenly the heat of it is scorching, burning hotter than the fires of my transformation. It’s so much more immediate than anything else I have ever felt, and I reel back.

My eyes are open now, I am awake, and Marie is staring at me.

((Marie?)) I ask, then again. “M-Marie?”

“It was… a nightmare,” she says at last, her eyes searching my face. “Go back to sleep, Eppie. We’re safe here.”

My heart is pounding like it will burst out of my chest, but I can do nothing other than obey. I pillow my head on my arm and try to keep my eyes safely shut, burning with curiosity to see if she will be watching me if I look. Was it real? The question reverberates in my head like the slapping of the water against the stone walls of the air-chambers where Thora dwells. Was it real? Was it real?

Sleep takes me again before I find the answer.
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“Rise and shine, slugabed.”

The words are edged with malice, and the prick of claws in the soft flesh of my jugular is more than painful enough to jolt me awake. My eyes open onto the sight of a dimly familiar face, barbels yellow as corn and eyes like a summer sky. It takes me a moment to place her: the same mermaid who attacked Nemri and I on our hunting trip, who almost killed us for the sake of a few salmon. Panic swells in me, and I try to turn my head to see if Marie is safe, but the blonde girl’s claws keep me firmly in place.

I barely restrain the impulse to snarl. “You again.”

“Funny,” she sneers, “that’s exactly what I was going to say. You turn up more often than a bad penny.”

For a second I expect Nemri to correct her; I’m too used to being the only mermaid who uses human sayings. Even as I’m taking in the situation around me, part of me is focused on how bizarre it is not to be the only land-born present.

At first glance, things look bad. I’m lying immobile at the edge of the chasm, my chest ground painfully into the stone by the weight on my back, the blonde girl swimming in place to generate the force to keep both of us pushed down. And, of course, there’s the claws on my throat and the gleaming teeth only an inch farther away. At least Marie is still beside me; now that I’m listening I can hear the panicked thump of her heart.

Gills flapping, I take a few deep breaths, trying to calculate a response that won’t anger my attacker further. This isn’t the time to attempt to unravel the tangled mess of my dreams, but my thoughts still jink reflexively in that direction, and my mind is still spinning with that one great question: was it real? Straining against the hands that hold me, I finally manage to turn my head to look at Marie. Her fangs are bared, her expression hopeless and frustrated in equal measure. Her position is much the same as my own, crushed beneath the blonde girl’s constant shadow, the freckled farmer girl.

“We come in peace,” I say through gritted teeth. “Envoy from Adastrea.”

“Isn’t that exactly what two spies stupid enough to get caught would say?” the blonde counters in a tone that is almost good-natured.

“Why would we be sleeping this close to your colony if we were trying to spy?”

Any response from her is cut off by the burly girl. “Uh, Des?”

“Desdemona,” snaps her blonde sister. “How many times, Agnes?”

“Desdemona,” says Agnes, with deliberate emphasis, “this one doesn’t have a seed.”

Desdemona goes very still. Her weight on me decreases as she floats upward, straining to see Marie without releasing me. “What?”

Agnes puts a hand into Marie’s barbels, swatting at them as they frantically weave and knot themselves in an effort to protect her injury. Marie’s face is pale and panicked, her eyes huge.

Acting on sheer instinct, I rear back and plant an elbow into the soft flesh of Desdemona’s belly. “Don’t you dare touch her!”

She grunts in pain but clenches her fist around my throat while the claws of her free hand dig into my shoulder. Even my rubbery skin will have to surrender at some point, and I see the first few beads of silver appearing in the water around her claws.

“Stop,” I insist, both hands clenched around her forearm. “How would you like to have something like that prodded at?”

Desdemona glowers. “If I had such strong feelings about it, I’d start with not trespassing on someone else’s territory.”

But Agnes looks regretful, and she stops trying to force her way to Marie’s seed. “We should take them to Mother.”

Desdemona’s scowl deepens. “I was just about to say that.”

Instead of flaring back at her, Agnes just bows her head. “Sorry, Des.”

“Ugh.” Desdemona yanks me upright and gives me a little shake. “No tricks, understand? I’ll kill you before I let you escape.”

I remember the night of the shipwreck, and I try not to think of the little girl vanishing into a cloud of swarming mermaids. This is not a colony known for their mercy. When Desdemona drags me along behind her, I comply.

Colonia Dremne is both familiar and alien. Red coral, jutting upward in tower shapes instead of the low familiar ring of Colonia Adastrea. Instead of the swollen flowers Mother favors, everything is dominated by crimson seagrass, interspersed with the occasional tree-like spur of coral branching out from the main stems.

While I do see a number of mermaids with the same red scales as my own sisters, the vast majority are land-born. And there are so many girls. Fair and dark, large and slight, flitting in every direction between the spires of Colonia Dremne. I see more than one child, instantly hustled out of sight by older shoal-sisters, and the sight of them makes me shudder. I know those are not ocean-born babies.

When I manage to catch Marie’s eye over Agnes’s shoulder, she shakes her head at me. A warning: we have to be careful.

((Oh, Desdemona, what have you brought for me?)) Dremne booms in a voice so powerful that even I can hear it before we are anywhere near the throne room.

When we finally reach her, it’s in the base of the tallest tower, in a room with fluted minarets sprouting from the walls and buttresses crisscrossing overhead. Far above us, a single skylight in the very peak of the turret provides Dremne’s only view into the world outside.

Dremne herself could pass for Mother’s twin. The same vermillion scales and blood-red eyes—but instead of loving, hers are cold and calculating. Instantly weighing us up, assessing our value more ruthlessly than a merchant at the market. She’s older, I think, but not by much. She’s only a little larger than Mother is, perhaps a head taller if they were rooted next to one another.

((What is this?)) she repeats when we enter through the little arch underneath one of her behemoth fins. ((Surely you two are not my sister’s daughters.))

Desdemona and Agnes still have hold of us, but I’m finally close enough to take Marie’s hand in mine, and I don’t ever want to let go again.

“We prefer to speak aloud, if that’s alright,” I say, adding after consideration, “Aunt Dremne.”

She laughs as though that title is the funniest thing she’s ever heard. The whole tower quakes with the force of it. “Oh, very well,” she says, presumably having understood the reason why from Agnes or Desdemona. “Tell me why you’re here, little niece.”

In as few words as I can, I explain the mission Mother gave us. I even push forward the image of the eggs, shrivelled and wasted. “Mother wants to know if—if your eggs are the same. If you have any advice.”

To my shock, Dremne begins to laugh again. “Oh dear. Poor little Adastrea. Always the last to catch on.”

The part of me that loves Mother wants to rage at her. To defend the best and most loving parent anyone could ever have—and that’s when I recognize that thought for what it is. One that stems from the bindings, and not from me. I bite back the unnatural impulse, and wait until the water has stopped quivering with her enormous laughter.

“Catch on to what?” I say when it finally ends.

She shrugs. “Anything. She was always a slow little thing. I haven’t laid a viable egg in three hundred years. I get my daughters from the shore now.” She gestures to Desdemona, Agnes, and the other mermaids filtering onto the balconies above. “Aren’t they splendid?”

I hesitate, and Desdemona digs her claws into my back until I nod and agree that yes, her collection of victims is splendid.

“You may live,” Dremne says, and I wonder if Mother ever sounded so cold and mercenary. “And I might even let you go back to my sister, after she’s had a while to miss you. You can stay with my daughters until I reach a decision.”

She waves a hand, and a scowling Desdemona shepherds us away. From over her shoulder, Agnes attempts a friendly smile, but Marie and I interlock our fingers and pretend that we don’t see her, that we don’t see any of them.
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We are kept in a small coral chamber somewhere between a prison cell and a guest room. There are anemones growing on the ledges and we’re brought all the fish we want, but there are always a lot of Colonia Dremne mermaids hanging around, watching us out of the corner of their eyes whenever we move too quickly or stray too close to the cave entrance.

Marie and I spend the time simply. We speak of little nothings, harmless musings and memories, steering carefully clear of dangerous waters. I tell her about Theo when he was very small, and she’s enthralled by my description of Garthisle, the bustling marketplace and the castle, the cobbled road that leads to the square and the cathedral. She describes the few years in her birth colony she can remember, and never, ever ventures into what happened after the hunters came.

I talk about Mother, once or twice, and Marie encourages me.

“Why did she send us here?” she asks me, and I listen to the two answers my mind offers in response.

Because she trusts us. Because we are the most disposable.

I hate that second response. The feeling of disloyalty sticks in my craw.

“Listen to it,” Marie insists. “Explore it.”

The little voice in my head whispers that I am wrong, that Mother is the best mother I could wish for. But I had two parents, and they were the best parents. Mama was… is… a fount of understanding and warmth. And before Papa’s collapse, he was funny, and loving, and eccentric. Even afterward. Mother has been kind, but is it the same thing? Marie tells me that the instinct that says my first loyalty to her is a false one, that I must learn to pick those thoughts out. To uproot them and cut them off when I find them, even if I can never fully stem the flow.

I’m no longer sure what I believe, but Marie seems to accept that as a victory, and always lets me end the conversations when my seed begins to ache.

“You’re doing something I’ve never seen anyone else do,” she whispers, smoothing her hand over my barbels again and again. “You’re working a miracle.”

There are some things we don’t discuss. I don’t dare ask her about that dream, that beautiful moment of heat on the edge of sleep and waking. Was it real? I’m not sure I want to know. Sometimes she looks at me, her eyes luminous white against the red of the coral, and the question comes unbidden. Truth, or dream? But each time I find it on the tip of my tongue, I see Lucy Craig on the beach. I see the disgust in her eyes. We were playing. It is never real. Freak. Each time, I swallow the question again.

Still, I watch her. Every moment I can get away with. I cannot seem to tear my eyes away.

Every day I score a line into a pebble with my talon, to mark the length of our stay here. Agnes brought me the rock when I asked; my first attempt to do it on the living wall of the cave didn’t go down well. Dremne screamed loud enough to shake the earth, and Desdemona was ready to tear out my eyes before Agnes talked her down.

I’m afraid now, of losing days like I did before. Of letting weeks slide into months, of whole years being eaten up before I notice. I try to track the hours, often double-checking with Marie, but every time we sleep adds greater doubt, and I am less certain with every morning we wake. Mermaids live at a slower pace, and I am terrified that Theo is moving on again, leaving me behind.

“Your breakfast, ladies,” Desdemona says each time she appears, while Agnes snickers behind her. But mermaids do not need to eat regularly, and the cod they toss us does little to help my increasingly uncertain calculations.

So far as I can tell, twenty-two days have passed since our arrival. I’m thinking of Theo: what is he doing today? Is he out sailing on that tiny boat, hauling in nets full of flopping silver fish? Is he thinking of me too? I wish I’d said something to him when I had the chance—you have to play again, Theo. Don’t give up. It’s what you were born for.

What was I born for? Once, I might have said my human family. Then my mermaid family. Now I’m not so sure. But when Marie notices the expression on my face, she slides her arm through mine and the terror recedes, as it always does. She makes me feel a little steadier, a little more certain that perhaps I can find a future of my own.

On the twenty-third day of our incarceration, I feel a half-forgotten buzz at the fringes of my mind. I spring to attention: a sister, here! Who has Mother sent? I am so excited it hardly matters. Finally, someone has come to save us.

Despite the thought patterns I have been trying to break, I want to sample the familiar flavors of my sisters’ thoughts, to bask once more in the sensation of being one among many. Marie is teaching me to question my trust in Mother, but I know my love for my sisters is organic.

I turn to Marie, who is lying on her back, staring up at the anemones fanning their tendrils above us. When I tap her fin, she glances across at me. “Hm?”

I point to my seed. No words, in case the sister I can feel is trying to sneak in. We are surrounded by too many listening ears. Too many sharp fangs, for that matter, for any rescue attempt to be successful, but we can’t surrender the element of surprise just yet.

Marie understands instantly and beams, more animated than she has been in weeks. My sister grows closer and closer, and I can see her thoughts now. She’s very focused on what is immediately around her: the water flowing over her body, the feeling of her barbels against her back, the sight of Desdemona swimming alongside her, face sour as lemons. Not a covert rescue operation, then. Another ambassador.

I still can’t tell who it is.

My hopes are soaring sky-high as I see the door to our cavern through her eyes, but when the envoy from Colonia Adastrea finally swims through the door of our jail and offers me a horribly familiar smile, my blood runs cold.

Why would Mother send her? The one mermaid I still can’t comfortably spend time with—the only sister in the colony who still makes my flesh break out in goosebumps. The shark-smile from my nightmares, the force that drags me down—

Myre.

She offers me another icy smile. ((Hello, stranger.))

I stare into her blood-red eyes, and I think of Theo splashing hopelessly through the waves after me. Trying to save me when I cannot save myself. There are no words with which I can answer.

“Myre?” Marie does it for me. “Adastrea sent you?”

The ease with which she covers my weakness warms my heart just enough for it to begin pumping again.

“Of course she did. Two little shrimp got themselves in trouble, but big sister is here to save the day. And despite your bungling, Aunt Dremne tells me that what we feared is correct.” Mercifully, Myre transitions smoothly to verbal communication, and I do my best to tune out the oily undercurrent of her thoughts. Push them down to the back of my mind.

The worst of it is that I know she isn’t evil. I’ve listened to her before, from a distance. Nemri tried to work with me on my fear. She’s shown me memories of Myre being kind to others, sharing her food, teaching those younger than her. She was involved in taking Josephina too, and now they’re friends as well as sisters. It’s only me—and Annabelle, I suppose—who still clings to those first impressions she left.

Myre isn’t wholly cruel, but she was so cruel to me that I can never see her as anything else.

“Did Ossind and Nemri get back from Colonia Oene?” asks Marie.

A tight-lipped nod from Myre as the smile fades. “The same. Four failed clutches in a row.”

A little of Nemri surfaces in her mind, the familiar flavor of those memories catching my attention and drawing me in despite my attempts to tune her out. I see the far north, the frozen world beneath the ice. It is bleakly, barrenly beautiful. Sparkling white as far as the eye can see. I watch Ossind leap above the water, arcing over an ice floe that glitters only half as bright as she does. The most beautiful girl in the world. I see their lips touch, feel Nemri’s eyes close—and her joy is so pure I can almost ignore the sly overtone of Myre that the memory filters through.

“Mother sent me to Aunt Dremne with her next idea,” Myre tells us. “We need someone older than the local colony-mothers, who might remember something like this happening before.”

“Who?” Marie is keeping her tone carefully neutral, but I don’t miss the way she’s put herself in between me and Myre. She knows exactly how I’m feeling, even without the direct conduit into my head that my sister has.

Myre, if she notices my discomfort at all, completely ignores it. “Ossind suggested her birth colony. Colonia Cueye.”

Another borrowed memory pops into her head. Ossind’s this time. Warm shallow water, sandbanks and tropical fish. A wide shallow reef, teeming with life, hundreds of sisters, colorful as the bright fish they’re chasing.

“Ossind claims her mother is a direct descendant,” Myre says. “Some sort of great-granddaughter.”

Marie exchanges a glance with me. “Of… of who?”

“The First Mother, of course.” Without giving us any time to process that—the apparent existence of someone I thought was a myth, or even simpler than that, just a way for mermaids to swear—Myre plows on. “And Mother wants you two to go.”

“Why?” The word is the first I have spoken aloud.

So far, Marie and I have proven ourselves absolutely useless on long-distance dangerous adventures. We can’t fight, we’re apparently abominable at diplomacy. We don’t have the experience for these delicate missions. There are mermaids like Myre and Sthearle available, brutal and efficient, yet Mother is sending us. She must… she must hate me. I can see no other reason why. She wants to be rid of me so badly that she’s willing to send us to the ends of the earth rather than let me come home.

Myre shrugs. ((How should I know? I’m not the colony-mother.)) The thought slips out. Aloud, she corrects herself. “You’re old hands at it now, aren’t you?”

The subtext is clear: if you’re a daughter of the colony, if you are our sister, be quiet and do as you’re told.

Myre swims away to petition Dremne for our release, and Dremne agrees so carelessly that I suspect she’d forgotten she had us in her dungeons until the moment Myre mentioned us. Myre passes on directions from Ossind and a single message to me from Nemri. Look after yourself, minnow. No explanation as to why she cannot join us herself at last. Those few scant words are all the goodbye I will get.

Her work completed, Myre leaves without a backward glance, taking with her the foul memories, the trauma, and the last vestiges I had of a home.

Desdemona and Agnes escort us to the edge of the reef. “To make sure you actually leave,” growls Desdemona, but Agnes smiles apologetically, taking the sting from her sister’s words.

The relief I feel when the last red tunnel dwindles behind us is like a physical weight lifting from my chest. I’m ready to put as much distance between us and Colonia Dremne as possible, but Marie wants to hunt.

“I’ll join you,” I offer at once, suddenly ravenous for fresh fish caught by my own hands instead of delivered to me dead and cold.

To my surprise, she refuses. “I just need to stretch my fins a bit,” she says apologetically, and I accede at once. How can I begrudge her a bit of time alone, after we’ve spent so long cooped up in the same cave?

So I hunt alone in the waters near Colonia Dremne. Agnes emerges from the tunnels again and offers me help—she hints that she may be offering me more than that—but she isn’t pushy, and accepts my gentle rejection.

“If you’re sure,” she says, glancing back over one well-toned shoulder, the freckled skin taut over the smooth muscles beneath. One eyebrow raised, her fangs straight and even as she smiles.

Away from Desdemona, there is a confidence to her that I have not seen before. It’s not unattractive, but… I shake my head again. “Sorry, cousin. I’m sure.”

As I finish my second eel, my mind is still spinning with the implications of it. I’ve been propositioned. By a girl. Horrible things have happened to me, but there are some aspects of my new life that are still too wonderful to be believed. I think of Marie, the half-remembered taste of her in my dream, and I feel myself grow warm all over. Perhaps someday, the impossible won’t stay that way.

Once Marie returns, carrying a flipper of leftover seal meat for me, we don’t linger. Colonia Cueye waits for us, and there’s no turning back.

“You could go home, instead,” Marie suggests, but her voice lacks conviction.

“Could I?”

Would Theo be glad to see me, after how we last parted? Would he welcome me back? And if something else has happened—if Mama is—no. I can’t. Not yet. The years I missed, the way he sobbed my name at the end. The anger on his face, so bitter and so broken.

I think it’s kinder if I stay away.

And if I go back to my other home, to Colonia Adastrea, leaving my mission incomplete… what waits for me there? Will Mother take Theo from me entirely, the way she took the boy in Annabelle’s mind? I don’t want to be like her. The way she replays what little she has, over and over, afraid that to stop will be to lose him entirely.

No. I will do my duty. I will obey my mother. There is no other path left.

So instead of north, we turn toward the constellation Marie tells me is called the Southern Cross.

“Human sailors use it to navigate south,” she says, and I smile. I never get tired of her interest in us. In them. I’m just like she is now. A mermaid with a few human-leaning sympathies.

I suggest that we swim under the stars tonight, instead of diving to follow the string of remembered directions passed from Ossind to Myre to me. Nemri would tell me not to. She’d say it would be a mistake, that I’m not ready for the memories and the conflicted feelings that the night sky will bring. But Nemri isn’t here.

“Oh, yes,” Marie breathes, rivulets of seawater streaming down her face. The surface of the water reflects her light along with the stars overhead.

Side by side, we drift beneath the firmament. Staring up at the night sky with Marie, everything feels a little less terrifying. Vast and beautiful, spangled with stars. Nebulae in colors I’ve never seen before, would never see without these mermaid eyes.

A lazy smile on her face, Marie drifts in a circle, arms fanning out like wings. It’s half a dance, and with her white barbels undulating behind her, I could believe she was an angel, fallen from the heavens into the sea. If Father Rafferty had shown me this and asked me to believe in his god, he might have found success.

“Come on,” she grins. An invitation.

I’m not as graceful as her, but beneath the swollen moon and the jewelled sky, it doesn’t seem to matter. We move as one, and I know that whether the dream was real or not, rejecting Agnes was the best decision I ever made.

Our fingers brush as we rotate past one another, and suddenly she hooks her fingers in mine and pulls me slowly toward her. Watching her full lips, the quick pink flash of a tongue as she wets them, I feel my breath hitch. I put a hand on her waist. Some part of me is still waiting for her expression to change—you’re a freak—but she just waits. Patient as the stars moving overhead.

My heart is pounding; if I wasn’t up to my neck in water I’d be clammy with sweat. But it’s happening. It’s real.

“Isn’t it beautiful?” she murmurs.

“Yes,” I agree, my eyes on her. She chuckles and gestures up to the stars, but after the movement is complete she rests her arms on my shoulders, and suddenly we are embracing.

I follow her gaze upward, and together we watch the slow motion of the celestial spheres. I’m still enraptured by the decadence above us. The array of colors is a bird of paradise compared to the drab sparrows the ocean can offer—but suddenly, Marie stills. Her hand slips loose from mine, she lets me go, and I turn to see.

A ship on the horizon.

Usually Marie’s gray skin is rich and mellow, charcoal or slate. But now all the color vanishes from her face, leaving her ashen. “Hunters,” she whispers through bloodless lips.

When I squint, I can see it. Leagues away, a little blot of square white sails above a darker base. Is it the same ship as before? It’s too far for me to tell, but there’s no doubt in Marie’s expression.

“You’re sure?”

She nods. “Dive.”

We let the waters swallow us, and the starlight fades away. Only Marie remains, a shining white comet in the water, guiding me down into the black.
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When I wake, the water feels tighter against my lungs. We have sunk as we slept, and the miles of ocean above lie heavy on my head.

Marie drifts a short distance away, linked to me only by a barbel twined around one of mine. A safeguard, nothing more, to make certain we aren’t washed away from each other as we sleep—yet I would be lying if I said my whole attention wasn’t focused on that single inch of contact between us.

We have grown closer since we left Colonia Adastrea. Crammed into a single small space in Colonia Dremne, we had nothing to do but talk. Still, a certain divide remains. That dream haunts me like a specter, the question of its veracity always at the back of my mind. I watch the pupils moving rapidly beneath her eyelids, see the gray flesh of her lips parting as she mouths something—is it a name? My name? But whatever word she exhales is too quiet even for my ears, and without a window into her mind, I will never know what she dreams of.

After our last sighting of the hunters’ ship, we learned our lesson. The surface is best left alone. Instead we stay far beneath, deeper than any air-breathing creature could ever survive, be it man or whale. The ocean is wide and desolate, and we have not seen another soul since we left Colonia Dremne. Only endless black waters, and the dim lanterns of our light.

I wait beside her for a while, simply watching her. She tosses and turns, and I tighten the fragile hold of my barbel on hers. I wish I could hold her hand instead.

“No,” she breathes, so clearly that I flinch guiltily back, certain that she has somehow heard the thought.

The movement tears our barbels loose, and she stirs, the whole white mass of her barbels stretching and shivering as they seek what was taken. The frown on her face deepens, and her lips peel back to show her fangs. I am frozen, completely lost as to what I should do. We slept with barbels interlinked to stop ourselves drifting apart: is it wrong, to maneuver myself close to her again now that I am awake?

“No,” she says again, her expression puckering into true distress.

I finally reach a decision: she is having a nightmare, and I must wake her. She has done the same for me before. I reach for her.

She flinches awake at the first brush of my fingers against her wrist, eyes wild and staring.

I draw back, not wanting to frighten her any further. “It’s just me.”

She lets out a breath. “Eppie.” A flip of her fins to right herself, and she rubs her knuckles into her eyes. When she lets her hands fall, the purple bruises under her eyes have not lessened. “I’m sorry. I’m so tired.”

I think of what happened on the surface, the dance and the instant before she saw the hunters. The moment when I thought I might… I push the image away. Days must have passed since then, but this is the first time we have slept. If Marie’s rest has been uneasy, it can only be my fault.

“You didn’t sleep well?”

She shakes her head. “I was… I kept watch for a while.”

“I’m sorry I took you away from Colonia Adastrea,” I say awkwardly. “I know how much you wanted a colony again.”

She sighs, suddenly impatient. “I don’t need a colony, Eppie.”

A statement so at odds with what she’s said before that it makes no sense at all. She said this journey was the price for her place in Colonia Adastrea. And I’ll never forget what she told me the first time we met: it’s been so long since I’ve seen anyone. I miss my sisters. Why would she lie now?

I find my answer in the way her expression gentles as she watches the turmoil on my face. She’s trying to spare my feelings. I flush and let the subject drop. It’s impossible to challenge her when she’s lying for my sake.

“We should keep moving,” she says eventually. “We’ve got a long way to go yet.”

“If you want to rest again…”

“No. I’ll be fine.”

She does not look fine, her delicate skin stretched too tight over her cheekbones, her usual softness turned almost gaunt. But I bow my head, and we swim on.

If not for the lack of stars, we could be swimming in the inky blackness of the night sky. In a couple of days we will need to descend all the way to the sea floor to check for the next of Ossind’s landmarks. A mountain, this time, lost beneath the ocean just as we are. In the meantime, there is only this. Featureless and fathomless, an eternity of dusk.

“Eppie!” From out of nowhere, Marie slams into me, her arms snapping around my waist as she drags me back. The wind is knocked out of me, and I catch only a glimpse of something long and serpentine looming from the darkness, its trailing edge caught in Marie’s light.

She saw it only a moment before I did, and her first instinct was to save me.

I can’t make sense of what I’m looking at, and Marie is still towing me, her tail pumping hard enough for both of us. The sensation of her arms against my naked flesh is what sticks out to me the most in that moment, even more than the strange creature weaving its vine-like limbs through the water. Marie pulses brighter, flaring in her distress, and I see it clearly. A huge beast, a morass of tentacles topped with an anvil-shaped head and flapping fins. It moves like a queen, like a priest swinging a censer in procession at the cathedral.

“It’s alright, Marie,” I say softly. This creature is too slow and too graceful to pose any kind of threat.

Still, she does not release me, and I am not about to object.

As it wends its way slowly deeper, each trailing tentacle slowly crosses the circle of our light. It is almost as long as Mother—I did not know any animal but whales could hope to match her size. The ten limbs radiate out from the body like rays of starlight, each speckled with grasping suckers that seem to palpate independently. I can hear the glacial beat of its heart, slower than the growth of an old oak.

Gradually, it sinks out of sight, the last tentacles swishing white as the streamer-ribbon eels that stalk the waters near Colonia Adastrea. A great, slow version of Marie’s own pale barbels, scaled up to colony-mother proportions.

As suddenly and silently as it appeared, it is gone, and I am wrapped tight in Marie’s arms, my back against her chest. Slowly, cautiously, I turn my head toward hers, and I feel the breath from her neck-gills against my ear.

“I’m sorry,” she says, and at last she releases me. Why is one of us always apologizing?

I swivel in the water to face her. She watches me, silent and pale as the giant who left us. She is less than a handspan away. The warm water of our breath mingles between us.

Another moment, another dance along the brink. We study each other, Marie and I, waiting to see who will be the first to move. I don’t think I can do it. Not after that perfect moment on the surface beneath the stars, when I thought it would finally happen.

We have not come close to each other in this way since before Colonia Dremne. That dream, whether it was true or not, carved an invisible line between us, and I am petrified to be the one to cross it. If it is all in my head, if she doesn’t want me—freak—I cannot take the risk. It’s possible she feels exactly the same, and that risk sends me into such a whirlpool of uncertainty that I am more immobilized than ever.

Safer to wait. Better to wait, even if sometimes I feel I will explode with the urgency thrumming in my veins. Let her come to me, when she is ready. I have learned already the cost of being the one to advance too far.

Marie swallows, her clear second eyelids coming down over her pale pupils half a second ahead of her outer eyelids. Without her eyes on me, the spell is broken, and I finally master myself enough to draw back.

I can wait for her.

She turns away from me, and swims on. The sea stretches out in every direction, a thousand miles and a thousand more.
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RESTORATION

Marie crests the waves like a dolphin, cutting through the foam and leaving a spreading wake behind her. The water is brilliant aquamarine, the sand a perfectly creamy yellow. Jewel-colored fish flit beneath us. Tiny white clouds are scudding overhead.

Marie’s monochrome tones don’t look out of place here in this riot of color: there’s a raven-blue sheen to the black of her scales and a pearlescent gleam in her barbels. Like the rainbow around us has brought out the color in her.

I dip back down, trailing my claws through the sand. It puffs out behind me like the gauzy skirts of a gown. The water here on the sandbar is so shallow and clear that when I roll onto my back and watch the clouds scrolling past, it feels almost as though I’m swimming through the summer sky. The only flaw in the illusion is the school of fish shimmering overhead like butterflies.

The others are still splashing up ahead, so I make an effort and surge after them, diving in and out of the water in a clumsy approximation of the half-swim, half-jump gait that all the Colonia Cueye mermaids have perfected. I suck in one quick breath, and then I’m bursting up into the air. A momentary flood of sensations—the shrieking of the birds, the melodious hum of Izabel’s voice, the emerald blaze of the trees crowding along the shoreline—and then I’m back down under the water, scattering fish like shining pieces of broken glass.

Even after everything I’ve experienced, this place is magical. Hwenfirth’s yorkstone buildings and biting winds might as well be on another planet. The air here is as warm and humid as a pot boiling over the fire, and both land and sea teem with life. The rich, moist scent of the rainforest assaults my senses every time I breach the water: a hundred smells layered into one. Birds as bright as the fish chatter on the branches as they watch the four of us steam past.

((Not far now.)) Iracema’s blue skin and fuchsia fins are as bright as everything else, always dancing just out of reach ahead of us. All the Colonia Cueye sisters are quicker than greyhounds when they skim the surface. The shallows offer gentle currents and easy navigation, and as a result everyone swims at the speed of a runaway carriage.

“How many do you think there’ll be in the nesting tree?” Izabel asks, her shorter fins meaning she pumps her tail vigorously to keep pace with Iracema.

Izabel’s subtler colors mark her as land-born, same as me, but as she proudly told me when I arrived, she’s been here so long she barely remembers the land. I thought it safer not to ask how old she was when she arrived here, or if she came willingly.

Iracema shrugs, still focused on swimming. ((It’s breeding season. There’ll be plenty.))

Iracema is a lot older than Izabel, and though I think she’s been making an effort for Marie, she lapses back into thought-speak more often than not. Hearing thoughts across the inter-colony divide is as unnerving as ever: the deliberate statement without the corresponding emotions and images. I think I’d rather just listen with my ears. At least then I wouldn’t be left feeling like I heard only a quarter of what she said. Still, I dutifully repeat the words to Marie, more to make the point to Iracema than because I think Marie is dying to hear them.

When we arrived, relying on the snippets of Ossind’s memories that Myre passed on to guide us, Izabel was the first to greet us. There was no snarling, none of the suspicion that Colonia Dremne received us with. Instead there was Izabel and her sunny smile, her bright brown eyes and her delight that Ossind’s sisters have come to visit at last.

She dragged Iracema out to meet us that same morning. “She’s Ossind’s older shoal-sister,” she said brightly, “and you’re practically Ossind’s younger shoal-sister, since she’s with your real shoal-sister. That makes all of us family!”

In the four days since—and I am certain of that this time, since we are always within sight of the sky here at Colonia Cueye—Izabel’s joy has not abated, and she has hardly left our side. Iracema’s companionship is less cheerful, but she is kind enough. We have not seen their colony-mother yet, only a daughter who guards the door to her throne room. ((She’s still sleeping,)) Ahuic tells us, every morning when we ask.

“It’s normal for colony-mothers to sleep,” Iracema said when I questioned how much longer it might be. “Especially one of Mother’s age.”

“How old is she?”

“Over three thousand,” she answered, with obvious pride. “But she still lays on her regular schedule. Healthy clutches. Only a little smaller than they were when she was younger. Whatever issue the northern colonies are having, Mother isn’t affected.”

I am trying to be patient, but I have travelled half the world to be here, and I need the answers only Cueye can give. A being who has lived as long as she has must know something. Mother’s clutch is coming. I’m running out of time. I made a promise, and I intend to keep it.

A cool hand on my arm brings me back to the present.

“Eppie,” Marie says soothingly, dropping back to my side as the others forge ahead. “There’s no use fretting. Worrying won’t wake her up any faster.”

She knows me too well.

“But if Cueye wakes up and we’re not there?” I’m trying to be rational, I am, but the longer it takes the more unsettled I grow. Mother is… she’s not perfect. I know that. She bound me and changed me, but it’s so hard to stop loving someone. I don’t want to let her down.

“Then Ahuic will tell her we’re here, and someone will fetch us.”

The tamarins we swim in search of today are Cueye’s favorite meal, and we hope the smell might wake her. Ahuic is bitterly against the idea of cutting her mother’s rest short, but Iracema overruled her. The hierarchy in such a large, cosmopolitan colony eludes me, with hundreds of daughters all jostling and laughing together in close proximity, but Iracema seems to rank highly, and thanks to Ossind’s kinship she’s already invested in Mother’s plight. In exchange, I’ve spent several hours over the last few days replaying all my most recent memories of Ossind. When I reached the one Myre passed on from the northern wasteland, Ossind watched worshipfully through Nemri’s eyes, Iracema actually cracked a smile.

Finally tired of jumping, Iracema and Izabel settle into a steady pace with their heads above the water. At home Mother likes us to stay tucked safely down in the depths, away from humans, sun, and stars alike. Here the surface is only a breath away, and there are spots where the forest grows so thick the trees overhang the water and a mermaid can leap up to pick fresh fruit, a delicacy I never thought I’d eat again. Cacao flesh is sweet and tart like honeyed quince, punctuated with bitter seeds that crack between my sharp teeth. Açai berries burst on the tongue like blackcurrants. My favorite is the marakuya, sweeter than sin and red as fresh meat. They taste better than anything not still oozing blood can taste.

Most incredible of all is Colonia Cueye itself. A sprawling pink reef of near-impossible size, making up for the shallow depth of the water with a footprint three times larger than the entire village of Hwenfirth. If I look back over my shoulder now, I can still see the spires jutting up above the aquamarine water.

Little flashes of color cluster at the base of those towers, pink and blue and purple. Ossind’s sisters are working together on their mother’s reef, tending the delicate traceries of spun-sugar coral, hollow tubes that channel seawater up and vent it out over the sides, keeping the whole colony wet and hydrated. The central turret where Cueye sleeps is ringed around with dozens of lesser steeples, all of them stretching toward the sky, dainty as a duchess’s fingers.

It’s beautiful, but I’ve never seen a colony more exposed.

“Have the humans ever come close to finding you?” I ask, turning my gaze back to the coast.

“Not now that we patrol,” Iracema answers aloud this time. “When their boats don’t return, they get the idea fairly quickly.”

She treats it so casually I can’t stop a wince. “So you didn’t always… patrol?”

“We didn’t always drive them away. The humans worshipped Mother for a long while. We got all sorts of interesting sacrifices, including some of our sisters. Then the humans had one of their fights and the ones who worshipped us mostly moved away.” She sighs. “I miss them.”

“You do?” Unexpected, given her cavalier attitude toward killing entire boatloads. In fact, I don’t think I’ve ever heard a mermaid of her age talk so positively about humans. She’s about four hundred, give or take, and usually only the young are willing to even contemplate that they could be more than food.

“Oh yes.” She smiles fondly. “One of the sacrifices was my Poti.”

Before I can ask what a Poti is, Izabel laughs and makes a gagging noise. “Oh, here we go with Poti again. Iracema can talk forever about beautiful Poti. She never stops.”

Entirely unironically, Iracema puts her nose in the air. “If you’d ever been in love, you’d understand.”

“I’m too silly to fall in love,” Izabel responds, unfazed. “Everyone says so.”

“So Poti was a land-born?” I ask, not wanting to outright ask how she died.

Iracema sighs. ((No. He was a man.))

“A human man?”

“Of course a human man,” retorts Iracema. “What other kind of men are there?”

This is the first I’ve heard of any relationship like this. On land, I’m very much in the minority in my preference, but among the mermaids, partnerships mostly seem to be between women, or they eschew romance altogether in favor of familial bonds with their sisters.

“You didn’t… eat him?”

“We ate most of the men,” Izabel says by way of explanation, with a casualness that turns my stomach.

When we were in Colonia Dremne I expected it, after what I saw at the shipwreck. But here… as the days passed, and no hunting parties returned bearing anything beyond tapir and sea-cows, I dared to hope that maybe we had finally found a colony that was different. Marie glances across, and I see my own disappointment reflected back at me.

Oblivious, Izabel giggles and nudges Iracema. “But not Poti, right?”

“No!” Iracema’s fins flare in outrage. “I loved him.”

“Don’t ask her for details,” begs Izabel, her smirk widening. “She’ll talk for hours about Poti’s kind heart and his wonderful mind, when we all know that what she really misses is Poti’s big—”

“Izabel!” cries Iracema, scandalized.

Despite my disgust at their talk of eating humans, it is hard to resist Izabel’s infectious smile. Marie presses a hand to her mouth to stifle her laughter, and I snicker before I choke it guiltily off.

“Poti was unlike anyone I’ve ever known,” Iracema says loftily, flapping her fins dismissively at us all. “He had the purest soul. None of you can possibly understand the depths of our bond—especially Izabel.”

Despite the drama of her declaration, she seems utterly sincere, and I have to bite back another laugh.

“Bad luck; if the humans hadn’t had their war and still worshipped Mother, we might still have a regular supply. Then Iracema might have met another one with a soul as pure as the sainted Poti.” Izabel’s wicked grin makes it clear the soul isn’t what she is referring to.

Surrendering at last, Marie and I dissolve into giggles. Phallic humor is juvenile, but also comfortingly human. It’s a little taste of my lost home where I didn’t expect to find one.

“If you don’t quiet your foul tongue this instant, I’m sending you home,” Iracema snaps. “How can you expect to hunt for your colony when you talk loud enough to scare away all the prey for a league?”

“Alright, alright!” Izabel holds up her hands. “I’ll be good.”

Iracema harrumphs. I try to picture her with a human lover, or even with a young Ossind as her shoal-sister, and fail to come up with anything concrete. Ossind is like Nemri, outwardly serious but with a streak of sharp-edged humor a mile wide. Iracema seems too focused on her own dignity to be able to laugh along.

For a while, we swim quietly, listening to the birdsong that drifts out from the trees. I watch the sunlight dancing over Marie’s scales whenever I’m certain she’s not looking my way. Iridescent obsidian. Flawless. I’m so distracted that I almost tumble over Izabel when our pace slows again.

((Ossind’s new sisters are almost as clumsy as you are, Izabel.)) Iracema’s thoughts are acerbic, and clearly intended to be heard even across the barrier.

Izabel sighs. “Ignore her. She hasn’t been happy since the day she lost Poti’s magic pe—”

“Izabel!” thunders Iracema, whirling on her.

Everything goes silent. The birds, the insects chirping. Even the leaves rustling seem to freeze for a second.

Chastened, Izabel flattens her ears and holds out both hands to take one of Iracema’s. “I’m sorry, Irie,” she says. “I know Poti was important. I shouldn’t tease you.”

To her credit, Iracema accepts the apology easily. “No more nonsense,” she says sternly. “We’re hunting for Mother’s sake now, and that is a responsibility all of you must take seriously.”

She eyes the three of us, clearly lumping Marie and I into the same category of giddy younger sister as Izabel, and we all nod obediently, eyes wide, and giggle when she looks away. It gives me a relief beyond words to see Marie like this, freed from cares and able to just be present in the moment. Happier even than she was at the end of our time in Colonia Adastrea.

Iracema straightens. “We’re here,” she says pointedly, and the laughter ends.

A giant hunches over the water, tall as one of Cueye’s spires, gnarled roots rising cliff-like from the water and weaving their way through the undergrowth before joining together to flow up a huge gray-green trunk and out into a soaring crown of branches. The leaves dapple the water below with a cloak of green shadow, and the sun is reduced to thin shafts of golden light as we pass beneath.

Izabel’s contrition vanishes as suddenly as it appeared. “Look, Marie, there they are!”

She grabs Marie’s arm, and for the first time, Marie doesn’t shy away. Izabel points, and sure enough, bright black eyes are peering down at us from overhead, wizened brown faces ringed with blazing orange hair.

I’ve never seen such strange little creatures. They walk on all fours, but onto the branches they place perfectly formed homunculus hands, and their faces look almost human. They are like something from a fairytale. Some shine bright with fur like silken threads of gold, and some are a rich red only a little duller than my sisters’ barbels. They could be gnomes, maybe, or brownies, outfitted in their finest fur coats ready for the goblin market.

They peer down at us with curious expressions as they continue their work. Some are eating, shredding fruit rinds and seeds as they chew. Some are cracking open the gnarled seedpods of the huge kapok tree and pulling out the cottony fluff inside to add to the nests dotted through the branches. Some have young clinging to their backs or stomachs, impossibly smaller than their mannikin-doll parents already are.

We slide through the waters beneath their tree like snakes, curving around roots and under drooping vines, clicking softly to one another as we go. Fallen logs litter the sand of the shallow seabed, cast down by storms or wind.

((We’re lucky they’re here today,)) Iracema says. ((They nest in different places every night, and it’s harder to reach them inland.))

Izabel licks her lips, pointed tongue flickering between her deadly fangs. “First Mother, I’m starved.”

I glance up at the tamarins loping along their branches forty feet above without a care in the world. Marie is sticking close to my side, her fins brushing mine, but Iracema curves away, vanishing between two thick roots.

Offering us another sunny smile, Izabel shakes out her long black barbels. “Wait until you taste them. It’s a real treat, but they’re so slow to breed we don’t get to hunt them often.”

“Your favorite prey, then?” I guess.

“No, I like sea-cows, but I love a change! Now the humans are gone, it’s been the better part of a century since we tasted anything more exotic than tamarins. They aren’t as good as humans, but they’re better than most animals.” She grins. “We make do.”

We finally reach the far extremities of the kapok roots, and Izabel circles back the way we came. Iracema is still nowhere in sight, and I’m starting to wonder how on earth we are going to catch creatures so far above us. We could climb the tree, I suppose, sinking talons deep into the bark to drag ourselves up, but by the time we got anywhere near where the tamarins nest, they’d have hopped to the next tree over. Before I can suggest we try luring them down with fruit, Iracema acts.

She erupts from the water in a tidal wave of spray, soaring into the air, expending every iota of the speed she has built up. The tamarins shriek and begin to run, but Iracema collides with the lowest branch. I gasp, thinking she has missed them all, until I realize her true target. A creaking of old wood, another frightened hoot from one of the little animals, and Marie pulls me out of the way as a huge dark shape crashes down. Iracema has cleaved the whole branch from the trunk.

Three golden shapes still cling to the sinking log, like burrs on a dog’s back. Their mouths gape wide in high-pitched squeaks of distress, needle-fine fangs catching the light as it filters through the leaves. Izabel rushes forward, teeth flashing, and the three little tamarins floundering in the water fall still. The whole thing is done with such savage, brutal efficiency that it is over in a moment.

Iracema splashes back into the water and permits herself a small, pleased smile as Izabel offers up her catch.

((All males, and old!)) she tells her older sister. ((You won’t have impacted the breeding population at all!))

Iracema nods. ((That’s enough for today. We’ll come again before the rains, when they’ve had time to grow less cautious, and you can be the one to take the jump then, Izabel.))

Three golden bodies hang limp in Izabel’s hands. The branch sinks slowly down, leaves fluttering in the current as it comes to rest on its fallen brethren. I look a little closer at the snapped ends. Not storms after all, I suppose.

Izabel turns to us, her smile as bright as ever despite the blood on her lips. “We’ll save the good bits for Mother, but you’ve got to try some.”

With a sharp twist of her wrist, she pulls loose a tail and tosses it to me. I catch it, my ears twitching as the sounds of the tamarin’s fleeing family fade into the jungle. It was too sharp and too shocking, that hunt, over in an instant… but so are all hunts, I suppose. Every time I catch an eel, a salmon, a seal—there is no chase. We are just too strong. It’s only a matter of finding the animal, and then ending it.

“Try it!” Izabel insists, and I push my qualms aside and take a bite.

She was right. It tastes marvelous. The hair gets in the way, and the tail is almost all vertebrae with very little meat on the bone, but the flavor is mouthwatering. Copper and iron, same as always, with heavenly notes of orchid and heliconia. I can even taste a little hint of açai berries: is it possible the tamarins eat them too?

Half of the tail is gone in a single bite, leaving only a hint of blood eerily similar to the scent of the stranger my sisters killed and ate, the old man I failed to save as the Colonia Dremne mermaids tore him apart. My eyes slip closed as I swallow, savoring every scrap. I can feel my breathing easing as the power of that meat courses through me, feel the hunger burning in my belly simmering lower as it is sated—and yet no human has been harmed.

I turn to Marie, grinning as wide as Izabel, the remnants of the tail offered up. “Try it, Marie.” I want to share this with her.

Marie shakes her head. “I… I’d prefer not to.”

“Why not?” Izabel looks stricken at the rejection of her gift.

I see Marie’s eyes flicker to one of the little brown hands trailing in the water, the five blunt fingernails tipping each of the wrinkled fingers, and a flash of understanding comes. Just like Izabel said, they aren’t as good as humans—but it’s a close thing. Too close. The delicious aftertaste that still lingers on my tongue sours, and I duck down under the surface, hissing into the water so that the current washes the vermillion blood away.

What must Marie think of me?

The others are still circling overhead, the murmur of their voices cut off by the divide of the surface. I let out a slow breath and scrub my claws over my teeth. I will not be eating tamarin again.
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((Like this,)) Iracema says, running a practiced hand over the belly of the dead tamarin she holds, her talons slicing through the thin flesh. The little creature opens like a coin-purse, its guts unspooling, and I try not to look in its flat black eyes.

Blood spirals through the water, and I see Marie’s gills clamping closed, cutting off her water intake to the merest trickle. Pale tubes of coral encircle us on every side as we swim down the hall that leads to Cueye’s throne room. There is nowhere for the blood to go, and I feel my stomach cramp at the odor.

((Now all we have to do is swim through to Mother and let all this juicy goodness flow straight up her nose!)) Izabel cuts open her own tamarin and laughs as she swings it around like a banner, before remembering herself and repeating the same thing aloud. “Once she smells it, she’ll wake right up. It always works.”

((Excuse me,)) a soft voice says, and I turn to see Ahuic, the daughter who cares for Cueye while she sleeps. ((Mother woke a few hours ago. She would like to meet you.))

My pulse stuttering, I turn to Marie. “She’s awake.”

Izabel visibly deflates. “After we worked so hard?”

Iracema frowns at her. ((Our mother sleeps and wakes on her own schedule, Izabel. It’s not for us to question her.))

I straighten my shoulders. “We’re ready.” Time to do what we came here for.

((Mother prefers to communicate through thought-speak,)) Ahuic says reproachfully, her eyes sliding past me to Marie.

My barbels fanning out a little at the subtle insult, I look at Marie, who infers what she could not hear and shakes her head. “I’m not letting you go in there alone.”

“Can she come?” I ask Ahuic. “Ask Cueye.”

Ahuic’s expression of disapproval deepens, but her eyes unfocus slightly as she talks to her colony-mother. ((Very well,)) she says at last. ((But she will speak as she pleases, and you will do as she does.))

((I understand,)) I say pointedly, grateful for the invisible wall between our minds that means my annoyance will only be conveyed by my face instead of my emotions as well.

Ahuic’s frown almost becomes a scowl, but she catches herself and leads us politely toward the grand arch into the throne room.

“I wanted to give the tamarins to her myself,” says Izabel mournfully as we swim away. Whatever platitude Iracema responds with is lost as we round the corner of the archway and enter Cueye’s presence chamber.

This spire is the tallest in the colony, visible from miles off, and yet apparently it stretches farther down into the sand than it does above the water. A vast silo plunges away beneath us, living coral on every side, with thousands of fish darting from stem to stem. Sunlight dances over the water, illuminating everything from windows cut into the tower farther up—or grown in. I’m still not sure how consciously colony-mothers can control their own growth.

Ahuic pauses just inside and throws her arms wide in a gesture that is clearly rehearsed. ((Behold, colony-mother Matlalcueye, giver of life and queen of the seas.))

Slowly, Marie and I pass beneath the last archway, and there she is.

Just like her reef, grow is clearly what Cueye does best. The sheer size of her takes my breath away. When I first saw Mother, I could not believe the scale. She was thirty feet or more from head to tail, more with barbels and fins. Higher than the steeple of Hwenfirth’s church. But Cueye’s tail seems to extend below us into infinity, and her head is bigger than a house. She must be sixty feet long—eighty—I can’t even guess at the numbers. She’s taller than Phryne’s skeleton was. Taller than Garthisle Cathedral, where I listened to Mama play so many times. If she could walk like a human, Cueye would blot out the stars.

I think of what Iracema said: the humans worshipped Mother for a while. If any of them ever met her face to face, I can see why.

She looks down at us, the two insects come crawling in supplication, and she smiles almost like a normal person. Each barbel is as thick as a draft horse’s leg, and they tangle and stretch around everything, spiralling down into the dark along with her tail. I can see the fish moving between them, treating them as just another part of the reef.

((Leave us, Ahuic,)) Cueye says, and her mental voice is redolent with power. Against all my expectations, here is a mermaid who makes Mother look like a child. Those vast eyes return to me. ((How have you enjoyed your time with my daughters, Eppie of Colonia Adastrea? I have been watching you.))

With an effort, I pull my mind away from her impossible size and back to what I came here to do. Eggs. Eggs and the First Mother. ((How? I thought you were sleeping.))

((Through my daughters, of course.))

Of course. One part of Cueye is confined to this room, but she has three hundred pairs of eyes.

Apart from the ridiculous length of the barbels that choke her gigantic throne room like weeds, Cueye looks only a little older than Mother. And yet she’s seen over three thousand years pass. It’s a timescale that utterly floors me. This colony-mother was swimming in blue seas before the Roman Empire fell. Before it began.

((What do you think of my colony?)) Cueye asks conversationally.

I glance at Marie, and she nods encouragingly. ((It’s very beautiful,)) I say honestly.

((Excellent.)) Cueye’s purple eyes, each larger than a doorway, flick between us. Studying us. ((You know, I’ve been speaking to Adastrea.))

Unease prickles down my dorsal fin. This is a turn I didn’t expect the conversation to take. ((How is that possible?)) I try to keep my tone light and airy, but I’m not sure it works. If Adastrea and Cueye can talk to each other, why send me here in the first place?

((The deep songs,)) she says, as though that ought to be explanation enough. ((Fleeting touches, in dreams. Emotions, but little more. She wants me to tell you your shoal-sister misses you.))

((Nemri?)) Soothing as aloe, relief washes over me.

She tilts her torso, creating the impression she has inclined her head. ((Yes. She sends her love, as does your mother.))

One of those is more welcome than the other, but my smile is genuine. ((Please tell them I love them too.)) That much is still true. The only one who could make me stop loving Mother is Mother herself, and I’m not about to take the risk of going back there to ask her.

((If our songs touch again, I will.)) A delicate pause.

((If you spoke to Mother, you know why I’m here. Please, can you tell me if your eggs are like hers? Are they… decreasing?))

The pause lengthens. It’s the question I travelled thousands of miles to ask, but I suddenly fear I have misstepped. I try to study her face, so large my brain almost struggles to register it as a face, and decipher the expression on it.

((I had thought,)) says Cueye at last, ((that the issue lay with my age. I am past my most productive years, and I assumed a slowdown was natural.))

((It has affected you, then.)) I think of what Iracema said, that unshakable certainty in Cueye’s next clutch. ((Your daughters don’t know, do they?))

Her eyebrows draw tight. The miniature barbels substituting for hair in that region are each as thick as my wrist. ((I will be charitable and assume that was not some sort of threat.))

((Not a threat,)) I clarify hastily. She can’t reach me from where she’s rooted, but with the sort of telepathic strength she possesses, she probably doesn’t need to touch me to hurt me. The memory of Mother’s vast well of misery is still strong. ((But if you don’t know what’s causing it… well, you must know the second question my colony-mother sent me here to ask.))

Something in Cueye’s demeanor changes. A slight shift of her fins, the angle of her ears. The look in her eyes: tolerant amusement giving way to sheer cold. ((Perhaps I do,)) is all she says. ((One more thing first. Adastrea told me a little of your… story. She also suggested to me that you might be happier here. Permanently.))

I freeze. If Cueye is attempting to misdirect me, it’s working. Suddenly, my heart is pounding. Nemri said Mother and I needed time away from each other. Give her space, she told me. So when Mother sent me from Dremne to Cueye without any time back at the colony, I listened. I obeyed. But I thought that maybe she was doing it for me, to let me come back to her in my own time. This disproves that theory once and for all; I am a problem and Mother wants to be rid of me. I should have trusted my instincts, should have trusted the skepticism I have been working to improve.

I look sideways at Marie, and she nods encouragingly. Go on. She has no idea what’s being said, but she can sense the tension. I know she trusts me to handle it, and the knowledge of her faith in me is like a lifeboat in a turbulent ocean. Something to hang on to.

Cueye watches me with vast unblinking eyes. A whale and a minnow. She’s waiting for me to speak.

((Permanently?))

She smiles. ((Ossind has always spoken highly of her adopted family. I’m interested in accepting one of her new sisters into the fold here.))

((And… what about Marie?)) I’m stalling for time, and I’m praying that the barrier between us is strong enough that only my intentional thoughts are getting through.

((She’s welcome too, of course,)) Cueye says easily. ((I think you’ll both settle in splendidly.))

The silence stretches. I think of the wonders of the river-sea, the warm shallow waters and beautiful rainbow fish. Marie’s smile as she let Izabel link her arm, like two friends walking arm in arm to the market. I think of the gnawing homesickness in the pit of my stomach for the red flowers and bright-starred dark of Colonia Adastrea, down in the depths. I’m not sure it will ever fade. Maybe it will always be with me, a quiet little curse in the back of my mind. I can live with that, I think. But to invite another colony-mother into my head, to drink the nectar again—how do you say no to a being so old and so powerful she might as well be a god?

((So what do you say?)) Cueye presses, her casual tone revealing nothing.

My heart is thudding in my throat.

((But—do you want us to stay?)) It seems the safest way to weasel out of this. Surely if Mother has told her I am a problem, she will not want me in her own colony.

Her mouth quirks. ((What a question.))

Not an answer.

((So.)) She curls her talons, studies them. ((Shall I tell Adastrea you’ll be drinking some of my nectar and staying a while?))

((I… I can’t,)) I say, as regretfully as I can manage. ((Mother told me I need to find out why the eggs are failing. I can’t stop now.))

She smiles, a chasm of black in the blue-gray rock of her skin. ((And how are you going to manage that?))

It’s finally here: the chance I’ve been waiting all these months for. The question I travelled thousands of miles to ask. ((I need you to tell me where I can find your great-grandmother.))

She freezes. Even her barbels go rigid.

I straighten my spine. ((The First Mother.))

Slowly, she considers. ((I think I might be able to give you that information.))

((Really?)) The word slips out unintentionally. I didn’t expect her to be so willing to help.

((When the time is right.))

My fangs grind together. Of course. ((When will it be right?))

Marie inches closer as she senses the rising tension, her barbels ghosting feather-light across my back.

I force a little more respect into my tone. ((I meant to say—when do you think that will be?))

((Perhaps after you’ve had time to consider my offer.))

Oh no. Will that be the price of her compliance?

((My most recent clutch was only twenty summers ago. I won’t be ready to lay for many years yet, but my daughter Tlaloc is rooted close by, and I can send you with the contingent tending to her eggs, since you’re interested in seeing a healthy clutch.))

There is a finality to her voice, and I feel the walls closing in. It’s beautiful here, but I do not want to stay. ((And the First Mother?))

((We’ll speak again on your return.)) She smiles beneficently. ((For now, try to relax. Let my daughters show you more of my colony. Think about if you could be happy here. Izabel and Iracema are heading south tomorrow to meet their cousins. You can go with them.))

((But if you could just—))

She waves her hand, cutting me off. ((We shall discuss it once you have decided.))

Then Ahuic is there, taking my elbow, guiding me out with that horribly officious air: all courtesy, with no real option but obedience.

The corridor outside is empty, and Ahuic takes her leave with a smug smile before swimming back to take her place in the archway.

Marie takes my hand. “Tell me.”

“They want us to stay.”

She blinks, her expression unreadable. “Would you want that?”

I’m conscious of Ahuic’s eyes still on us, of Cueye watching through her. “I… I don’t know.”

I want so many things. I want to go back to Theo. I want to be with my sisters again, to surrender to that tugging in my belly that still tells me that the glittering red reef is my home. Maybe, before I knew that Colonia Cueye had hunted humans in the past, if the sacrifices had all been turned like Izabel or kept as treasured guests like Iracema’s beloved Poti, I would have been tempted. But that version of Colonia Cueye is not the real one. Izabel is a sweet girl, and Iracema is family to my sister Ossind, but they are the same as my own sisters. The only reason they do not feast on human flesh is that the humans have abandoned this coastline. Living here would be no different to living at home in Colonia Adastrea—worse, even, because I would surrender all hope of ever sneaking back to Hwenfirth and watching my family from afar. Worse, because for all their sins, my sisters are still my kin, and I want to change their view, not trade them away for a new family.

Yet I cannot say no, not when Cueye—and possibly even Mother herself—seems to want me to accept. Not when the First Mother’s location and all remaining hope for my unlaid sisters depends on my answer.

“We have time,” Marie says at last. “We can think about it.”

I feel a little thrill that she said we, but I manage to nod suavely enough. She is right. Wherever we go, Marie and I will go together.
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“You’re about to see something no outsider has ever seen before,” Iracema cautions us.

Izabel smiles. “Come on, Iracema. They’re family.”

Iracema nods, but I’d be willing to bet the next ten fish I catch that she’s mentally adding something along the lines of hardly.

My suspicion is confirmed when Izabel giggles. “If it comes to that, I’m adopted too. Does that mean I don’t get to go to the hatchery? Tlaloc was adopted. Does that mean her daughters don’t get to go?”

“Don’t be pedantic,” Iracema responds. “You’re not adopted once you’re in our colony.”

“Which, again, Tlaloc’s daughters aren’t.” Izabel grins cheekily, clearly determined to play out the fallacy to the limits of its logic.

Iracema flicks a fin in irritation. ((Tlaloc is Mother’s daughter.))

“Is Tlaloc land-born?” Marie interjects, clearly looking for a way to ease the tension.

“Oh, yes,” Izabel answers. “Land-borns can bloom too. I’m going to, one day. I’ll root myself right next to Mother and our daughters will be able to live in both colonies!”

“And steal all Mother’s nutrients?” Iracema asks acerbically. “A wonderful plan, Izabel.”

“You’d better not be so grumpy when our cousins get here,” Izabel says, perfectly unruffled. “You’ll scare them off. Who do you think will be coming?”

((Some of the usual nursery crew. Estefânia, Zilda, maybe Januária.)) Iracema sighs when Izabel nudges her, but continues aloud. “But I expect you to behave, Izabel. We need to greet the Colonia Tlaloc contingent with respect.”

I recite the litany of names back to Marie, who grins and rolls her eyes when Iracema isn’t looking. It sends a little thrill through me that she’s relaxed enough to joke around. She’s too solemn by half, my silver girl. Maybe I should actually give Cueye’s proposal some thought. Is it possible this wouldn’t be such a bad place to stay? After all, if the humans have left the area, then there is no possible way for our would-be sisters to hunt them. And if Marie is happy here… 

“Oh, look!” Izabel hardly even pauses to hear the answer to the question she asked, let alone the admonition that followed. She jets off ahead of us, her tail and fins beating the water into foam until she halts just as suddenly, whirling on the spot and pointing to the shore. “We’ve made it! This is the place!”

Startled, I look around us. We’re a few hundred yards from the shore. Pink orchids are blooming beneath the bushes, and a troop of monkeys watches us from the treetops—not the golden tamarins of before, but their little fingers and human-like eyes are no less perturbing. The water is still crystal clear, no deeper than a couple of tail-lengths. It looks exactly like the rest of the shoreline we’ve been swimming along for the past two hours. Why is this the meeting spot?

As though she can sense my confusion, Marie nudges me. “See the estuary?”

The physical contact sends a shiver down my spine, as it always does. Forcing myself to refocus on what she is actually saying to me, I follow her pointing finger until I see the slight depression in the sandy beach. It’s almost entirely obscured by the low-hanging foliage, but I see it. A river, blue as the sea.

Two figures are visible in the distance, heads occasionally popping above the water. They are both heavily laden with nets looped around their shoulders and waists.

“Estefânia!” Izabel shouts, hurrying to meet them.

Both of them laugh and fend her off, but I’m too far away to hear the words. The three of them loop back to us together, Izabel ducking under the others to inspect the nets more closely. When she resurfaces, she shoots a worried look at Iracema.

“Only five eggs? Is that all? It’s like what happened to Eppie and Marie’s mother! Iracema, are we going to have less eggs now too?”

“No,” says Iracema firmly. “Mother is strong.”

((These aren’t all our eggs,)) Estefânia interjects. ((Just the first few ready for warming. Mother laid nineteen this time.)) Clearly puzzled by the presence of outsiders, she looks askance at Marie and I, her hand hovering protectively over the eggs.

((These are our guests from Colonia Adastrea,)) explains Iracema. ((Their mother is having some trouble with her eggs.))

Estefânia’s expression shifts and she draws back, arms protectively encircling the net she carries. ((Is it… catching?))

“Of course not,” Izabel says firmly. “Do you think we’d bring infected sisters to guard your eggs?”

“Catching illnesses is a human weakness, Estefânia,” adds Iracema in a slightly patronizing tone. “We heal. If there was anything wrong with these two, we would have smelled it.”

Estefânia sniffs experimentally. “I suppose so.” Her tail fins waver in a slightly more conciliatory way. “In that case, hello. I’m Estefânia, and this is Terana.”

Right up until Izabel announced Tlaloc was land-born, I’d been expecting Cueye’s nieces to look like her, with the same blue skin and purple fins as Ossind. But both these girls have the same dark barbels and mahogany scales, their coloring closer to Izabel’s than to Iracema’s and the other ocean-born sisters. How strange, that they are ocean-born, yet look as land-born as me.

Marie and I murmur our greetings and let the Colonia Cueye mermaids carry the conversation.

“Can I take one?” Izabel begs, plucking at the nets Terana wears. “Ooh, can Marie and Eppie help? I bet you’ve never held an egg before, have you?”

Marie stays quiet, but I swim forward, looking at the bulges in Estefânia’s net with new interest. They’re big—two or three times the size of the pig-bladder football Theo’s friends kick around the school playground. Kicked. I still can’t think of him as a man, earning a meagre living on a fishing boat. He’s still my little twelve-year-old Theo, with his hair in his eyes and his bow in hand.

I blink and refocus, trying to push away the little pulse of hurt that originates in my heart instead of my seed, for once. I need to keep my focus on the present.

Izabel has wrangled an egg free of Terana’s netting and is holding it out to me. It looks very different from the withered specimens I saw in Mother’s nursery. Brown rather than red, and plump. Pulsing with a dim umber light. If I squint, I can just make out the shape of the tiny life within. Carefully, Izabel places it into my hand. No shell on this egg. Instead it’s soft, membranous like skin. I hold it closer, taking in the details of the doll-like figure coiled inside: how surreal it is, to be holding an unborn child in my hands. This is what Mother wants, what Nemri craves, and even I feel a little stirring of warmth in my breast. This is the future of a colony.

Too soon, Terana draws it back. “We need to keep moving. The eggs have been out of the nursery a long time already.”

Reluctantly, I release it. That is what I have to restore to Colonia Adastrea. In a way, it almost feels like the price of my freedom. If I can fix her eggs, surely Mother will lift the rest of my bindings when I ask.

“Why do you bring them here?”

Terana smiles: she looks pleased to be asked. “It’s warmer than the water Mother can provide. For the last couple of weeks, the hotter the better.”

“And Colonia Tlaloc is deep compared to us,” Izabel says. “Tlaloc’s Colonia Cueye at heart, and she likes all her daughters to hatch under the sky like she did.”

“Come along.” Iracema leads the way beneath the arch of leaves. As we pass underneath, I raise a hand to touch one of the glossy green ovals. Waxy as a bar of lye soap, and twice as smooth. When my hand comes away, it smells of the forest. Warm and green.

The river flows lazily, as though it knows exactly where it is going but is in no hurry to get there. We’re swimming against the current, but we’re in no danger of working hard. The river meanders through the jungle, splitting into dozens of little streams encircling islands, only to re-merge into a single wide blue swath around the next corner. Dragonflies as long as my hand skim over the water, scintillating opal wings buzzing. Swallowtail butterflies flit from one rich flower to the next. Trees stoop down to kiss the water, and vines trail through the current like sea serpents.

From the coast, the jungle is stunning. From within… I think it is the most beautiful place I’ve ever seen. It’s like I’ve stumbled into Eden.

The farther upstream we go, the warmer the water flows, and everyone seems to relax. Izabel is in high spirits, jumping after porgies and pufferfish, laughing hysterically when they inevitably inflate. Marie and I are both given a turn at carrying an egg. I cradle it reverently in its net, trying my very best not to jostle it.

But the most wondrous moment of all comes when Marie raises her head and asks: “Does anyone smell that?”

I’m about to say no, when I catch a hint of it. Fishy and strange, but with an undercurrent of the same red blood all mammals share. Not as ripe as human blood smells, or even the tamarins, but still appealing. Not wanting to focus on my horrible hunger, I shove the thought away, sink half into the water so that my nose and mouth are covered. And then they come into view, and they are so wonderful that all thought of eating vanishes.

Three long pink shapes, sliding through the water with gleaming eyes and long pink smiles. They come right up to us, nudging up against our tails, sniffing our fins and hands. They are utterly fearless. Terana is laughing as she gently fends them off, and even Iracema is smiling as she compares the dark pink of her scales to the pale rose of their skin.

“What are they?”

“River dolphins,” Izabel says, with the same pride as a rich man might say my family diamonds.

As different from their gray ocean-dwelling cousins as can be imagined. I feel the rubbery skin beneath my fingers and smile. Our new friend grins back at me with an intelligence that seems almost mermaid. We are transformed into a pod of nine as they join us, and I realize where the Colonia Cueye sisters learned their surface-skimming technique.

The tide flows with us now, changing the direction of the river and turning the water salty and familiar. We pass a herd of manatees grazing on seagrass, watching us with sad soulful eyes. Blue butterflies and unicorn-horned beetles float on the breeze, and through the leaves I can see creatures beyond the limits of imagination. Great spotted cats slumbering on branches, long-limbed sloths, a huge snuffle-nosed beast with plates of scale like a dragon. When finally the river dolphins peel away from us, heading back to deeper water, we all stop to wave.

As they vanish out of sight, Estefânia draws up alongside me.

((Tell me,)) she says, and I think she is going to ask about cetaceans in the northern seas. But she must be unmoved by the majesty of what the dolphins have just given us, because she moves straight to the mundane. ((If your mother is sick, why are you here, instead of with her?))

She shoots a glance at Marie, and I can tell she’s felt the void of her mind. An absence of thought rather than the low-level hum of a mermaid from a foreign colony.

((We’re here to speak with Cueye,)) I answer, not wanting to reveal everything. ((We were waiting for her to wake up.))

Estefânia finally cracks a smile, the first I have seen from her. ((You must have been waiting a while. These days our grandmother often sleeps half the year away.))

Relieved at her thawing, I laugh. ((So I’ve been told.))

((Mother woke yesterday, though,)) interjects Izabel from up ahead. ((And she’s going to help them! I knew she would.))

I wish I could share her certainty.

Dusk is falling by the time we arrive at our destination. The narrow river we have been following suddenly flares out into a huge lagoon. The water is deep and clear, the same rich blue as the evening sky. Bushes laden with berries dip their leaves into the water, and the first evening stars are twinkling overhead. A feeling of peace is flowing downstream, soothing the minor aches of a long swim. It takes me a second to realize that it isn’t my imagination: the water really is growing warmer. The farther into the lagoon we go, the hotter it gets.

Estefânia and Terana head straight for the thermal spring bubbling in the lagoon’s sandy bottom to shuck their nets and arrange the five eggs close to the warmth. As if in response, the lights inside the eggs brighten. Are they already audible in the hive-mind? I wonder what they dream of, these tiny half-formed sisters.

Once the eggs are safe and settled, we scrape out shallow nests in the sand and burrow down, ready for sleep with the surface and the stars right above us.

Marie curls up in the depression beside me and gives me a salacious smile that would almost be worthy of Nemri. “I have some gossip for you. What will you give me to hear it?”

Grinning, I prick up my ears dramatically. “Anything you want. Is it about someone we know?”

“Obviously.” She shakes her head, as though gossip about people we don’t know is hardly worthy of the name. I think I’m a little disappointed she did not name her price; what would she extract from me, if given the chance? Instead she focuses on the game: theatrically looking left and right to make sure we won’t be overheard, she lowers her voice to a stage whisper. “Did you know Ossind’s real name isn’t actually Ossind?”

“No!” I’m genuinely shocked. “What is it?”

She takes a second to form the unfamiliar shapes of the name on her tongue. “Osenhua Itztli. Apparently Ossind is a nickname she picked up from one of the northern colonies she stayed with a while ago. Izabel says she just turned up one summer with this new name and everyone was scandalized.”

I’m not able to hold back my laughter. It’s so silly, and yet it really does change what I know about Ossind. Her birth name seems to suit Colonia Cueye better, and it helps me slot a younger Ossind into place here among her sisters. I wonder why she left her home colony in the first place; it seems rare for a mermaid to wander far from where she was born or changed. Still, that is what Marie and I are doing. Like Ossind, we are travellers now. Who knows if we will ever go home again?

Marie quiets, her breathing deepening, and I don’t revive the conversation. I’m content just to be here with her and let my thoughts wander.

Would Marie and I be happier if we never returned home to Colonia Adastrea? We could stay here, in these warm waters—for a price. I would have to put my trust in Cueye, drink her nectar, and join my thoughts to hers. Is this rich, ripe colony, heavy as a fruit on the vine, a place where we could be content? Izabel, Iracema, and their sisters seem to be so, but as Annabelle showed me, seeming is not always truth. And yet Marie smiles here. She laughs. And that much is real. Her isolated mind is the one thing that cannot be altered.

Sometimes I still wonder if I could go back to Hwenfirth. Back to Theo. But what sort of life would that be? Both of us tethered to the coastline, unable to roam, neither of us free. It’s kinder to stay away. I see that now. The first time I left there was no explanation, but maybe this time, he’ll be able to accept it. At long last, he has the truth, and he saw me leaving by—mostly—my own choice. He knows I’m not in danger. Maybe now there’s closure, he’ll finally be able to move on.

When I fled Mother’s throne room, I thought I was going home… if not to stay, at least to visit. I thought I could find a new normal, a way to mesh both worlds together. But I expected to find things unchanged. Life has moved on without me, and now I don’t want them to wait for me. I want them to leave the lonely little cottage by the sea, haunted by the ghosts of Papa and the girl I once was. Theo and Mama need to get away. Back to Garthisle, where Theo can rediscover his music. Where they can live instead of simply waiting.

Someday I’ll go back again. And when I arrive, I hope they won’t be there. Maybe there’ll be a message somehow. A word etched into the gatepost, just visible to my keen vision. Goodbye. Then I’ll know they’re safe. As happy as they can be, and in a new place. That’s all I want for them now.

I curl closer against Marie’s back, feeling the subtle knobs of her vertebrae against mine. The warmth of her skin, what little of it I am free to touch without crossing the boundary that wavers uncertainly between us. It doesn’t matter if Marie and I stay or go: I think I have a future of my own here, with her. Or at least the beginnings of one. Somewhere without bindings and hunting parties. My own version of Garthisle.

I shut my eyes tighter, and let the currents of sleep claim me.
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15

RUIN

The water is cool again. Icy. A slate sky stretches into infinity, slashed across with cruel white streaks of cloud. The ocean sways, turgid and idle, gray waves slapping against the white walls of the ice floes. This is the land from Ossind’s memory: the way north to Colonia Oene.

Nemri and Ossind are absent, their remembered kiss replaced by joyless wastes and frigid waters. Instead, Marie is beside me, swimming silently, her eyes flat and empty. All the color the rainforest gifted to her is gone, leeched away. Instead she is gray and black and white, desaturated and despoiled.

“Marie?” I ask cautiously. “What’s the matter?”

She does not even spare me a glance. Only swims onward, eyes pointed forward. All the animation is gone from her face. Even her jaw hangs slack, lips parted. As dead as the ruined tamarins in Izabel’s grip. The steely waters course past us, each breath colder than a knife sliding between my ribs.

“Marie,” I repeat, trying to remember how we came to be here. “Where are we going?”

The fixed position of her eyes is the only answer I receive, so I follow her gaze again—and there I see it. Colonia Cueye rises from the glacial waters ahead of us, the coral towers horribly out of place here in this colorless world, the pale pink bleached into the same white as the dead colony where I first met Marie.

“Wait, Marie. We shouldn’t go there.” I tug at her hand, but it does nothing to slow her.

I must choose between abandoning her or ignoring this creeping sense of apprehension, and obviously that is no choice at all.

We loop through an empty reef, devoid of all the sparkling fish and glittering mermaids that peopled it before. The water grows steadily chillier, and in the heart of the colony I know Cueye waits, stretching out her hands until she is almost touching the walls of her tower. Stay with me, she will say, her version of Mother’s bladed flower uncurling from the wall. Wouldn’t you like to stay?

But when we reach the throne room, it lies empty. The coral stretches down into infinity, the floor replaced with a black hole that seems to go on forever. The root where Cueye grew terminates in a jagged stump. There is not a living soul in sight.

And then the strangest thing happens.

“Eppie,” Marie says, breaking her haunted silence at last. “I think Cueye is right. I think we should stay. This could be a good place for us.”

The voice is hers, and the face. But something about the movement seems… off. Like her flesh hangs strangely on her bones.

And—she knew what I was thinking. How did she know?

“What’s wrong?” Marie smiles at me, but it’s all wrong. This smile is wide and friendly, with no trace of hesitancy. Marie’s smile comes softly, like a whisper in the dark. This thing smiles like a cat with a bellyful of cream.

My eyes wide with horror, I retreat from her. The creature wearing Marie’s face follows, a marionette puppeteered by a stranger.

“Why are you looking at me like that?” she says, still smiling that nightmare smile.

“Marie,” I croak.

“Stay, Eppie,” she croons. She has something in her hands, a flower glimmering with golden light, and that is the final straw.

I turn tail and bolt.

“Eppie,” she hisses behind me, her voice bubbling and changing. “Eppie, come back. Come home.”

The archway that leads to the rest of the colony has vanished. Panting, I hammer my fists against the coral, but no matter how much dead matter I claw away, more lies beneath. The walls are too thick, and I’m starting to panic. I’m out of my depth. I’m lost. My sisters are gone. And that is not Marie.

“Eppie…”

Another fistful of bleached coral in my grasp, I turn back to face her. The coral crumbles to powder, a scream builds in my throat. Marie’s soft gray skin is peeling, hanging from her face in silver-blooded ribbons. Transfixed, I watch as she pulls another one loose, and the flesh beneath is a familiar shade of brown. She holds it between finger and thumb, drawing it up over her eye—the pupil gleaming red now—and over her scalp. A sheaf of barbels comes away too, and she is left with more red beneath.

“Little sister,” Myre says, Marie’s face hanging in shreds around her. “Did you miss me?”

I am sobbing with terror as she advances, that breathing flower in hand. I look wildly around me for escape but find none: only dead coral and empty space. Out of other options, I plunge down into the yawning pit that the bottom of Cueye’s throne room has become.

Myre shrugs off the remnants of Marie’s skin and gives chase, shining black scales falling like meteorites as she dives. Her laughter burns like ice against my tail fins, and I can feel rime crisping the edges.

“Just let me go!”

Her hand closes on the back of my neck, and she yanks me to her, as effortless as it was the first time.

“Stop it, stop it!”

She just laughs.

One swing of her arm, and I am hurled from the water, breaking a surface that was not there a moment before. She slams me down onto an ice floe, sniggering as she holds me in place. One of Marie’s white barbels still hangs down between her eyes, one pupil white and the other brilliant red. Water leaks from my gills into the freezing air, and I begin to choke.

I can no longer drown in water, and she seeks a new solution.

Myre laughs and laughs, her deep voice deepening in pitch until she is no longer Myre at all, and now Mother laughs in her stead. No longer the loving parent I know, but chilly and cruel as Myre herself.

((Be still, daughter,)) she hisses, and I feel the binding take effect. ((Don’t you want to help your sisters?))

Against my will, my body locks up. Mother knows what is best for me. She always does. Perhaps this is how it should be.

When it is done, her hand eases loose from my throat, and she flicks my body down into the water. Lifeless as Cueye’s dead reef, I sink down into the dark, and let it consume me.

The world flickers.

((Iracema, be nice!)) Izabel demands. ((Marie can’t help it.))

The sound of that name catches at me, and with an immense effort I reach for Izabel, following the taste of her mind. Wherever Marie is, the real Marie, that’s where I want to be.

Here the colors shimmer again. Birds and fishes shoal together through Cueye’s halls, a rainbow of plumage and scale. The coral is a richer pink than I have ever seen it before, the flushed shade of a marakuya rind. I am in the throne room once more, a larger version, and the laughter of two great colony-mothers makes the room quake. Marie is at my side, arms crossed as she watches.

Iracema floats before the two giants, her hands folded and her head bowed in penitence. ((I’m sorry, sister,)) she says.

((And I forgive you, sister.)) Izabel smiles magnanimously, rooted alongside her mother, equal in size, their hands intertwined.

I stare up at her, and things suddenly click into place. Like me, she dreams loudly.

The world shivers once more.

My gaze goes to Cueye, who is waiting, one corner of her huge mouth curled into a smile.

((This isn’t my dream, is it?))

She laughs, genuinely pleased. ((Oh, well done.))

Izabel is dreaming of her mother.

Someone is singing, far away in the tunnels. A happy tune, light and lilting, and Marie flits away from my side toward the sound. Izabel smiles as she nods along. Cueye smiles tolerantly across at her, two goddesses together, twin queens. Perfect harmony.

Until Cueye goes rigid.

“Mother?” Izabel asks.

((I felt…)) Cueye trails off. ((Something is not right.))

“Marie, come back,” I call, and she glances over her shoulder at me from the entrance to the throne room, smiling a smile that is almost her own this time.

((Daughters,)) Cueye hisses, a summons.

Izabel gasps, her huge colony-mother body jerking, and suddenly she is gone. With her go the fish, the birds, the sisters singing in the tunnels. Even the throne room disintegrates.

And Marie, my beautiful Marie, looks at me, and blows away like ash on the wind. Piece by piece, particle by particle, chipped away and stolen into nothingness.

Izabel’s dream is ended. All that remains is a void, dark and ominous. And Matlalcueye, a goddess in truth, looming over me. Cueye growls, and the sound reverberates through my bones.

((Cueye?)) If Izabel is gone and Cueye remains, this must be the real colony-mother, somehow still connected to me. Is this what she does, during her months of sleep? Slips into the dreams of different daughters, explores their minds for herself. I can’t decide if it is sweet or terrifying. I suppose it is not so unexpected, that she spies while they sleep as well as when they wake.

((I think—)) Suddenly, she cuts herself off, cocking her head. It’s a very strange gesture, almost unnatural somehow, and it takes me a second to work out why. In the real world, colony-mothers can’t move their necks. A frown flits over her face. It deepens, and deepens again. “What…” she murmurs aloud, the first word she has actually spoken, and then her mouth opens wide in horror. “No!”

((Cueye?)) I ask, alarmed. What has the power to frighten her?

((No,)) she bellows, with such agonizing force that I double over, hands clutching my head. ((No! You cannot—))

And then it cuts off, and when I open my eyes, she is gone altogether. A hundred-foot mermaid, vanished in the blink of an eye.

I’m left alone in the empty dream she and Izabel built for me, seemingly infinite darkness stretching out in every direction.
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Someone is shaking me roughly awake.

((What? What?)) Instinctively I reach for my sisters, seeking out the instantaneous flow of information. I find only emptiness. Void.

“Eppie!” Another sharp shake, and the instinct to absorb information from the shared mind instead of gathering my own finally passes.

I open my eyes to see Izabel’s face, her brown eyes nearly black in the darkness. “Wake Marie,” she says, already turning toward Estefânia and Terana, sleeping above the eggs. “Something’s wrong.”

When I go to Marie, I find her pale eyes already awake and watchful. Despite my confusion, it’s reassuring to see her in control of her own body again. It was too real.

Izabel’s low, urgent tones sound from beneath us as she speaks to the others, and Iracema is pacing at the far end of the lagoon, swirling in such tight circles that the water is frothing.

“What’s the matter?” I ask, but my voice doesn’t carry.

“I’m sure it’s nothing,” Marie whispers, but her expression is uneasy.

“It’s Mother,” Izabel says, her voice full of fear as she stares at Iracema. “We can feel—what is it, Iracema?”

“Pain,” answers Iracema, so uncertainly that she doesn’t sound herself at all. “I think it’s pain.”

“Pain?” echoes Izabel, her voice climbing to a squeak. “What could hurt Mother?”

((We can’t leave the eggs,)) Estefânia objects. ((And they can’t handle another temperature change so soon.))

((No.)) With someone objecting to her, Iracema suddenly firms up again. She stops pacing and faces downriver, back toward the ocean. ((We need to go back. Now.))

Stubbornly, Estefânia shakes her head. ((The eggs need a full set of guards. It’s your duty to—))

“They can stay with you.” Iracema jerks a thumb at Marie and I. “But we must go.” One hand to her forehead, as though fighting off a migraine, she whirls and is gone.

Izabel casts an agonized glance at the eggs, but when Iracema barks her name, she dashes away.

I stare after them, trying to work out what could have happened. I was just with Cueye—wasn’t I? And she seemed fine. Right up until she cut the dream off mid-flow. It’s disturbing somehow to see people as bright and vital as Izabel and Iracema laid low by their tie to a colony-mother so far away they can’t even tell what’s wrong. My stomach churns. I wonder what that means for me. If Mother is injured, will I feel it too? If Cueye can reach her daughters from a distance, if she can stretch across the world to touch my colony-mother through the deep songs, what’s to stop Mother from reaching me right now? What distance will ever be enough? Or perhaps the answer is simpler: that I’m doomed to never feel fully safe in my control over my own mind.

At last, I find the clarity I need: no matter how happy Marie might be here someday, I will never invite another colony-mother into my head. The path ahead of me is clearer as a result. First, I must discharge my duty to Mother, do what I can to secure my sisters’ future. Then, when I have done my part, I can ask for a boon. Freedom from the bindings. All of them.

I sigh. That means I need to follow the plan Mother laid out for me. If Cueye herself cannot provide answers about the eggs, then the First Mother is my colony’s last hope. And Cueye is the only one who can tell me where she is.

I turn to Marie. “We need to go back.”

Marie turns pale. “No. No. We—we have no idea what’s going on back there. And the eggs—we’ve got to stay, Eppie.”

I frown. Marie is no coward: I wasn’t expecting such vehement opposition. “Marie, we have to go back.”

“What?” Even for someone with naturally gray skin, Marie looks pallid. “We can’t. We have no idea what we’d be rushing into.”

She doesn’t understand. I take her hand and try to draw her along with me. “You saw Izabel and Iracema. Something serious is happening. We have to help.”

Despite my words, I can’t imagine what the problem might be. What could endanger a full colony? We heal at incredible speed and we’re faster and stronger than anything else in the ocean. Surely nothing can pose a serious threat to us. Maybe it’s as simple as a single sister badly injured by a shark or some other predator, and the colony is in a frenzy over it. Though that… doesn’t feel right. The expression on Cueye’s face. The pain Iracema and Izabel felt.

“They could be imagining it. A bad dream.”

“I was… I was listening to Izabel, and I saw Cueye when it happened.”

Her eyes widen, and she is suddenly clutching my hand much harder, her talons digging in. “When what happened?”

“That’s what we need to find out.”

I’m heading for the tributary that leads down to the sea, but Marie is still hanging back. “We shouldn’t leave the eggs.”

“She’s right, you shouldn’t,” calls Estefânia from behind us, still not stirring from her post. “Colonia Cueye is supposed to provide us with four full-time guards. Now we have two, who aren’t even Colonia Cueye. Mother’s going to be furious.”

I turn to face her. “Surely you don’t need four. The colony might need help.”

“We need help,” Estefânia counters. “There are crocodiles here. Snakes. Jaguars. We need the heat for the eggs, but we also need the numbers to defend them.”

Relief flits across Marie’s face. “I think she’s right, Eppie. We can’t leave the eggs vulnerable.”

She has a point, but I just can’t shake the conviction that something huge is happening. A threat not just to the colony, but to Cueye herself. I didn’t like the way she spoke to me, the way she dangled the information I want over my head, but if she’s injured… I shudder. I can’t imagine the impact an injury to Mother would have on our colony. A colony-mother is so vital to the colony’s hive-mind. Her mood dominates. If she’s hurt, it makes sense that her daughters will all feel the pain. If she dies… I don’t know what will happen. So many sisters, land-born and ocean-born. They don’t deserve to be in danger.

“You could stay here,” I offer. Maybe it’s as simple as that she’s afraid.

Marie swallows. “So could you.”

“I can’t.” To win my freedom, I need the answers only Cueye can give.

Her throat works. “Please, Eppie. Just do this one thing. For me.”

She stretches out her hand to me, and I take it. She’s staring into my eyes, looking deep into the heart of me, and I feel my pulse quicken in response. As one, we move toward each other—but Estefânia mutters something to Terana, low and swift, and the moment is broken.

I let Marie’s hand go, and turn toward the mouth of the river. “I’m sorry, Marie. I just—I have to try.”

I don’t look back.

The night is dark, unbroken by any light save my own. I dart down the river as quickly as I can, and in the gloom the rainforest is transformed. The splendid colors are gone, replaced by shades of black. The birdsong and the hooting of the apes is over, and nocturnal hisses and rumblings have replaced them. Without Marie and the others here, everything seems larger and more frightening, and I duck back beneath the water, where I don’t have to listen to the silence.

I come out of the river so fast I wildly overshoot my turning and have to backpedal. I race alongside the white sand beaches, travelling at my absolute maximum speed. My lungs are burning, my abdomen is cramping. Even my mermaid strength can’t endure this forever. But I force myself on. Strange lights flash in the distance, where Colonia Cueye should be. Thunder cracks. Another boom, another fireburst.

No, it’s not thunder. It’s cannon-fire.

Too terrified to face the implications, I thrust myself as close to the seabed as I can get and speed up. I begin to feel the stabbing needles of a colony in frenzy, just as I felt it at the shipwreck.

I’m close now. I can see the pale spires. But the cannons are too faint; I can’t tell what’s happening above-water. I need to go up. For a long minute I hesitate, dreading what I will see when I surface. Then I leap out of the water and straight into hell.
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The shallow seas are heaving, the calm waters churned into chaos by the crash of cannons and the sharp reports of musketry. Screams rise like seabirds through the sky. Sisters with Ossind’s blue coloring are milling in every direction, fear and confusion coursing through the hive-mind so strongly that even my pulse quickens.

((What is it?)) I call out to them, reaching for anyone and everyone in my panic. ((Tell me what’s wrong!))

But they ignore me, all their attention flowing to the same single point of fear—the dark shape hulking beside the delicate sugar-lace confections of the reef. A three-masted beast of a ship, with rows upon rows of gunports open like round black eyes. Turned broadside to the colony, and the reef is shuddering with the force of each cannonball. I don’t need to read the name on the side to know it, to remember the fright in Marie’s expression as she whispered it to me. Purgans Oceanum. The mermaid hunters.

Cannonballs pound into the water. The reef creaking like a dying beast. Mermaids caught in the crossfire, maimed, wounded. What use is fast healing when they can carve you up like meat? Pistols flash from the deck. Shots to the head and to the heart, uncannily accurate. Sisters transformed into bodies before my eyes. A small sphere with a hissing fuse hurled into a knot of panicked shoal-sisters trying to shepherd the children to safety—and then there are no children anymore.

They are firing beneath the water too—a sister fleeing out to sea beneath their boat is blasted, a chunk bigger than my head taken out of her tail like that, the flesh simply gone.

((They are only human,)) Cueye suddenly thunders into my head, into everyone’s head. ((Don’t be afraid, my children. Attack them. Kill them! Rip them apart, sink their ship, and we will all be safe again.))

War-cries ring out like clarions, shrill and clear, and the Colonia Cueye mermaids wheel to attack. Was it a binding, I wonder? No. It doesn’t need to be. If someone attacked my family like this, wouldn’t I do the same?

The shoal forms. A great crowd of sisters, a many-headed hydra with a single goal: defend our family.

Falling in with the swarm, I charge the ship. We call out to each other—watch the cannons underneath, look out!—and it is almost too easy to lose myself in the rush. The feeling of belonging again. One of a pack. And this time I don’t need to fight against the instinct. It’s not like the shipwreck in the storm. This time around, I know I’m doing the right thing.

The ship is tacking starboard, rotating. And the men aboard, it seems like hundreds of them, are swarming just as we are. These aren’t the petrified sheep from the wreck; these men are brutal in their violence. We leap from the water, snatching at them, and they roar defiance and fire wildly into our midst. Some of them are torn away, but some of us are left flapping and bleeding on the deck. The losses flare like sunspots in our mind. The terror is so strong the boundary between me and Colonia Cueye is almost washed away entirely.

In the mayhem of it all their captain is everywhere—sneering down from the prow of the ship, up in the rigging, leaning far out over the taffrail as he fires one pistol after another, discarding the spent ones like litter and reaching for the next.

“Blessed are the hunters!” he cries, letting off another shot that takes a sister squarely through the forehead and leaves her lifeless in the water. “Vade retro satana!”

A towering old man, he laughs as he guns us down, spittle in his beard and his longcoat flying. The tables have turned, and now we are the prey. Nothing but cattle to be exterminated, and the huntsman has finally run his quarry to ground.

He bellows a command and nets are tearing through the water, snagging sisters in their grasp and hauling them back aboard. When I attack with fang and claw, I find they are metal cables, so finely woven they almost look like rope. I can’t cut them; none of us can. Panic courses through me. I see a little girl caught in the net beside the adults, and my lungs tighten so much I cannot breathe at all. Younger even than Libby, she must be less than twenty. Three or four years old, if she were human. What is she doing here in this fight? Surely she shouldn’t be obeying Cueye’s command. Where is her shoal-sister?

Thoughts of Libby, of Theo, are at the forefront of my mind, and I hurl myself up the side of the ship. There are others beside me, and together we will—

Faint scraping noises. Metal against coral, distant and tinny. I hear them despite the fact I must be half a mile distant from the farthest spur of the reef and underwater, and it takes me a beat to realize I’m not hearing with my own ears. The image of the throne room accompanies them, thick purple barbels twining like tree roots across her vision. This is Cueye’s mind.

Her voice is urgent. ((Look at the outside of the throne room, children. Something is out there!))

All around me, heads turn. Regardless of what they’re doing, who they were fighting. Heads turn, and Cueye broadcasts what she sees through their eyes. Three men, tied together with rope, using ice picks to claw their way up her tower as it soars above the waves. Each of them heavily laden with huge bundles of sackcloth on their backs. A rowboat rocks on the water below where they left it.

((They’re coming for me,)) Cueye says, suddenly sounding… frightened. How strange, to hear fear in a colony-mother’s thoughts. ((Daughters, you must defend me. If I am wounded, we will all be—))

I never hear what will happen to us all, because the head of the mermaid beside me, the head she obediently turned to watch the outside of the tower, explodes. Brain matter and silver blood spray me, thick and acrid, fragments of skull catching in my barbels, and I am screaming with raw terror.

“For Captain Josiah Fourné!” thunders the captain, tossing the pistol down into the water to follow the ball it fired, another already freed from his bandolier and ready in his hand. “For my father! The Lord will punish Leviathan the fleeing serpent, Leviathan the twisting serpent, and he will slay the dragon that is in the sea!”

The captain bounds away across the deck, but I no longer have any attention to spare for him. The humans have hold of the child now, the metal cables of the net still tangled round her. A fist in her pale purple barbels, the same shade as both Cueye’s and Ossind’s. She is weeping as they hold her aloft, but her tears are silent, eyes still pointed toward the throne room.

With a grunt, I shove down with both hands and surge up over the edge of the ship. I land on the deck with a thud and flash upright like a seal, walking on hands and tail. The hunters reel back from me, bringing pistols and cutlasses to bear as they aim, but I am moving too fast, heading straight for the sailor that holds the girl.

He’s so intent on his target that he doesn’t see me until I’m almost upon him. His eyes widen, but I grab his wrist in my hand and clench my fingers with every ounce of strength I possess. The bones of his wrist crumble like shale, crackling like paper, and the hand goes slack. The girl falls, and I seize the net and hurl her as far into the sea as I can.

The sailor brings his other hand around, holding the pistol intended for the child. It presses to my forehead, the metal biting cold as winter in Hwenfirth.

At the last moment he stutters, almost hesitates, but it’s too late. Already I am lunging. Instinctively, I bite down. My fangs shear through his flesh. No more resistance than butter, and when I reach the bone, the impulse is too strong and I complete the motion. My diamond-sharp teeth grind down and crunch together, and then the man is gasping, the pistol is clattering to the ground and his arm is a stump, and his hand—his hand—is in my mouth.

For a second we are locked in a horrible tableau, my victim and I. Frozen. Then the blood bubbles up over his wrist, flooding my nose, coursing out of the spider-like object in my mouth and onto my tongue. A thousand times more potent than the tamarin’s meat. How did I ever think there was a comparison? The world bursts into color. Everything is richer. Redder. Brighter than it was a moment before. I feel so strong, so full of power, that surely I could do anything. I’m a demigod, I’m a hero out of Homeric myth—

The man is screaming, and his hand is in my mouth.

Retching with horror, I spit the thing out. It falls pale and arachnid into the fiery sea.

Only then do I look my victim in the eyes. The man I mauled, just a young man, with a heavy brown beard covering his pointed chin and thick hair plaited back from his face. A few strands fly loose, falling into his eyes, same as they always have. A man screaming, his eyes screwed up in pain as he tries in vain to apply pressure to the wound. His eyes. His indigo eyes, so much more decided than my own pale blue.

It couldn’t be—could it? No. No. Surely not. I saw him, just a few months ago. Less than a year. And he doesn’t know about the hunters. How could he know? No. I won’t even think it. He’s safe in Hwenfirth. He has to be.

Everything is numb. The brilliant color is gone. The world is empty of everything but this man who I must believe is a stranger. I move automatically, shove myself away from the balustrade, away from the ship, away from the terrible thing I cannot undo. I let myself fall into the water and it closes over my head.

Cowering under the ship, between the lines of cannons belching death and destruction out at the sisters desperately trying to claw their way in, I retch and heave until there is nothing left. The child, the colony: everything is forgotten in the face of what I’ve done. For a second, I became the thing I most dreaded. And if it happened once, it can happen again. At any moment, I am only a heartbeat away from becoming a killer.

The water is awash with silver blood.

Cueye’s thoughts, still blaring out to everyone, are growing more feverish. The three climbers have reached the top of the throne room tower. They have something up there, bolted together from the pieces they carried on their backs. Visible now over the tower’s circular rim, wavering through the surface as Cueye peers up. A crossbow, an oversized juggernaut of a weapon. Pointed straight down.

Sisters are crawling up after them, one hand at a time, fangs bared and gills straining for breath that will not come. A man calmly patrols the circumference of the tower, shooting them down one by one while his comrades work. They are pouring liquid over the bolt, into it. Cueye’s fear pulses through all of us. She is looking up at them, at the wicked black barb that looms over her, distorted through the surface of the water.

And then she finds me and locks on, and suddenly all the huge weight of her mind is bearing down on me.

((You asked for the First Mother,)) she says, watching the movements of the tiny figures above her with razor focus.

((Yes,)) I whisper, watching them too. The men lock the bolt into place on the crossbow. Another crack from the shooter’s pistol. Another body falling limp back into the water, bouncing off the backs of her swarming sisters. Another little pulse of pain in the tapestry of Cueye’s view of her children.

((You’ll find her in the warm waters, a long way to the north. Closer to Adastrea’s rooting-place than to mine,)) she says, showing me an image of balmy blue ocean speckled with dusty islands. It’s tinged with different colors, different minds overlaying it—a memory of a memory, not one of her own. More landmarks follow, a constellation of trenches and undersea volcanoes charting a path northeast. She’s giving me a map. ((If you find her… tell her. Tell her what the humans are doing to her daughters. Ask her to help.))

I have so many questions, but there is no time. The hunters winch back the bolt. One of them readies himself by the trigger. Another lowers a lit torch to the bolt, which flares suddenly into brilliant white flame.

((Flee, daughters!)) Cueye cries at last. ((Leave me; you need to get away before—))

She’s too late. The crossbow fires, and the burning harpoon wings down into the water. A spray of water erupts from the tower’s peak, blasting the hunters away, but they fall into an ocean of floundering mermaids unable even to retaliate. Because as soon as that unearthly weapon connects with Cueye’s flesh, every one of us is burning. Fire. White-hot. Clawing at my skin, my mind, my brain. Every bit as terrible as the burn of my changing. A hellish flame, licking at our flesh even underwater, a pain so exquisite our minds cannot grasp it. In all our three thousand years we have felt nothing like this, nothing, and it will not stop, it rages on, radiating out from the shaft embedded in our sternum, climbing and climbing, and we cannot escape—

Suddenly Marie is there, a single pale point of reason in the discord that surrounds me. “Come on,” she hisses, grabbing my hand. “We need to go.”

I can barely hear her through the reflected torture. Dimly, an answer forms: I shake my head. All around me I can see Colonia Cueye sisters clutching at their heads, sobbing, trying to drag themselves toward the throne room where Cueye waits for them, bellowing her pain. ((Mother!)) everyone is wailing, hundreds of voices welded into one. ((Mother! They’re hurting her!))

“Mother,” I croak, swept along in the tide of it.

“Not your mother,” Marie says firmly, slinging one of my arms across her shoulders and towing me alongside her. “We’re getting out of here.”

We pass a sister who reaches out clawed fingers to us, pleading for help. A shot rings out above the clamor and a white line slices through the water. Right into her heart. She spasms once and then is still: a puppet with her strings cut.

Horrified, I turn my head to watch her bleed out as Marie pulls me away. Silver blood shines in the fading light of her fins.

Marie seems to possess an almost preternatural ability to predict the path of the bullets flying like hail around us. She jerks us left and right, and though the water churns, we swim safely through. The others are not so lucky.

“Marie… we need to…”

Lips pressed tight together, she refuses. “No.”

The shadow of the ship passes over us like a dark cloud. Purgans Oceanum. A name Marie whispered to me a lifetime ago, hushed as a curse. Purging the ocean. To them, we are a disease, and they want to stamp us out.

The darkness lifts and Marie swims faster. More musket-balls behind us, and I know in the pit of my stomach that our luck can’t hold. Any second now, one of those bullets will come for us. A pain in my head greater even than Cueye’s borrowed agony, the very last thing I feel. Or worse, a twitch from Marie, one final paroxysm before she goes still in my arms. I don’t know which possibility I fear more.

We pass the body of a little ocean-born girl, face down in the water. She looks barely hatched. Is it the same child I pulled from the net? I can’t tell.

The farther we get, the fainter Cueye’s anguished voice grows, until I can finally think again.

“Marie,” I whisper, backpedaling against her furious rhythm. “Marie, we can’t just leave them. They’re all paralyzed.” The hunters’ little boats can simply row from sister to sister, finishing them off while they can’t defend themselves.

Marie’s answer, when it comes, is more unfeeling than I’ve ever heard her. “We can’t help them.”

I stare at her, uncomprehending. “We’re the only ones who can fight back.”

She shoots me a look that is somewhere between sadness and irritation. “You couldn’t do anything, remember?”

“We have to try.”

“We’d die. Same as them. The hunters outgun us ten to one.”

I’ve never seen her like this. So cold. Her empathy was the first thing that drew me to her, all the way back at Colonia Phryne. The girl with the soft smile who told me she didn’t eat people.

“Surely we can save a few.” But my voice wobbles.

In this moment there is nothing soft about Marie. Nothing but edges and steel. “I’m saving you.”

She’s stronger than I am, this strange new Marie, and I have nothing left to resist her as she hauls me out to sea, away from the rainforest and the dying colony that called it home.
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The sun rises on a cold and gray day. We are swimming near the surface, casting frightened glances back over our shoulders. After so long amid the chatter and friendship of Colonia Cueye, with only Marie at my side I feel disturbingly alone. Was Izabel among the dead floating in the idyllic blue waters? Will the gentle waves wash Iracema up on the white sand of the beach this morning, with the green leaves of the rainforest to shade her?

“We could go back,” I say, not for the first time.

“No,” Marie repeats. “Please, Eppie. Tell me again.”

She makes me go over the directions Cueye gave me for the fifth time, trying to puzzle out the location of the First Mother. She has me describe the memory closest to the journey’s end in excruciating detail, cataloguing the exact position of every star.

“It sounds like she could be in the Mediterranean, with Polaris that high and Menkar in that position at dusk,” she says, her hand stretched out in front of her, fingers crooked at a right angle as though she’s measuring the position of the stars even now. “Maybe. It’s hard to be certain.”

“Alright.” I nudge her and try my best to smile, wishing I had the courage to hold her as I did in that dream at Colonia Dremne. Maybe then I could forget the acrid tang of Cueye’s terror as she burned, the coppery aftertaste of the sailor’s blood. Maybe then I could feel something other than this numbing horror. “So you’re a genius. But it doesn’t matter, Marie. We should swim deep again. All we need to do is follow the memories and the waymarks.”

She pauses, then nods. “You’re right. Of course you’re right. I don’t know what I was thinking. I just—I like to be certain.”

I nod, my false smile already melting away. I wish I could be certain too. Certain that this is the right thing to be doing, certain that we shouldn’t be racing back to Colonia Cueye right now. Certain that anyone—anyone—might have survived.

The motion of my tail stops. I need to try again. “Marie, please. We ought to go back.”

“No.”

“Not to Colonia Cueye, then. But we could go back to the eggs. Estefânia and Terana. Get them safely back home to Tlaloc.”

She won’t meet my eyes. “No.”

“Why not?”

“I’ve… I’ve seen how those men hunt. They don’t leave survivors. The first thing they’re going to do is comb the coastline. They’ll find that tributary, and…” She trails off, leaving me to imagine what comes next.

I feel tears stabbing at my eyes, hot and helpless. Eggs, precious eggs. The thing Mother sent me halfway across the world to find, to protect. How many mermaids like Nemri are waiting back in Colonia Tlaloc, ready to become shoal-sisters? How many dreams die with those eggs? Bad enough that we couldn’t save a single Colonia Cueye mermaid from extinction—now we cannot even save their cousins.

Ossind is an orphan now. The last sister left.

Marie’s hand is gentle against my cheek, and her white eyes are soft as fresh-fallen snow. She almost looks herself again.

I lean into the caress. “Why can’t we try?”

“Because I’ve lived through this before,” she whispers, quiet as a prayer. “And I only survived because I ran.”

It makes a horrible kind of sense. I can’t deny that. But to abandon them—how can we justify it? I can understand why she acted. I wasn’t responsive, and everyone else was in agony. But now? If we don’t turn back now, if I buy into this self-serving survival… if I accept their deaths because at least we are alive, what sort of person does that make me?

Seeming to sense my indecision, Marie leans in. “It’s been hours, Eppie. Everyone who was going to get away already did. The others… they’re already dead.”

Finally reaching the point of anger, I break away from her. “You don’t know that.”

Her hand hangs suspended for a moment before she lowers it to her side. “The hunters will do what they always do with shallow-water colonies. Pack it full of gunpowder and blow it sky-high. If we turn back, we won’t find any survivors.”

I can see the terrible image already forming in my mind’s eye. Colonia Cueye’s pale pink towers, blasted into nothing. The nursery, the tunnels where Izabel showed us how to win at hide-and-seek, the sun-warmed sleeping caves right beneath the surface. The throne room, with its multitudes of fish and the body of the colony-mother who once claimed godhood. All gone in one great blast of fire.

Yet if we return, what waits for us? A ship full of humans, armed to the teeth and well-practiced in the murder of our kind. I saw the fury in the sailor’s eyes yesterday before I tore his hand off. The raw hate. He wouldn’t think twice about killing me, despite his resemblance to… I will not say that name. I will not make it real.

The hunters are merciless. In their eyes we’re nothing but beasts to be slaughtered. I have to face the truth: Marie and I are not fighters. I act on blind instinct, and that wasn’t enough to save me last night. Marie was the one who did that.

With the light of impending victory in her eyes, Marie hammers it home. “Adastrea gave you your mission. Find the First Mother. Are we going to stop now we finally know where she is?”

A flash of resentment, deep in the pit of my belly. I wish now I hadn’t told her the frenzied story of Cueye’s last moments. She’s using my loyalty to my colony against me. Trying to weaponize it to stop me going back.

“No. Not stop,” I say, almost begging her to understand. Cueye gave her life in giving me this map, and I let myself be dragged away from her dying daughters. “Just go back and help, before we carry on.”

Marie lets out a breath, and finally stops swimming. Without her herding me onward, I grind to a halt too. When I turn to face her, she inches closer. Her hand steals to my waist, cups my hip. I’m struggling to catch my breath. I’ve never been so close to her. Not like this.

“I know you wanted to help them. I understand.” Her voice is a whisper, soft as the wind. “I… I wanted to save you. Nothing else seemed to matter.”

I almost choke on my reply. She’s so close I can feel the heat of her body. Why do I feel like weeping? “I wanted to save you too. But—”

She puts her finger against my lips, pressing lightly. “Why does there have to be a but?”

Because they died. Hundreds of them.

But her face is tilted up to meet mine, her lips curling in that beautiful smile just for me. Her finger slips away, her wrist resting lightly on my shoulder as her fingers twine in my barbels. Waiting for me to close the last little bit of distance between us.

There’s never been anything I’ve wanted more, and yet… and yet.

This is the second time I have almost kissed Marie. Perhaps the third. After all these months of fantasizing, of wishing, the number feels pitifully small. Last time, the hunters stopped us. This time, they are still coming between us. Their crimes, and Marie’s bone-deep dread of them that will not let us go back.

The moment stretches. Thousands of thoughts are flickering through my head, moving too quick to grasp. Marie beneath the stars, Marie laughing alongside the pink river dolphins, Marie telling me I am different. Lucy Craig’s sneering face, Mama’s blind eyes, the horror on the sailor’s face as he looks from my bloodied mouth to the ruin I have made of his wrist.

I want to go home. I want Theo, and Mama, and for everything that happened yesterday not to be real.

But Marie is here. She’s with me.

She draws me toward her, inescapable as the tides, and I let myself be swept into her current. I let her wash all of it away. Slowly but surely, she reels me in; like dancers we move closer and I cannot tell if it is her or me who closes the final space between us. All I see is her eyes, shining brighter than the stars. The world is gone, and Marie is what remains.

“Eppie,” she says, and I tremble.

Her breath scorches my lips, until like the waves dashing themselves on the rocks at Hwenfirth, we collide. If I expected the fire to be quenched, for the sea to put out the flames Marie of Colonia Caria lights in my soul, I thought wrong. Now we are touching she burns hotter than ever, and the sea gives way to the inferno.

We break apart, panting, and I cannot even let her get a handspan away before I follow. I want her more than I want to breathe. I want her more than I wanted the blood that leaked from the sailor’s severed arm. I want Marie more than I want anything in the world, and when she lets me reclaim her it is like coming home.

My hands are on her cheeks, my claws curling softly into the hollow behind her jawbone, and her eyes flutter closed. My lips skim the corner of her mouth, hardly daring to believe this is really happening.

“Wait,” she says, as my forehead touches hers, “wait, should we stop?”

“If you want to,” I whisper, between kisses. “Anything you want, Marie.”

For a moment we teeter on the edge, my life in her hands.

But she does not push me away. She does not call me freak. Then her fingers are brushing my chin, my cheek, tracing over my lips, and she claims me as hers. We fly together, Marie and I, like two gulls skimming the waves. Our wings beat as one.

Her lips are like velvet, soft as the catkins that weigh the willow boughs each spring. Her breath is like honey, warm and rich against my tongue. And her soul, oh, her soul—it unfurls before me like one of Mother’s flowers, and I do not need to hear her thoughts to know her. Marie is good, and pure, and she cares for me every bit as much as I care for her.

I am moving faster now, a lifetime of denial washed away in the flood of this feeling. My talons rake through her barbels, my arm snaking around her back, crushing her dorsal fin flat as I pull her flush against me. The fire roars, the sparks of contact skittering across my torso, my chest.

Then I feel it. She is no longer moving with me, needing as I need, wanting as I want. My eyes snap open, an apology ready on my tongue—only to wither and die at the look on her face.

The fire chokes out.

She pulls back slightly, and I see the doubt in her eyes more clearly. The fear. My breath shudders in my throat, and I snatch my hands away. That expression on her face—freak, whispers Guinevere, and Lancelot falls upon his sword—Marie does not want me. A wave of icy water crashes down over my head, dousing the heat between us faster than I would have believed possible. Perhaps it was never there at all. Perhaps I only imagined it.

Forcing back the tears, I turn my face away, and Marie crumples, small and vulnerable again.

The gap between us yawns wider than the chasm beside Mother’s reef.

Marie ducks her head and swims rapidly past me. Her breathing is unsteady. “We… we should get going.”

I mumble an agreement. Too exhausted to formulate an explanation for her rejection, to make sense of any of this. I don’t dare offer excuses for what I just did when I don’t even understand it myself. I thought she wanted it. I thought she wanted me.

As always, I was wrong.

Wrong about Marie, wrong about trying to save Cueye. Wrong in the battle, wrong inside and out. My teeth met in the sailor’s flesh, scything through bone and meat, and I dared to kiss Marie with the same lips that ran red with blood only hours before?

I disgusted her when I ate a monkey, and I presumed to touch her now. No wonder she pulled away. Who could care for me, after what I have done?

Marie’s back is turned to me now, and I am able to scrub fruitlessly at my eyes, at the tears invisible in the great wide ocean. I can push the heels of my hands into my temples so hard pain flares white behind my eyes, my mouth gaping in a silent scream. Stupid, stupid, stupid. I have never regretted anything more than I regret this. Marie was my one friend, the person I trust most. What must she think of me now? Stupid, stupid. I push harder—would I be strong enough, if I tried? I imagine my skull bursting like the sisters gunned down by the captain and his men, popping like an overripe açai berry.

“Eppie?” Marie is looking back, her voice very small and her face unreadable.

I snatch my hands down and pull in a trembling breath. “I’m coming.”

She stares at me with those huge silver eyes for one long second before turning away once more.

Logic has fled. We are adrift in an ocean of insanity. Nothing makes sense. I… I almost ate a man, we left an entire colony to die, and now we are fleeing north, chasing a ghost. The First Mother is dead, as dead as Cueye herself. What mermaid old enough to be Cueye’s great-grandmother could still be alive? Cueye told me she was old, and she was only three thousand. If only is a descriptor that can be applied to such a number.

All I can do is look down, stare into the empty ocean. It stole me years ago, but only now do I truly belong. That terrible moment—when I bit the sailor, and again when I broke Marie’s trust in me and repeated the exact same mistake I made with Lucy—the transformation is complete. I am a monster, through and through. The girl who was once named Eppie Wester is lost, and I don’t know what the wreckage of her will become.

But Marie is swimming on, steel and iron inside that soft supple frame. She is not lost. And all I can do is follow.
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16

REMEMBRANCE

The sunken temple with the crumbling pillars was a little more whole in Cueye’s memories. A few more gigantic pillars standing upright, a slightly brighter gleam to the white stone obscured by plant life. A few millennia less for it to continue its journey into decay. Now it must be almost at the end of that journey. Only a few inches of white peek out at us, hidden beneath crustaceans and shellfish of every variety, anemones and coral of hundreds of different species all clustered here together.

Fish flood the water around the temple and seem unwilling to flee even after we catch a few and eat them. All the species here are clinging to this ancient ruin as though it is their last hope. Something I fear Marie and I have in common with them.

This is the last landmark on Cueye’s map. To the east of us is… the Aegean Sea, perhaps? Marie says so, but my grasp of geography was never solid, and the memories of my time at school grow hazy. We will swim east, and either we will find the First Mother, hale and hearty and ready to save us all—or we will find nothing at all. Just one more ruin in an ocean full of them.

The closer we get, the more the ruins are cropping up. Strange buildings in the shapes of spirals and pentagons, almost buried beneath thousands of years of shifting sands. Buildings that look ethereal and otherworldly even in the rare segments when they are free of decomposition. Carvings of strange trees and animals that have no earthly match, unmarked despite the passage of time and the hungry sea. Stone shaped into forms so delicate it’s like it grew that way. And buildings like this temple, so large it seems built for another race altogether. We cannot craft things like this in the modern world. The cathedral at Garthisle is the largest building I have ever seen, three hundred years of human engineering and the dedication of master craftsmen who knew they wouldn’t live to see their work completed. It’s the largest building for three counties, and yet… you could fit six of it into the portico of the temple before us.

And the depth we are at. We are on the seabed, miles down. There shouldn’t be anything down here, let alone constructions like these. How did the people of the ancient world have the skill to build like this in a time when I was taught they were busy fighting one another with clubs and spears? And then how did they… sink? The temple is the twentieth such we have passed, all of the same grandiose scale, and the strangely uneven sea floor makes me suspect there’s even more buried beneath.

I look across at Marie. She is as silent as ever, pale eyes luminescent and utterly remote. As empty as she was in the nightmare before Myre crawled out of her skin.

My head is a morass of jumbled fear and misery, no different from any other day on our long journey north. When we try, we can speak of hunting, of food and rest and our route, yet not one word about anything that actually matters passes our lips. When we try, the words struggle to find their way between us, and more often than not they get lost. The sound of Cueye’s death throes still ring in my ears, the sight of the little girl in the water, the deep blue eyes of the man I hurt. Too much is drifting between us for me to find my way back to her, so I try to take solace in the simple comfort of her presence. To let that be enough.

It never is.

She still sleeps beside me every night, fins touching, and even waking she’s never farther than arm’s reach. But some days I wake up and feel her by my side, as close as she ever was, and it makes me feel like I am going mad. Like I will start screaming and never stop. Because I should be able to talk to her—the only person who matters, the only one left—and yet I cannot. I can’t bring myself to apologize for it, and yet what else can I do? She did not want it. I pushed myself in where I was not invited. Again.

“I’m sorry,” I say more times than I can count, speaking those two useless little words into the darkness as she sleeps, the ocean lit only by her gentle light.

But when she wakes, my courage crumbles, and the wall of silence raises its crenellated ramparts a little higher.

This ruined temple, one among many, provides an opportunity. A plank bridge swaying over a rushing beck filled with sharp-edged stones. On the other side is a neutral subject, a safe haven, something that does not touch on anything dangerous yet lets me hear the grail of her voice.

“What do you think this place was?” I finally manage to ask. The sound feels strange in the quiet: it has been a long time since one of us broke it.

“I’m not sure,” she says, tentative. “Humans from a long time ago, I think. Maybe the seas were lower then?”

The inflection at the end of the sentence makes it clear it was a question, and she waits, clearly hoping for an answer. I search for one and come up empty. Silence falls once more. A shroud for us both, wrapping tighter and tighter until we’re almost mummified.

Lost in that choking quiet, we slip back into the darkness of the temple and coil ourselves among the ghosts to rest.

That night, I wake to find her gone, and panic presses in like the lid of a coffin. “Marie!” I call. “Marie!”

My heart palpitating, I race through the monumental hall, shouting her name. Schools of fish flee before me, murmurations of them like the starlings in flight over the winter meadows. The walls are lined with beautiful carvings of women garbed in alien robes, strange plants sprouting from the earth at their feet—but there is no Marie. Just emptiness and echoes.

I shoot out through a crack in the domed roof and swim higher, trying to get a bird’s-eye view. Where is she?

Has she done this before? How many nights has she crept away as I slept, leaving me to the mercy of the ocean, abject and alone? I imagine her listening to my whispered apologies, waiting with eyes shut for the humiliating ritual to end. My breath is coming too fast, and I can’t stop the shallow panting. Her presence was all that was keeping me together. Without her, I can feel it all coming for me. Estefânia and Terana, waiting for help that never comes. Sweet Izabel, gone. The little girl floating face down in the water. And worst of all the sailor’s hand, his indigo eyes, too familiar, too close to—

I can’t go there. I won’t. I just… I need to find her. I need her back.

“Marie!”

Suddenly she is there, an angel of mercy curving down from above. She catches me in her arms and I clutch her like I am dying and she’s the cure. “Eppie, Eppie, what is it? What’s wrong?”

“I couldn’t—find you.” Suddenly ashamed of my tears, my panic, I pull back to hide my face from her. Scrubbing my eyes in a habit left over from my previous life, where tears were never washed away.

“I was just out hunting,” she says softly. “I didn’t go far.”

I look into her soft white eyes, and I try to calm my breathing. I could ask her what she caught when her hands are empty, or why she left a ruin that was teeming with fish. But there are new distances between us, and I hold my tongue. So long as she is here, it doesn’t matter. None of it matters.

She came back for me. Maybe something is beginning to thaw at last.

She strokes my barbels until I am quiet again. Just the two of us floating in empty space. A rare bubble of peace in this haunted land. “It’s alright,” she murmurs. “You’re safe.”

She waits until I nod, and then she gives me a smile I can almost believe. “Maybe we should go a little farther now we’re both awake.”

And silently, we swim on.

The water grows heavier the deeper we go, but strangely, the sea glows brighter. The dim blue haze spreads across the horizon until it suddenly resolves itself into a jumbled morass of shapes, limbs jutting and tangling in every conceivable direction. As we get closer, more of it emerges from the ocean gloom, but it seems to have no end. Endless branches impaling and strangling one another as they reach blindly into the dark.

Marie is the one who makes sense of it first. “Is that… a reef?”

Not just a reef. A colony.

And not like any I have ever seen. Colonia Adastrea, Colonia Dremne, and Colonia Cueye were different in their settings and growth, but they had certain points of commonality. Laws set down for the growth of colonies, coded into the core of them like bindings from a colony-mother. But this reef grows without reason or logic. Just more and more and more. Spreading across the sea floor like a tumor. Growth without end.

And though the coral is undoubtedly alive, alight just like Mother’s is, the reef is deserted. This place is fifty, sixty, a hundred times the size of Colonia Cueye, but there isn’t a single mermaid in sight. I strain my senses to their utmost and fail to pick up even the faintest buzz of a mind.

Plants grow untended and sickly. Tunnels twist on themselves like tangled ivy, coming to abortive ends or spiralling down into the reef in an endless maze. We don’t dare venture too deep: with no colony-mother to guide us if we get lost, how would we ever make it out?

The whole place makes my barbels prickle. Uncanny. Wrong.

We wander aimlessly for what seems like hours. As we round another spur of coral only to find yet more knots, like writhing tentacles frozen mid-movement, I finally feel my temper start to fray. A growl bubbles in my throat and I dig my talons into my palm. “Where’s the center?”

“I’m not sure there is one.”

“What is this place?”

Marie pauses, considering. “Maybe this is what happens when a colony just keeps growing forever.”

“That can’t be right,” I huff. “How old would the colony-mother need to be to have time to grow all this? Nothing can live that long.”

“We came here looking for the First Mother,” Marie points out, reasonably enough. “And you didn’t think she was still alive?”

“I don’t know. Isn’t it more likely that it’s a series of mothers and daughters who have rooted close to each other? They… tapped into one another’s root systems, and it turned strange?”

“Maybe,” says Marie equably. “We’ll find someone eventually. If there’s anyone left to find.”

Looking out at the infinite jungle of bleak blue branches, each of them vaster than a castle, I can’t hold back the thought that it’s a very big if.

For five days we roam this forest of the damned. When we dip down to the base of the growths, we find more behemoth pillared buildings, choked beneath the mass of the reef. The temples look tortured, white skulls with long blue blades growing through jaws and eye sockets. We hurry back up to the open water, and we don’t venture down again.

The empty colony sits in solitary splendor, bony spurs reaching aimlessly like the ribs of some goliath carcass. We stay close together as we pass through the shadows of these dead trees, and more than once Marie’s fingers brush against the back of my hand. It’s an invitation, subtle and cautious. But I think of the massacre at Colonia Cueye, the look in her eyes as she drew back, and I leave it unanswered. I pretend I didn’t notice, and she pretends she believes me, and we swim on into the gloom.

And then, on the sixth day, we hear it. It begins as a rumble in the depths, a deep vibration. A shuddering that seems to rise from the very center of the earth. Even the behemoth branches of the reef tremble.

It grows and builds, and I feel a buzzing in the base of my seed. I turn to Marie, mouth opening. “Do you—”

And then the world erupts into white. Blinding, skull-splitting noise.

Anguish. Abandonment. Hate. A loathing so deep I can’t plumb its depths. And tangled through it all the pearlescent periwinkle-blue of one bittersweet emotion. Regret. Never have I felt it as I feel it now, deep enough to drown in.

When it recedes again and I return to myself, my ears are ringing and there are droplets of blood floating around my head. Hesitantly, I put my hand to my ear. Deep within I can feel the tingle of something trying to repair itself.

Ruptured eardrums, mouths Marie, now twice as mute as she was before. Dizzy and disoriented, I try to rise. We are sprawled across the sloping surface of a huge spur of reef, clearly having drifted while the scream wiped our senses.

Because it was a scream. The flood of emotions that accompanied it leaves no doubt. Whatever colony-mother is at the root of this mess, she’s still alive.

I shut my eyes, and I cast my mind as wide as I know how. ((Where are you?)) I call, into the endless wasteland she has grown. ((First Mother, can you hear me?))

And even as I’m watching Marie, her mouth pursing in a frown as she tries to work out what I’m concentrating so hard on, another image is superimposed over the top. A colony-mother, colossal, her blue fins striped with every shade of the ocean. Like Marie’s, her eyes seem pale, but filmed with age instead of naturally colored. Her ears twitch and twist, like she is listening for someone. For me.

((First Mother?)) I say again.

Her eyes flash up to meet mine, and the world around me is blasted away.
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“Midsummer sun rises, the solar queen triumphant!” The call of the priestesses drifts out from the high towers of the temples, a thrill that ripples through me with enough power to dispel the last vestiges of sleep.

The wind is crisp and clean as it skims over the waves, ruffling my hair. I love the mornings when I wake near a temple, fizzing with energy and the strange sense of mystery that always comes from skirting the edges of priestess-dreams. They dream bigger than the rest of us. Grander and more mysterious. Last night, I saw eagles and whales and three moons in the sky.

“Midsummer sun, Alectrona and Thalassa…”

Smiling, I brush my way through the verdant foliage of the tree I slept beneath. A nameless hybrid, too new to have been catalogued by the archivists and taught in the schools. A gift from a priestess to the city and the goddesses, and all the more beautiful for the rawness: the leaves smell of honey and summer skies.

“Rise high, goddesses, and bear us with you…”

Wonderful melodies, impossible sounds. When they harmonize together, they can reach all the way across the ocean, but when they sing softer, like this, it’s more beautiful than birdsong and sends delicious tingles through my entire body, from the tips of my pointed ears to the three long toes on each foot.

I curl those dexterous toes into the lush grass, savoring the feel of it even as I study my feet. Blue-green skin, the same as always. And my hands, two delicate fingers and a slightly shorter thumb. Everything about me is exactly as it has always been, but now that I’m paying closer attention, something seems subtly wrong. I cock my head, trying to work it out, and then the next line of the song comes, and I lose track of the thought altogether, pulled away by the music as it sweeps out over the sea.

“Midsummer sun, the solar queen never sets!”

There isn’t a cloud in the sky. The reef rocks gently beneath my feet, moving with the ocean as it stirs beneath us, and the white marble of the temple shines in the light. Butterflies almost as big as me drift by overhead, the newest ones fresh from the mainland and grown to impossible size by the priestesses. I laugh and jump for one of them, missing it by a mile and not caring in the least. Now that I’m running, the feeling of it is too wonderful to resist, and I race onward. The song of the priestesses fades behind me and the garden suddenly gives way to a cliff edge where I teeter on the precipice. Laughing down into the perfect blue channel of the sea as it flows between the two reefs. My six toes curl into the vines and roots, agile as a tree-squirrel, and I’m not afraid at all.

It’s easy as breathing for me to scamper over the thicker vines that connect this reef to the next, and I dart into the central plaza, shouting out greetings to those I know and dodging around those I don’t. A pack of other girls joins me for a while, running for the joy of it, all of us fleet and fast. This is what it is to be a child of Atlantea: free as the wind, just like the city is. We drift and we run and we go where we please, and the whole world is ours.

And if there’s a little nagging voice at the back of my mind trying to whisper that something isn’t right, that I’m not meant to be here, it’s easy to shake it off and bound on to the next wonder. The city is full of them, and you could travel for days and never reach the city’s edge. More than anyone could see in three lifetimes—paradise, as far as I’m concerned.

Dashing through a fountain—skipping beneath a waterfall that flows from one of the grand dormitories where hammocks wait, freshly grown for anyone who wants rest—the cool water on my feet is a delicious contrast to the warm wind on my face.

I pause to pick some fruit on an orchard reef and eat till I feel sick. Till I am sick. But it’s fine: there’s a priestess running her hands over one of the trees, green light flickering between them while a song of power hums in her throat. She sighs and does the same to me and the queasiness vanishes at once. She scolds me for neglecting my health and not eating proper meals, so I promise to change my ways and sidetrack for lunch at one of the community nurseries. A smaller structure, grown from living wood by the priestesses. This is where the children like me are meant to stay, really: loved and educated by those whose vocation it is to be parent to many. But I like the wind in my face and the sea beneath my feet as I balance on the vines, always on my way to the next reef over. And no one tries to detain me. This is Atlantea, and we are all free.

When night falls, I curl up beneath a bush blooming with glorious lilies and orchids, fused into a single fragrant plant by an adventurous priestess, and let sleep take me. I fall into the rich world of dreams, where my mind blurs at the edges with the minds of the sleepers close to me, and we wander together in a shared dreamscape until the warmth of the rising sun wakes me again.

Each day is like the one before and yet utterly different. A new adventure, a new wonder. New music and magic and tiny island worlds to explore. I am safe and I am happy, and I will never know want. This world is everything I could ever need.

Why, then, do I feel a shadow inside me?

The next time I spend the night beside a temple, a priestess offers me a hammock inside the walls. I smile shyly and shake my head. I love their music, but I could never be one of them. A priestess must swear an oath to their mother temple, and faithfulness demands they stay forever within the bounds of the reef it is built on. Tending to its needs and giving their own sapphire lifeblood to sustain it. Surrendering their eggs to the communal nurseries while they remain sequestered—eggs that hatch into motherless girls like me.

No, I would not be a priestess. I love our city too much to stop roaming, but I am happy to sleep in the warm summer night beneath their arches, where the rainbow plumeria flowers send their fragrance out into the night and the dreams of the priestesses are within touching distance.

But tonight something is strange. They dream of a mountain on the far-distant land, and my own humble offering—a pleasure-garden filled with yellow flowers that open their petals to reveal a mouthful of sweet water when you blow on them—is swept away without a glance. On the land everything is rigid and alien. There are no floating reefs or shining channels of sea, and the animals try to bite when we walk among them. The plants are unfriendly and will not bend their shapes when the priestesses ask. The earth is hard and cuts my feet, and worst of all, the sky is a terrible gray, bulging here and there with shadows of red.

That sky seems to hang low overhead, rumbling like a living beast sniffing us out. The priestesses don’t seem to hear me when I whimper and ask to wake up. They walk on, and caught in their dream, I am taken along.

The mountain dominates the landscape, belching smoke out into the wounded sky. It grumbles and snarls like a mythic monster made real. The priestesses are scared; I can feel their fear and it’s terrifying. What could scare them? With one final thunderous bark, the mountain unleashes a torrent of fire and ash, and a shockwave ripples out from it, so powerful the earth quivers like the sea. The waves of stone and soil will crush us when they reach us—but one of the priestesses spreads her hands and sings, and the light of her dream-spell shields us. We watch the tide of the land flood out into the ocean, so blue and tranquil. The ocean takes up the baton and a huge wave swells and rushes away. Out to sea. Out to where Atlantea floats.

What is this? Why did the priestesses craft such a terrible dream? I am sobbing, and I vow never to sleep beside a temple again. But there is fear in the priestesses’ eyes, genuine fear. And when one of them finally ends it, waking us all, the sky is the same red-black tumult as it was in my dream. The air has a sour tang, like old ashy meat cooked too long on the fire.

Still shaking, I huddle against a pillar and listen to the cries from inside the temple. Their panic sounds real, but it was a dream. Dreams are whimsy, shared fantasies and tapestries we weave together. They teach us how to do it in the nurseries, and they always explain that none of it is real. Dreams cannot hurt us. And yet—I scramble to my feet and sprint for the nearest vine-bridge. I’ll find my breakfast on another reef: this one is no longer a place I want to be.

But every adult I see is the same. They are frightened, they are crying. They are clutching their daughters close and whispering into their ears. And every one of them looks down at me with the same fatalistic expression. What can be wrong?

It isn’t until I see an apprentice priestess growing a tree into a small boat that it finally clicks. A priestess, leaving her temple and her reef. A second shakes her head as she watches.

“It’s no use,” she says. “There’s nothing we can do.”

The younger is weeping openly.

Watching this adult sob like a child, I realize what everyone else already knew. The priestesses dreamed the future together, as they sometimes do. But instead of dreaming of an early monsoon season or a mild winter, they dreamed of fire in the sky and death coming over the sea to claim our city.

“She’s wrong,” says a voice, low and fierce, and I see another woman in the emerald robes of a high priestess. “There’s always something we can do.”

Her eyes find mine, the irises blue as my own, her expression calculating. Then she beckons to me.

“Come with me, child.”

And despite my lack of a mother, I know nothing but love. Every adult I have ever known has been kind. Every priestess I have met has healed my scraped knee, or offered me a new fruit they grew just for me. And I am frightened, terrified of the wave we all know is coming. So I put my hand in hers, and I follow where she leads.

“There hasn’t been much warning,” she says, almost to herself. “But I think I’ve found a way out.”

“Really?” I ask. “We can stop the water?”

Her expression changes. “You’re sharp: good. I’ll show you, little girl.”

Her workshop is as beautiful as every Atlantean building. White marble arches in a circle, with white-flowering olive trees weaving into a leafy canopy above. There is a plinth in the center, with a tray of stony seeds, each the size of my two fists together.

And at the sight of those, that strange feeling returns. The shadow of unreality over everything. I know those seeds. I know them. I’ve seen them before—but I haven’t, and the feeling wavers and vanishes when she turns back to me.

“These are reef-seeds,” she says, gesturing to the reef beneath our feet so I will understand what she means. “Or they were, yesterday.”

When we need a new place, priestesses carry one of these precious seeds to the edge of the city, where the water is limitless and the sky is huge, and they push life into it. But we are not near the edges now: six other reefs surround us, and I don’t understand what she intends to do.

She offers me a smile, and it’s anything but reassuring. “Did you know our reefs grow in spirals? All answering to the root plant. They work together.”

I swallow. Wishing that it were yesterday, when there was nothing before me but the next reef and the next adventure.

“What’s your name, child?”

I don’t know why I hesitate before I answer. This is Atlantea, where we are all mother and daughter and sister to each other. But then again, the sky has never been this color before. The air has never tasted of ash. I never woke panting from someone else’s nightmare.

But she is still waiting, and at last I reply. “Lemuria.”

She advances, a seed suddenly in her hand. “I want to save you, Lemuria. I want to save all of us. So I need to test this.”

“Wait—” I say, all six of my long toes digging into the leafy grass as I prepare to run, but she reaches around me and something slams into my neck. I crumple, the ground rushing up, knocking the breath from my lungs.

“It’s going to plug into your dream-center,” she explains, ignoring my sobs. “The seed is going to combine directly with your psychic energy. Directly in your brain! Isn’t that incredible, Lemuria? Even someone as young as you, without any inherent magical talent, will be able to nourish the seed.”

“Please stop it,” I gasp. “No.”

The dream-state is clawing at me, the fear and the panic of others sawing at the edges of my vision even though I’m not sleeping, I’m not, and no one should be able to get to me while I’m awake.

The priestess is still talking, hushed and excited. “Mixing Atlantean and reef has never been done before. But we hybridize everything else—why are we sacrosanct? You and I are making history, Lemuria. Once you’re safely through the change, I’ll implant myself, and we can—”

Something horrible is happening to my back. My spine is pushing, all the vertebrae grinding against each other. My legs are withering, my strong toes curling in—how will I climb now? The horror of this moment is almost more visceral than the pain: I had no idea magic could be used like this. To harm instead of heal. Wounds flap open on my neck, my chest, and the air is hard to breathe. Thunder rumbles in the sky and the reef quakes beneath me, and the priestess looks up, eyes wide with horror.

“Not yet!” she cries.

A shadow falls across us. A wave, a gigantic wave, so far away and yet still so vast. The mountain is coming for us. Thalassa has angered Gaia, and the earth-goddess sends her vengeance over the waters to claim her sister’s favorite city.

Driven by instinct I do not understand, I am crawling, the thing at the back of my head still raw and growing, my gills still slowly cutting themselves open. I reach the nearest edge of the reef, and I let myself fall down into the water. Like a discarded piece of fruit tossed into the channel, I sink, and no one comes to save me. The water above me is bisected into hexagons and squares and circles by the reefs, linked by roots and vines, and they fade away as the light leaves me.
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I wake with a scream, lashing out with both hands and claws extended.

“Eppie!” Marie rears back, grabbing for my wrists. “Eppie, it’s me, you’re safe.”

And as suddenly as I became Lemuria, I am myself again. The mind that subsumed me recedes, and I am lying on the jagged coral, Eppie once more.

Panting, I raise myself onto my elbows. Flapping my tail, staring around me for that face, those whirling blue eyes. I can still feel her. She’s here. In the water. In the coral beneath my skin. A colony-mother beyond any conceivable size, her barbels every shade of blue the sky has ever shown, her skin the same teal-green as the girl I was a moment ago.

“Eppie, it’s alright,” Marie whispers, gathering me into her arms. “Whatever it was, it’s over.”

Marie is wrong. Lemuria is watching us, she is in my head, and worst of all, part of me is still with her. A girl growing, rooting in the darkest part of the ocean where the sun will never reach her. Watching her city sink around her. Her reef sucking the nutrients from her, emaciating her even as she heals, until it grows large enough to find the wreckage of the world above and feed them both on it.

“Stop,” I whisper, pressing my hands over my eyes. ((I don’t want to be you anymore.))

“You don’t want me to touch you?” Marie sounds crestfallen, and she is pulling away, but I cling to her, curl into her chest. I need her with me: her steadying presence, her gentle companionship. I need her invulnerability to this—the shattered seed that I once thought was her greatest weakness is in truth her greatest strength. If only I could ask her to do the same for me. But the coral is pulsing beneath me with Lemuria’s blue light, and I’m still trapped in someone else’s head.

The giant in the water stares out through my eyes. A foreign presence in my mind with the strength to take me over any time she likes. Impassive and unfeeling. Mother is nothing compared to this, Dremne and even Cueye are nothing. Lemuria is everywhere, pervading everything. The boundaries between us are fading again. I can hardly tell where she ends and I begin. A girl alone in the dark: growing, growing, growing. Laying her first egg not in the safety of the communal nursery, but in the seas alone—and not just one, but hundreds. Hundreds of daughters, screaming and screaming until she screams back—be quiet—and then they are. All answering to the root plant, just as the priestess promised.

Mindless drones, empty vessels. Until eventually her control lapses, they squirm free, and even unloved and untaught, still they hunger. And in this wasteland, only coral for a hundred miles… well, there is only one thing to eat. Little hands in her open wounds, little teeth in her flesh, gallons of silver blood for them to drink, and still she births more. Another clutch, another and another, until she is bursting, her reef is straining at the seams, until her mind is too full to control them—

((Please, stop.))

And to my shock, she does. She begins to speak instead, her voice strangely cadenced.


And so I stood amid the roar

Of a surf-tormented shore

And I held within my hand

Myriad grains of golden sand.



“Eppie, listen to me,” Marie whispers into my barbels, her lips brushing their surface.

But I can’t move, I can’t hear her. Lemuria’s poem pounds onward like a drumbeat.


And those precious few, they creep

Through my fingers toward the deep

Though I plead, though I weep—



It isn’t verbal, or even thought-speech. It seems to pulse up from the coral beneath me, like every otiose spear of this reef is crawling with eyes. She’s communicating on a deeper level: looking into my very soul with those innumerable eyes. Willing this new truth into me with sheer force. It isn’t a binding, but I can feel it changing me, how it would change me if she wanted it to. Yet there is no command, no direction. What does she want from me?


O Thalassa! Can I not grasp

The treasured few with tighter clasp?

O Thalassa! Can I not save

Even one from pitiless wave?



Marie’s hand is on my chest, checking my pulse. “Eppie, you’re frightening me. I need you to move. Wiggle a finger, anything. Can you talk to me? Please, try.”


Yet they are gone, and still they seep

Through my fingers to the deep

While I weep—while I weep!



I’m frozen, every muscle locked. My eyes unblinking, fixed on the ghostly presence that surrounds me, fills me. Tears, so many tears wept alone. She opens her hands, and bodies spill out. Blue-skinned, green-skinned, pointed ears, shining cerulean hair. So like the sisters I know, and yet no tails, no claws. Not mermaids, and yet not humans either. Colored like ocean-born sisters but walking on two legs.

My heart is fluttering like a dying bird, and Marie’s words are inaudible. She is leaning over me, shouting, her hands searching desperately for a wound, a cause, for something she can fix. And over her is superimposed the First Mother, the things she wants me to see.


Is all that we see or seem

But a dream within a dream?



The tide is swelling, pulling the dead away from her, melting them into crumbling skeletons that slip one by one through her vast three-fingered hands. They sink like stones, and the coral grows over them. Leaving no sign that they were ever there at all.

She watches them fall with an expression beyond pain, beyond regret. Like she has suffered for so long she has moved beyond it, and yet suffers still. Then she impales me again with that terrifying gaze, stripping me back to nothing, to the tiniest epicenter at the core of what calls itself Eppie, and she asks me once more.


Is all that we see or seem

But a dream within a dream?



And finally, I understand what it is she is trying to tell me: there is no hidden command, no secret she wants me to know. Lemuria, mother of all mermaids, the source of our species and all my suffering, is insane. She is mad. Mad with loneliness, with rage and helpless terror, and with endless interminable life. Talking in poems and riddles and dreams, conversing only with herself and those who have no option but to obey her every whim. How many millennia has she been here? How many unfathomable years since Atlantea roamed the seas above? She was a child, cast down from heaven into a hell of which she was the unwilling mother and queen, trapped in place and birthing clutch after clutch of carnivorous little slaves.

No wonder she is mad.

She feels the thought inside me, and though there is very little of her left that is human enough to experience emotion as I would understand it—not that she was ever technically human—I know she is irritated. Her focus shifts, and I feel my own heart stop. Just for an instant. Just for a beat. But Marie screams my name and hammers her fists down onto my chest, and Lemuria removes her injunction and my heart kicks back into sluggish motion.

And then I feel it again, that voice inside me. Deeper than a binding, deeper than anything I’ve ever felt, a command so deep it is instinct. A biological imperative stronger than breathing.

Come to me.

And in the same wild rush as she entered me, she leaves. My body is my own again. I can move, and breathe, and weep helplessly into Marie’s shoulder as she clutches me to her and whispers my name over and over. All that remains is the dragging demand of those last three words.

Come to me.
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17

REGRET

Marie flits at my elbow. “Eppie. Eppie!”

Come, Lemuria says, and though I am sick to death of obeying these megalithic colony-mothers, so old they have forgotten what it is to have someone else steal their free will, there is no other option. I go.

Marie tugs at my arm and I’m forced to shake her off. She demands an explanation and I cannot give one. Articulating exactly what I witnessed in Lemuria’s memories proves to be a challenge. The things I saw, the way I was, for a day or two of her life, Lemuria herself… Marie is skeptical.

“I’ve never heard of any colony-mother being able to do anything like that.”

It takes me a second to answer; I am breathing heavily as we swim, winded by the breakneck pace I’m setting. “She’s not like other colony-mothers. She’s… more.”

“So tell me again why exactly we’re swimming straight toward her?” Marie’s voice is tight with frustration.

“You know why.” I can no more stop the rhythm of my fins than the beating of my heart. Lemuria, though, is capable of stopping both.

“I think we should explore other options.” Marie’s fingers snake into mine, her weight slowing me. “Tying you to one of these horrid branches or something. I don’t know.”

I shake my head. I need to go, and I’m afraid of how I’ll react if she tries to stop me. “I don’t want to fight you.”

“You wouldn’t,” Marie says stolidly, but she doesn’t raise the suggestion again. With a grim acceptance, we swim on together. Her barbels trail through mine as we go, weaving strands of silver and pale brown together. I tighten my hold on her with fingers and barbels both, grateful for at least this small measure of control over my body, determined that we will not be separated.

I have no idea where we are, how far is left to go before we reach the heart of this reef. All I know is the constant tugging at my mind, an order that cannot be ignored. The tangled forest around us is unchanged: constant only in its chaos, in the tangling of stems seemingly determined to strangle one another in their own quest for growth. Marie is matching my pace, but she is starting to flag. I can feel the fatigue in my own muscles, but we cannot stop. Come to me, she said, our creator, and I am compelled to obey.

Twice more on our journey we hear the scream. The same sonar blast that wipes my consciousness away, leaving us both with aching skulls and bleeding ears. Marie catches me as I fall, caught in Lemuria’s agony and regret. And each time it is louder than the last; we’re getting close.

“She’s trying to keep us away,” Marie says, helping me up again. “The screaming is keeping everyone away. That’s why there’s no one here. She has no daughters left.”

Still too shaken to string my words together into a coherent reply, I gesture no. She wouldn’t tell me to come and then drive me away. The reason she screams is far simpler: madness.

It beats in my own heart now, a little shard of her. Come to me. Come to me. If I don’t obey, will I become like her? Like Annabelle? Looping and fragmented, a figment of my own imagination. With an unerring instinct that is not my own, I lead us to the colony’s hidden center. A Gordian knot of interwoven stems, slow-growing chaos. When the end finally comes, it is almost anticlimactic. From the outside it looks like all the rest, one huge black-blue spike among many. I am moving to swim around it before the feeling jinks left and I lurch after it, and suddenly we are in a tunnel.

“Eppie,” warns Marie, taut with fear.

“You should run,” I whisper, but she does not leave my side.

The tunnel is far too short. In less than a minute we are emerging into a vast hollow space, a gigantic conical cavern big enough for our entire colony to fit into three times over. And waiting within it, the echoes of her breathing sluicing through the waters like the tide, is the mother of all mermaids.

All at once, the fixation on finding her vanishes and my mind is my own again.

If Mother is a giant, and Cueye a goddess… I have no idea what Lemuria is. A titan. A cosmos. I float before her eyes, two black holes ringed with filmy blue. Now that I am this close I can see that they would have once been like her barbels: every imaginable shade of sky and ocean and winter. But though her skin is flawless, unmarked, Lemuria is old. Her eyes are clouded with age, and she watches me with the same expression I saw on Mama’s face, when she waited by the door of the cottage and Theo knelt with me in the sea. A sort of patient misery, a longing for the end.

Only her barbels are stirring, aimlessly shifting, twining around the spurs of coral that jut into the room. Every one of them is thicker than the height of a horse. The rest of her awful length hangs still, like something already dead.

And her reef—even here, those terrible senseless branches persist, growing in every direction across the throne room. Locking her arms in position, constraining her tail. Piercing her shoulder, her neck, her stomach, her lower tail. Mutilating her. Even as I watch, she stirs and silver blood leaks out from the edges. Unhealed wounds, despite the obvious age of these growths. I feel ill. Why did she let them grow that way? Why doesn’t she tear them down? It’s like she wants them to hurt her. And the reef is her. She’s… she’s doing this to herself.

Madness.

((I hear what you’re thinking, little fish,)) she whispers into the recesses of my mind, and I cringe away from her.

This terrifying monster bears no resemblance to the little girl from her memories. The Lemuria who loved to run and explore… how could she become this?

But I know the answer to that, too. Thousands and thousands of years here alone, spreading like a cancer across the wreckage of her own civilization. Unlimited even in lifespan.

((This is necessary,)) she informs me, gesturing to the spur in her sternum. ((I decided a long time ago I would not lay again.))

I ought to be relieved to hear her using conventional thought-speak instead of whispering her commands into the secret depths of my heart, but somehow I’m struggling to focus on silver linings.

((You are interested in the matter of the eggs too,)) she hisses, the pupils of her gigantic eyes expanding slightly as she looks at us. Her lips part, revealing the rows of teeth behind. Is this how Saint George felt when he levelled his lance at the dragon? I came all this way to find her, but now all I want to do is beg her to let us leave.

Finding me little use for conversation, she suddenly shifts her focus to Marie. “What about you, silent one?” she croaks, her voice creaking like the movement of tectonic plates. “I can’t quite taste your mind.”

Marie faces down this leviathan, this Scylla, and any thoughts I ever had about her shyness or her timidity are proven wrong. She does not tremble. Her voice does not even quiver. “We were sent to ask you why the eggs are dying.”

She is braver by far than I.

Lemuria smiles. Or at least, I think that’s what she is doing. On a face too large to take in, I can grasp only one part of her expression at a time. Eyes, pupils flat black and rheumy with cataracts, inhuman and inexpressive. Swathes of skin like bluestone cliffs. And a mouth stretched out wider than a road to show all those mountainous teeth: a thing that might technically be classed as a smile and yet looks like anything but.

Her voice grates like gravel. “Dying, are they?”

Marie holds her nerve, brave as a tiger. “Do you know why?”

“I have been working for a long while,” Lemuria murmurs. The current of water that gushes from her mouth is almost enough to wash us away. “I have sung the deep songs, and I have altered the world. All my saplings, one by one. And now there will be no more.”

“No more… saplings? Do you mean no more eggs?” My mind spinning, I am pulled out of my silence by the implications. It was Lemuria who stole the colony’s eggs. She is the reason Mother cannot lay, and it was her who killed Mother’s daughters.

“And no more reefs,” she answers with satisfaction. “In a thousand years, no one has ventured past my borders, until you. Now that I know it is done, I will call back the young. Small ones, like you, without roots and leaves. I will choose the true among them. And we can begin again.”

I don’t understand. Why do this? Why devote a lifespan as long as hers to sowing grief among her daughters and granddaughters? And… how? Cueye spoke of the deep songs, but only as a method of long-distance communication between colony-mothers. I had assumed that it was something akin to whale-song—low vibrational notes capable of traversing vast distances, passed on and renewed by the colony-mothers who heard them. At most, a touching of dreams, like I experienced with Izabel. But Lemuria speaks as though the deep songs are magic, and I have been her, I have seen her history. In Atlantea the priestesses grew plants and combined them with others. Changed insects and animals at will. Even, at the very end, altered their own species. I know now what is possible, and I can believe that Lemuria has taken an axe to the children of our species.

But I still don’t understand why.

“You will,” she promises me, raising her eyes heavenward to the roof of her pointed throne room.

There’s nothing there that I can see, just the sealed-over tip of the coral spur we’re inside. But she’s smiling the smile of a madwoman with a secret she isn’t inclined to share. I look to Marie, horror written all over my face. That tiny motion is enough to recapture Lemuria’s attention: the smile vanishes and she beckons Marie closer. “Show me your hand, child.”

And though she is safe from bindings, though no one can touch her mind, Marie obeys. Spreads her graceful gray fingers wide and displays all five for Lemuria, who shows her gargantuan teeth in displeasure. Far below us, her own three-fingered fists are clenching.

“Even you are hybrid. My blood, Atlantean blood, mingled with humans. You are all the same.” There is no mistaking the sheer disgust on her face.

“We’re all mermaids,” I say defensively, pulling Marie back to my side, as though a little distance can defend her from this creature.

“The reefs were Atlantea’s, but my daughters spread their seeds too widely. They let the humans pollute them.” She spits out the word human like it is a bone caught in her throat. “There are not many of pure Atlantean blood left, but I will find them. I will make us whole.”

So that’s it, then. She cares about our proportion of Atlantean blood: whether we are ocean-born descended from her or land-born with human heritage. She wants to call back the mermaids too young to have bloomed. What dark fate waits for those she deems pure enough? What will she do with those who are not?

The worst of it is that I can almost understand. Because I have been her. And I know, with a cast-iron certainty born of the horror of two transformations—hers and mine—that she did not want this. Lemuria was a child, stolen as I was, and even more than me, she did not want this. Her change brought no secret consolation, no sisters and no Marie. She was given only loneliness and endless growth.

Still, this is my one chance. I have travelled across the oceans; I have found the hydra in its lair. I must bargain with the mad god, or doom us all to the consequences.

“So take that out and lay more Atlanteans, then,” I say, pointing to the spear that impales her stomach. “Let us go.”

“Oh, no,” Lemuria laughs. “I am not fertile. Mine was the first womb I altered.”

Each new realization batters me like waves beating against the cliffs, leaves me scrambling to catch up. I thought it was the eggs themselves she was aborting. But she was altering living mermaids, fully grown colony-mothers. Editing them, just like I felt her do to me with the command she used to call me. “You’ve been altering mermaids’ wombs?”

“Who else could?”

“Then why—that?” I gesture to the spike embedded in her stomach.

“A safeguard,” she says, voice creaking like a shipwreck. “Like all of Atlantea’s reefs, I am extraordinarily… fecund. And while I managed to end the vertebrate part of the organism, the seeds kept sprouting. The results were unpleasant.”

“But why? Why do any of this?”

When she speaks, it is with the weariness of aeons. “I want this to end. I want it all to be over. I want… to go home.”

“To Atlantea?” Having seen it in her memories, having lived as her, I can understand her longing for home. I’ve never seen a place like it. Otherworldly beauty, magic at the fingertips. But it’s gone: buried beneath the countless tons of her own reef.

“I can regrow it,” Lemuria says, her voice suddenly quavering with reverence. A sort of desperate fervor, almost religious. “I can separate us from our seeds. I can take the purest daughters, those closest to me, who haven’t yet bloomed, as you call it. I can make them Atlantean again.”

Stunned into silence, I stare up at her. Separate us from our seeds. I never even dared to dream it would be possible. But this woman can control my senses, she can alter my perceptions. She can bind colony-mothers and live forever. She’s the First Mother, the root we all stem from. If anyone can, if anyone ever could, wouldn’t it be her?

“You… want to end the mermaids?” Marie echoes, finally putting the pieces together, and I can’t parse the emotion in her voice.

Lemuria looks down at her with a speculative expression. “Don’t you?”

Her voice crackling with a strange desperation, Marie leans forward. “So would we be… human?”

“Human!” Scorn drips from the word; the room shakes with the force of her great voice. She says it and she thinks it at us, reverberating into my every sense. “We will be Atlantean, child. We will be as we were.”

“But we’re mermaids,” I protest. “It’s what we are.”

Lemuria laughs. “You are not. You’re a stolen human full of Atlantean magic that was not meant for you.”

“I’m not human,” I whisper, my mouth dry despite the water all around us. I’ll never be human again. Even aside from the hunger and the tail, I am bound to my second family, my sisters and my mother; there’s nothing human left inside me. It is impossible to go back.

Her mouth twisting with scorn, Lemuria gestures with one hand.

And one by one, the ties that bind me to my life here in the sea are cut. My love for Mother, snipped away like a kite cut loose from its strings. My love for my sisters—Libby, Ossind, Nemri—stripped away. My colony, my family, gone in an instant. Colonia Adastrea is merely a reef filled with strangers who stole me. This is your home, Eppie. Never forget that. One lie on top of another, commands from an authority that could not be disobeyed. Now superseded by a higher power, who tells me all of it was chaff in the wind, and I am free.

I watch my shackles blow away with a horribly melancholy feeling in the pit of my stomach. Nemri, my sister. I loved her. Truly, I did. What is left now? A strange hollow feeling, a lie built on a foundation that is no longer there.

How many years did I waste down there in the colony, leaving my real family to rot? How long have I journeyed on their behalf, chasing a quest not my own? Panic surges in my chest, and I wrap my arms around myself, trying to look inward. What is left? What is real? There is still Theo, and Mama, and Hwenfirth. There is still… Marie. Yes. Marie. I look over at her, facing down this all-powerful being. A dandelion standing tall and strong in the path of a rampaging bull. She is not afraid, and my feelings for her were not rooted in a binding.

I still have Marie.

“You are too human to be Atlantean,” Lemuria states flatly, as though there has been no hitch to the conversation. The cruel curve of her lips tells me that she knows exactly what she has done to me.

Too human to be remade as an Atlantean, yet too mermaid to ever go back home to Hwenfirth. But if my sisters—not my sisters, now. If the others all cease to be mermaids, if they go with Lemuria to a new Atlantea floating on the waters of the Aegean, what will be left for me?

I was sent to save my colony and their eggs. To find an answer. But without the bindings… our quest doesn’t mean anything anymore. At least, it shouldn’t. I was here on the orders of a colony-mother I ought to hate. I loved her once, but it was not real. She means nothing to me now; nor do her daughters. My part in all this is over. I’m free at last: a hollow victory.

“You really mean it? You can take away all of this?” Marie presses, for once oblivious to the chaos inside my head. Usually we are so attuned, but now she is laser-focused on Lemuria. Her eyes are huge, her expression ravenous. “You can stop the hunger?”

Only once she speaks the words does that possibility truly permeate. A world where I could be close to Theo again without wanting to tear him apart. A world where I would not have—

Bile rises in my throat, and I force that back down beneath the surface. I cannot think of that here, in front of this audience.

Lemuria looks almost amused. “I already have.”

She clicks, deep in her throat, a beat that thrums through my muscles and thrills through my body. A summons. Not for us, but for someone new.

The pause stretches, razor-thin and taut as catgut. And then finally I hear it. A scraping, slow and uneven. A sound I would never expect to hear here, leagues below the surface of the sea. The sound of a biped walking.

Footsteps.

I strain my neck as I peer upward, fanning my arms to tip onto my back. Marie does the same, and though Lemuria cannot move her head, her great eyes roll upward. And in the very apex of this pointed, slanting throne room, so high that I hadn’t noticed it, is a tiny pocket of air. Exactly where Lemuria was looking earlier when she smiled.

The surface of the water is less than three feet across, and through it I can see the wavering outline of a person. So far above us that I have to strain my eyes to see there’s a telltale rush of bubbles as they jump. Oxygen. A shape descending fast with hands fanning in the water—but no tail to slow her fall or control her direction. Lemuria has been keeping a human alive down here.

But as the figure sinks, I realize it’s not a human at all. She’s an Atlantean, with the same piercing blue eyes and green skin as Lemuria herself. The same three fingers on the hands. Familiar yellow vines weave around her arms and legs, and a flower blooms over her mouth and nose.

She swims awkwardly, her movements stiff and ungainly, and Lemuria reaches up to catch her.

“This is my daughter,” says Lemuria, and the pride in her voice tells me that to her, this is something different from the slave-children I saw in her memories. “Tythro, first citizen of my new Atlantea.”

Now that I can see her more clearly, the similarity between this daughter and the Atlanteans in Lemuria’s memories is not so complete as I first thought. Her legs are strangely short, the joints subtly awry. When she shifts her weight, she moves stiffly, like the skin is stretched too tightly over her bones. There are half-crusted wounds where her gills should be, and strange scars marking where her fins shrivelled away. Neither mermaid nor Atlantean, alien and wrong.

“Who is this, Mother?” the stranger asks, her voice creaking like a tree in the wind.

“The harbingers of a new age,” Lemuria tells her. “The eggs have stopped, Tythro. We can begin.”

“You can walk on land? You can breathe?” Marie asks the questions in rapid succession and her voice is pitched too high. She sounds almost tearful.

Utterly bewildered, I take her hand and hold it in both of mine. Trying to give comfort despite how confused I am. Does Marie want to be Atlantean? Why? Surely it cannot be for my sake. We can’t make a life together on land if I’m dead and gone, too human for Lemuria’s taste. To the First Mother, human is clearly a step lower than hybrid, and even if there is a place for Marie in this hideous new Atlantea she proposes, there will be none for me.

Instead of answering, Tythro looks to her mother, who flares her massive kraken-tentacle barbels as she inflates with pride. “She is the first Atlantean to walk the earth since the day my city sank.”

“But is it true?” Marie persists, her eyes still fixed on Tythro. Her fingers slip from mine as she swims closer. “You’re really fixed, you don’t want to… eat, anymore?”

“I tell no lies,” Lemuria says, still smooth and easy. “Tythro is free of her old appetites, are you not, daughter?”

“Yes, Mother,” Tythro answers, a bird chirping to her mother’s tune. Her words come laboriously, and she does not look like someone who is free.

My bond with my sisters has been severed. I owe them nothing. So why do I still feel the urge to protect them? Is it just my mind falling into old habits, following the familiar route even after the road has been swept away—or is it something more?

Either way, I cannot hold the words back.

“Then Tythro is proof,” I tell her. “Proof you can lay eggs that grow into sentient beings. Pure Atlantean blood, just like yours. You don’t need other mermaids.”

Nemri does not deserve to be broken as Tythro has, plucked and twisted into a new shape. None of them do.

As quick as a riptide, her good humor twists into rage. ((I will never lay again,)) she hisses, the rush of water from her teeth shoving me backward, images of mindless drones pulsing all around me, millions of them, millennia of them, clustering close and plucking at her skin, her flesh, and she cannot escape. Until she screams, there is no escape. ((Never. Know your place, human.))

There is no response I can make to such force, to the strength of her will. All I can do is bow my head and try to weather the storm.

Lemuria smiles once more, and when she speaks again, her tone is triumphant. “I cured the disease. I can cure us of everything. In Atlantea we will walk beneath open skies. We will feast in the orchards and—”

“But how will you be cured?” I interrupt, finding my footing once more. One more try to reason with her, one more attempt to derail this monstrous plan. “Judging by your size, you bloomed well over four thousand years ago. If you can only fix the young who aren’t rooted, then—”

This time mere physical force is not enough for her.

You know nothing of what I can do, she thunders directly into my brain, scorching me with the force of her fire. Her fingers close on Tythro, holding her aloft like a toy. “You cannot conceive how long I have lain here, studying the ancient art of the priestesses.”

I am sinking beneath the weight of her attack, my sight fading, limbs failing me… then a warm arm slips under mine, and Marie is lifting me back up. Eye to eye with Lemuria, the two of us side by side once more to face our demons together.

“So… tell me, then,” I pant, trying to hold up my head despite her crushing presence in my skull. I’m playing a dangerous game: she isn’t stable, and she can hear every thought I have, including this. She can alter me at will, but hopefully she won’t just tell me to stop this train of thought. From the memories she shared, she’s spent a long time with only mindless daughter-drones for company. Maybe someone who can fight back is exactly what she wants.

“Thirty-one thousand, six hundred and forty-one summers since Atlantea fell,” she croons in Mermish, which may not be the mermaids’ own language at all. When I was her, I understood the language of Atlantea automatically, but the song-like cadence punctuated by rhythmic clicks was not unfamiliar. Maybe the language I learned at Colonia Adastrea did not evolve only for ease of communication beneath the water. Like us, it has its roots here with Lemuria.

Marie sucks in a breath at the sheer size of that number, and I blink as I catch up. Thirty-one thousand years. The sheer scale of that timeline… ten times the age of Cueye, who was almost older than the entirety of recorded human history. If the Bible tells the truth about the age of the human world, Lemuria is older than humanity itself.

Another brushstroke on the canvas of her madness, bringing the fragmentary pieces into a more comprehensible shape.

Then I feel the thumbprint of her attention on that word, heavy as a boulder. “Madness,” Lemuria says, echoing it in both of her other tongues. Madness. ((Madness.)) Her hand tightens on Tythro until her eyes bulge from their sockets. “You are using that word too freely, human changeling.”

I submit at once: what other option is there? “I’m sorry, First Mother. I didn’t mean it. My thoughts are undisciplined; surely you can see that.”

Slightly mollified, she sniffs. Her barbels rattle in the water like sea serpents. “I can.”

She responds to respect; I can work with that. “Please, First Mother, if you give us permission to go back to our sisters, we can take the news to them, to all the colonies, and we can bring back those who want to be Atlantean.”

There is no way to avert this. I am just one person, and it is too big for me to stop. All I want now is to escape. To take Marie and run, as far as we can get from this haunted place and the memories of this queen of ghosts. Maybe, maybe, to go home to the place that is no longer home, or close enough for me to contact Nemri while staying safely away from the woman I can no longer call Mother. I can tell them the reason why their eggs are dying. I can tell Nemri that if she becomes Atlantean, she can be free of seeds and bindings and bear her own children. No shoal-sisters necessary. She can make the choice herself.

Lemuria’s laughter is like the grinding of granite. A rusty sawing of water through her lungs that drives the current in this compressed cone of a room into a whirlpool. Marie and I cling together, digging our claws into the coral and fighting against the swirling currents, until it finally ends.

“Oh, no,” she says. “There is no need to leave. They will come to us. All my daughters will come, and I will sort the weak from the strong, the pure from the polluted. And Atlantea will rise again.”

Marie shudders, and we exchange one single wide-eyed glance of dread.

Soon the mermaids she forces here will throng these warped halls, the stench of their fear crossing the divides of colonies, of land-born and ocean-born. But for now Lemuria’s words echo in the empty room, in the empty colony, in the empty ocean. All this space, a hundred miles or more, and in all of it there’s only her.

Only her, and us.
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REVENGE

My eyes open on a cold night, exactly like all the rest. Lemuria’s wasteland yawns around me, vast and empty as the dark between the stars. I am alone in an abyss, and the silver-soft glow of Marie’s light is nowhere in sight.

She’s gone again.

Stiff and aching, I stretch and turn in the water. The third unexplained absence in as many nights. With our journey over, we’ve been sleeping more regularly, and even incarcerated here, we are still counting the days. On the seventh day of our confinement in this wasteland, Marie began to vanish.

At first I simply waited for her to return, afraid that to move from where she left me might result in us losing each other in this labyrinthine mess of coral. No longer.

I’m hunting, she says each time she returns, but what is she hunting? There are eels here, a few fish eking out a living in the alien landscape of Colonia Lemuria. There’s no need for her to wander farther afield, unless she is in search of red meat. It can’t be that—we dined on a seal not long ago, and before that a fat gray tapir in Colonia Cueye. And Lemuria’s command forbids us from going beyond the bounds of the reef regardless.

This absence is something else. And tonight, I intend to find out what.

I look around me, scanning the tangled coral below as I search for a trace of Marie. She was sleeping on my left, curled with her back against my hip, and my scales have not yet cooled. She can’t have gotten far.

After Lemuria shackled us, she was satisfied to let us wander. She allows us to be together and pretend at having free will, and I suppose even that is more than what she could have given us. Bound within her borders, true, but she does not order us to attend her in the throne room. We see shadows flitting near the colony’s center, and we drift farther away than ever. Lemuria is calling her legions, but I have no wish to serve. Until all her daughters arrive and she sorts the sheep from the goats, I am suffered to live. Penned but still kicking.

Her deeper-than-binding works on Marie, an outcome that horrifies me beyond words. If not even Marie is safe, what hope is there for me? But nothing seems to be out of Lemuria’s reach. Even regrowing Marie’s seed: only her own shifting whims stop her.

“Soon none of us will have any use for them.” Her hand strayed to the gigantic root anchoring her own body in place. “And I can reach deep enough to tie you anyway, can’t I, little one?”

She stretched her other hand toward Marie, who flinched and was blessedly swept backward and out of reach by the rush of water Lemuria’s movement caused.

Lemuria just chuckled. “And I can see deep enough to know exactly who you are. Some of the details are missing, but I know the shape.”

“What did she mean?” I asked her cautiously, once we were safely away from the throne room. Indeed, after that first terrible visit, we have never been back, and she has not forced us.

“How should I know?” Marie snapped. “She’s insane, and we’re stuck here with her.”

There was nothing I could say in response. No solution I could offer.

We still have not talked about what happened between us after the battle at Colonia Cueye. The kiss. The rejection. Even now, with this cloud hanging over us, I don’t know how to find the words to apologize. Instead, we pass the days digging beneath Lemuria’s bulk to excavate Atlantean ruins. A waste of time, yes, but a distraction we desperately need. A school, an amphitheater, another of the innumerable temples, all perfectly preserved beneath the coral. The damage to her reef must hurt Lemuria, but her screams do not change. I admire the artwork and try my hardest not to think about what I know is coming: an influx of thousands of mermaids, millions, followed by Lemuria separating out those of us she deems too human and killing us off. The worst of it is all she will need to do is look at us and say die. Our hearts will stop, our brains will short-circuit, and we will obey her to the very last. At least Mother—the habit is so ingrained I sometimes still catch myself thinking of Adastrea that way—would have had to trick me into thinking I was so unhappy I ought to die. With Lemuria it is much simpler and more brutal.

The problems facing us are huge. Too big for me to tackle. All I can do is try to focus on what I can control. Marie’s disappearances are within that category. A small, quantifiable problem I might actually be able to solve. Is it Lemuria, forcing her to go on some sort of secret mission? My jaw clenches; at the very least, we ought to be allowed to endure her abuse together.

I can’t help but draw a parallel to that night on our journey when I woke to find her gone. She left me alone in that temple, just as she did here. Why? She’s always been fond of hunting alone once in a while, but for her to creep away without telling me… I know on an instinctual level that something is not right.

So I have been waiting for tonight, sleeping lightly and waking often. And when I peer deeper into the blackness around me, I can just make out a dim glimmer of white, so far above me it might pass for an actual star. There she goes. I gird myself for action and jet off after her. Who knows what horrible secret of Lemuria’s I am about to uncover?

A single pinprick of light studies me from the darkness beneath as I ascend, a cold and alien green in this world of midnight-blue. As I watch, it flickers once, like an eye blinking. I shudder. Whether it is one of the newcomers watching me, or Lemuria herself, I don’t want to know.

Marie swims for miles. She seems to know exactly where she is going, heading southwest of Lemuria’s center, and then, strangely, straight for the surface. I follow in her wake, just far back enough that I won’t be seen. It gives me a queasy feeling, pursuing her like this. Almost spying on her. But wouldn’t she do the same for me, if Lemuria was victimizing me like this? I grit my teeth and plow on through the water.

She stops short of Lemuria’s boundaries—we have spent enough time together battering at the metaphysical wall and clutching our heads as Lemuria retaliates to know that it’s fruitless—and bends her path straight up.

Perhaps Lemuria isn’t the reason she’s up here after all. Perhaps it’s as simple as wanting to see the stars and moon overhead. I know she loves the night sky. I’ve been so maudlin the last few days, shifting around lumps of coral and taking a savage pleasure in the idea I’m digging my claws into Lemuria herself. Maybe Marie thought I would say no if she asked me to go with her.

A little reassured by that possibility, I quicken my pace, trying to catch up to her. I’m sorry, I’ll say, leaning my head on her shoulder. You’re right. We should enjoy the time we have left.

Maybe tonight, underneath the silvery-white disc of a full moon, we will make another attempt at resolving our first kiss. Maybe tonight it will work. I’ll apologize, and she’ll listen. She’ll explain, and somehow it will all make sense, and she will let me kiss her again.

It’s fantasy, but I can’t help hoping. Maybe that’s why I can’t seem to raise the subject. If I never ask her, then she won’t say no.

The water is steadily lightening as we emerge from the gloom of Lemuria’s reef, but all thoughts of kissing vanish when a shadow falls over me. A familiar shape, a stout ovoid like a beech-leaf. Icy fingers trail down the full length of my spine, all the way to my flukes.

A ship. And not just any ship. I can see the rows of black eyes on either side of the keel. Blind apertures concealing cannon-fire and destruction. I know this ship, the feel of its wood under my claws and the blood of its sailors in my mouth.

Purgans Oceanum.

My lungs constrict painfully in my chest.

Marie reaches the surface and stops there, treading water beside the ship. With a burst of speed fuelled by terror, I surge after her and break the surface a few hundred yards away, my mouth open to shout a warning that will surely come too late—just in time to see her swimming forward into a noose they have thrown down.

Marie actually smiles as the rope tightens around her. Down in Lemuria’s dim blue light, her ebon scales are darker. She becomes a creature of midnight. Now, beneath the moon, she shines as she did before. She looks almost like her old self.

What is she doing? Is waiting for Lemuria to kill us too slow a method of suicide for her? I thought she was about to mount some hopeless last-ditch attack, but this—the way she loops her elbows through the rope and cinches it around her chest, the way she hangs still while they haul her up—this is willing. She could scale that wall easily, as I did during the battle, but she’s choosing this option. She’s trying not to damage their ship.

In frozen disbelief, I watch her go aboard.

And I hear every word she says. The impatient muttering in Mermish as she ascends: “Come on, come on.” And then the grotesque parody of human speech, each word whistling strangely as it is forced out through a mermaid’s gills. I see her reach out to the hunter captain. “Tomas! I missed you so much!”

When she throws herself into his arms, my heart shatters into a million pieces.

Am I hallucinating? Is this another trick from Lemuria, some fresh hell she’s invented for me while she waits for her legions of descendants? She’s been without daughters for thousands of years; perhaps she’s using me to amuse herself during the wait for her grand plan to take effect.

But no. That theory is proven false purely by how little Lemuria cares about anything but herself and the wrongs she has suffered. I listen to her scream on a daily basis; I hear the echoes of her last day in Atlantea every time I shut my eyes to sleep. There is no room in her for petty mind games.

Which means this is real.

And up on the deck, Marie sloshes her way into a huge bucket of seawater. They’ve prepared it for her, so she can breathe while she visits them, and more than anything else it’s this little detail that cements it for me.

Marie knows these people. These murderers. Somehow, inconceivably… she is one of them.

“Did it work?” she asks the captain, looking up at him with such adoration that my stomach twists.

What is he to her? What am I to her? She kissed me, but I don’t know what it meant. It happened only once, and though it was beautiful, since then the distance between us has grown. All these weeks, and still nothing more. Is this barbarous old man the reason why?

He chuckles and pats her paternally on the cheek. “It worked. Father would have been proud. Three hundred mermaids and a queen. A whole hive dead. You did wonderfully, little sister.”

Father would have been proud.

Things are clicking into place now. Her reluctance to eat human flesh. The way she wouldn’t talk about her life after the hunters came. I lost a father, and her first instinct was to say I know how you feel. All the signs were there, staring me in the face.

And the presence of the warship, the Purgans Oceanum, always on the horizon. Dogging our steps like a hunting hound, all the way to Colonia Cueye. My blood turns cold. They were not miraculously following us. Marie was guiding them. Slipping away while I slept, just as she did tonight.

This is how she survived the attack on her colony as a child. The hunters kept her. She was raised as their spy. A remora clinging to the great white shark of that awful ship. A traitor directed to join one colony after another, feeding them to the hunters. Slaking their thirst for our silver blood, no less monstrous than our own appetites.

I put my hand over my mouth to hold back a scream that would rival Lemuria’s.

I think of the lies she must have told me, the sheer number. And if she was the one who brought the hunters to Colonia Cueye, what does that mean for Colonia Dremne? What does it mean for Colonia Adastrea? The girls I once loved as my siblings… I imagine Nemri and Ossind at the mercy of this man, and the world turns cold.

Marie is a Judas, in every sense of the word.

“I have… something better for… you this time, Tomas,” she tells him. Every whistling, mutilated word carrying clearly across the still water to me. It sounds painful, to speak in their language.

His eyes glitter. “Another hive? Bigger?”

On the journey to Colonia Cueye, she told me she didn’t need a colony, and I thought she was lying to spare my feelings. Instead, that was the truth, and everything that came before was not. Marie does not need a colony. She has only one use for a reef filled with mermaids and their colony-mother—she serves them up on a silver platter, and she watches as her masters consume them.

“Better,” she wheezes. “It’s the… First Mother.”

The man she calls Tomas signals, and one of his men brings a stool. He lowers himself stiffly onto it, putting him on eye level with Marie. They stare at each other, man and mermaid. A girl lovely as Helen of Troy, and the withered old monster who claims to be her sibling.

“She’s real?” he asks, his gravelly voice almost hesitant. “Your pasty little friend found her?”

I press a hand to my mouth to stop the snarl of outrage that threatens to break loose. He’s talking about me. She’s told him about me.

Traitor, traitor, traitor.

“She’s… real,” rasps Marie. “Lemuria. Her coordinates…” And then she rattles off a series of numbers that one of the sailors hurries to write down.

This is how she’s been doing it, I realize. Astronavigation, just like she said. Her hunter family taught her latitude and longitude, and she uses it to pinpoint the locations of colonies for them to obliterate. She knew how sailors use the night sky to navigate, when I was dependent on shared memories of crevasses and landmarks on the seabed to get us south to Colonia Cueye. How did I not see it?

She glitters beneath the stars, dark and light, black and white, my chiaroscuro girl, and I feel my heart break just a little. I know full well how I failed to see what should have been obvious, why I trusted when I should have fled. It was her light, her beauty, the kindness that shone out of her pale eyes.

She blinded me.

She turns that beautiful smile on the captain now. A bitter-faced bearded man whose eyes are alive with such hunger and hatred that I cannot reconcile it with the look on her face when she watches him. Like he’s a precious little thing, her brother. The same way I used to watch Theo when he played his violin. But my brother made music, while hers makes… I can’t even call it war. What happened at Colonia Cueye wasn’t war. It was slaughter.

“You’ve seen her? You think the Purgans can handle her?”

Marie nods. “Long… way down. Nearly two thousand… fathoms. Sou’wester current. Calculate it right, and we… can do it.”

I have no love for Lemuria, but to hear Marie so casually offer up the secrets we travelled across the globe for—it’s galling.

“Good,” he says, and she preens like he has written a paean for her. “Good work.”

“But… Tomas, where have… you been? It’s the full… moon, and I came… up three times.”

“The winds were against us,” he says lightly. A killer pretending at brotherhood. “And we got a little bogged down with clean-up in Brazil.”

Clean-up. Is that the name he applies to the systematic hunting of survivors? How much did he manage to clean? Did Estefânia and Terana make it out with the eggs? I stare up at Marie, willing her to ask those questions. Just something, to show that she cares, that she regrets it.

She asks nothing. Just smiles up at him, carefully concealing her teeth, just like I did for Theo. “I’m glad… you’re here now.”

“We’ll move soon,” the captain tells her. “You can leave the area, and we’ll rendezvous a few leagues west when it’s done.”

I cannot believe what I’m hearing. Lemuria is not a good person, and her plans for the future of our species are unappealing, but for him to speak so casually of killing her floors me. And even if he is willing to, how? Lemuria is the size of a palace, her reef grows thicker than any I’ve ever seen, and there are no convenient holes in her throne room for a trio of cowards to drop a firebomb on her. Not to mention the fact she’s miles down. No human could survive the attempt.

“That may be an issue,” Marie tells him. “Not… like other colony-mothers. She’s found a… way around the block.”

She taps the back of her head illustratively, and another of the fundamental truths I thought I knew about her crumbles away. She told me it happened when her colony fell, but here is the reality. This man did it, or the father they shared. With her permission and help. A shield for her to hide behind, where no one could hear the guilty thoughts that would betray her. The memories of her victims. An innocent face and a pair of wide eyes, and colony after colony welcomes her in. They have been doing this a long, long time.

And I fell for exactly the same trick.

The captain strokes his beard. “Interesting,” is all he says.

Marie shifts, water sloshing. An edge of fear in the tense posture of her shoulders where I can see them through the balustrade. “I might be… told to… do things during the fight.”

He shrugs. “Try to keep out of it as much as you can, then. Once it starts, I doubt she’ll remember you. Trap yourself somewhere. I’ll tell the lads to shoot the neck rather than the skull if it’s got white hair.”

A small hiss escapes through my teeth. He doesn’t even care. Why is she selling us out—selling me out—for a brother who doesn’t even care enough to order his men not to shoot her?

“Tell me about the structure,” he commands. “We need to plan.”

Marie mutters something in response, and I stir my tail, edging a little closer so I can hear. If I turn and go now, I can make it down to Lemuria before the ship can get into position. I could warn her. Her plans for the re-creation of Atlantea are terrifying, obviously, but so is the prospect of her death. I remember what the priestess told her: we all answer to the root plant. If she dies, will we all follow suit?

My eyes are on Marie and her pseudo-brother, my ears tipped forward. The only hint of warning I get is the faint swish of something moving through the air, and then a heavy tangle of metal is colliding with my head, shoving me down into the water. I cry out and slash with my claws, but they meet only metal cable. A net. Panic spikes. I doubt I’ll receive the same welcome as Marie if they manage to pull me aboard. I grab it in my hands and try to tear it apart with brute strength, but the net is already moving, and I can’t work fast enough. There’s no room to move, no way to swim, and it all happens so fast.

I erupt from the water in a knot of desperately thrashing cable, swinging up with blinding speed. It’s too quick for me to even try to hold my breath, and as soon as I break the surface I’m gasping and coughing on top of everything else.

I hear Marie’s voice, still constricted. “W-wait… Tomas!”

“Captain Fourné!” someone bellows, and Marie’s brother laughs like a madman.

“Bring her in!”

With bruising force, I hit the deck. Boots on every side, men crowding around me, jumping back as I hiss and try to grab for the ship’s edge. The pulley system they used to haul me in disengages and more coppery-smelling cable falls onto my back, thick as my arm and heavy enough to knock me down all over again. I can hear their hearts pounding, fired up by anger and fear twisting into one horrible cocktail. I can smell their blood, so close to me, see the naked steel in their hands, the barrels of the pistols pointed at me. And I can’t breathe, I can’t even get myself upright to face them.

Heavy feet thud against wood. “Well, well,” says the captain. “Look what we caught, Marie.”

“Traitor!” I hiss aloud, slamming the word into her mentally as hard as I can, though I know she cannot hear me. ((You lied to me! To Nemri and Ossind and Adastrea and everyone!))

“Eppie!” she shouts in Mermish. “Eppie, just stay still! Don’t fight them. I can explain!”

Captain Fourné sneers down at me. “Who’s this, then? One of Marie’s little friends has come up to play.”

I’ve never seen a face so hard. The craggy planes of his cheeks and nose, the sharp ridge of his eyebrows lowering as he glares. Can’t she hear the distaste when he says her name? Can’t she see the hate when he looks at me?

“She’s the… one who… helped—” Marie gasps out, clutching the edge of her tub so hard the wood splinters beneath her hands.

The one who helped me, she was going to say. I feel nauseous. Helping her is exactly what I’ve been doing. Guiding her from colony to colony, with this band of killers oozing along after us like the trail of slime behind a snail.

“I think she’s outlived her usefulness; don’t you?” Captain Fourné draws his cutlass, the blade scraping against the metal of the net. He reaches through the net to fist his hand in my barbels and wrenches my head back to bare my jugular.

I look into the eyes of death, and I snarl my defiance. ((Land-walker scum. You are the worst of humanity.))

Nemri would be proud of me. And thinking of Nemri makes me think of Ossind, of all her sisters at Colonia Cueye who died because of this man—because of Marie—and I grow angrier still. My tail slams against the deck, knocking the net away and downing the man who knelt on my fins, and I thrash again, trying with all my might to break his legs. The men who hold my arms bellow in alarm and Captain Fourné’s blade scrapes against my skin, but I do not care. Our hide is tough. He won’t get through until he’s really trying.

“Get her tail!” he shouts. “Hawkins, Ladlow—will you get her tail!”

Three more men answer his call, throwing themselves bodily across me.

I screech in fury, high and animal, because now on top of the suffocating lack of water, on top of my anger and betrayal, they are too close. My throat aches, my body crying out for the relief just one more drop of human blood would bring, and my claws scrape deep into the wood of the deck. Worse, I don’t even know if I should hold back. I have no wish to take a life, but what other hope of escape do I have?

My struggles flip two of them into the mast, head over heels, but like a hydra, each one I shake loose is replaced by more. Four of them hold each of my arms, countless more pinning down the edges of the net that is once more tangled around my tail, crushing the delicate frills of my fins.

When I am still again, wrestled into submission, the captain forces his hand through the protective knotting of my barbels and takes hold of my seed. It’s a horrible feeling, my most vulnerable part in the palm of his hand. I try to squirm away, to wrap my barbels around his wrist and wring the blood out of him, but he just laughs and squeezes harder. He digs his fingers into the little pits and holes, the places beneath the hard coral surface where I can feel it. He is a hunter, and he knows all my weak spots.

Seething, I go rigid on the deck. Focus on the fire burning in my throat, the spasming of my empty lungs.

He puts the blade to my throat once more. “Where were we?”

“Tomas,” a voice croaks. As one the captain and I turn toward Marie. Her throat working and her gills flaring, as she struggles to produce the unnatural sounds of his name. “Tomas, don’t. She… she can be useful. She could help me. And… she’s human really. Not one of them.”

How can she not see the contempt in his eyes? It’s written there, plain to see. He couldn’t broadcast it any louder if he had a seed of his own.

“Sorry, little sister. You know the rules.” He tosses out the words casually, but I see the way Marie shifts in her tub, water sloshing as she leans toward him—like she is trying to catch that scrap of affection. Like it’s all she has.

“But—”

Another voice cuts her off. Not the captain this time.

“Captain! Wait!”

A new sailor muscles his way to the front of the crowd. He’s dressed in dark clothing—breeches and a coat made of different fabric than the rough homespun the louts clutching me are wearing. A higher rank, perhaps.

“I want some time, first,” he says to the captain, and I finally turn my eyes from his clothes to his face. “This is the one.”

Ah. I know this one. I know that curved nose, that thick beard—the deep blue eyes. Realization sinks in as I see that cruel metal hook, remember the taste of blood on my tongue and the crunch of wrist-bones beneath my teeth. I did that.

At once, Captain Fourné straightens. The blade drops away. “Is it? How interesting.”

The hook-handed man turns to me. Stares down into my eyes. His irises are still the same blue—dark, almost indigo. So familiar. Even now, their color sends a shudder rippling down my dorsal fin.

“Strange,” he says softly, “how you still look the same.”

It cannot be true. Just as I told myself at Colonia Cueye, it cannot be true. I do not know him. He is a stranger, and an idiot too. Of course I haven’t changed since the day I took his hand. I’m a mermaid, and we don’t age like they do. As he has: his beard is prematurely peppered with gray, his face craggy and weathered. It’s true, what Nemri said. They change as quickly as the weather.

I bare my fangs and spit my fury directly into his face. “Stay away from me, human! I can bite your other hand off too.”

He understands none of it, of course. Calmly reaches out his good hand to touch my barbels, and when I snap at him, the captain’s fist, still tight around my seed, yanks me back hard enough that little black dots of pain flare in my vision.

Unperturbed, the hook-handed man reaches forward and traces the edge of my face from forehead to chin. “It’s the eyes that are the worst part,” he remarks to the captain, as composed as if he were talking about the weather. “It still has her eyes.”

“It’s not her,” the captain answers. “Monster tricks, nothing more.”

He says something else to the sailor, something cruel that makes Marie flinch and the crew laugh, but I am no longer hearing his voice. All I can hear, echoing around and around my skull, are those words. It still has her eyes. It still has her eyes.

Whose eyes do I have? Who that the hook-handed sailor would know?

My gaze flicks to his eyes again. Deep and dark and indigo, so much more decided than my own pale blue. The same shade as my mother’s were, before the cataracts turned them the same milky white as Marie’s. This sailor could almost be my uncle, with eyes like that. A long-lost Wester.

As that thought crosses my mind, my blood runs cold. Ice in my veins. I look at this stranger’s face, and I finally find what I fought not to see. The truth I have desperately avoided for so long finally comes home to roost. Indigo eyes. Like my mother. Like Theo.

But it couldn’t—it couldn’t be him. Theo is a boy. An angry boy with wind-tossed hair, standing on the beach with fists clenched and fury on his face as Nemri and Marie tow me bodily into deeper water. A boy a few years older than when I left him, a boy older than I had expected him to be—but not this, not a man with a salt-and-pepper beard. A man with dark hair cropped close to his skull and a beard that hides the hard lines of his mouth. A man with—oh, First Mother, a man missing a hand. A pale white hand sinking beneath the waves, twin streams of blood flowing from the stump and from my mouth. His bow hand. The hand that made his violin sing, rattling the windows in their frames and making the air come alive with the sound of his music.

Theo. Oh, by the First Mother’s egg, not him. Not this. Not—not this.

((Theo? Is that you?)) In my horror, I default to silent thought-speech, and of course he hears nothing. Not that he would understand even if I spoke aloud—I wouldn’t know how to begin learning the vocal trickery that allows Marie to speak the human tongue.

But the anguish in my face must be obvious enough, because the hook-handed man—because Theo, my baby brother, his face clears, and he smiles down at me. A bitter smile, a ghost of the one he once offered me on a morning when I woke sweating from a nightmare.

“Ah,” he says. “Now you realize.”
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I’m not resisting, but it still takes five men to carry me—I’m long and slippery as a snake. With no water left in my system to sustain me, I’ve hit the limit of my endurance. And all I can think is Theo, Theo. On the edge of consciousness, I hang limp and let it happen. But when one of them throws open a door and I catch a glimpse of iron bars beyond, the numbness recedes a little. I stir, looking over my shoulder toward the ocean, but the sailors feel the movement and quicken their step. They drop me with bruising force into a shallow tub. Two feet of dirty liquid sloshing in the base of the cage. With pathetic gratitude I curl in the fetid water and suck in one ragged breath after another. I don’t want to think about the origin of this room—if this is where they kept Marie as an infant, or if it’s for captives like me. Do they torture them for information? Does Marie help them?

They laugh as they leave the room. Men without even the shreds of basic human decency that would let them spare the children of the colonies they massacre. Faceless killers, who are nevertheless somebody’s Theo. A brother, a son. How many of them, like him, have lost someone to the mermaids? Is there any such thing as a villain? And yet every one of these people woke up one morning and decided today was the day they would join the hunters and exterminate my species. Even Theo. My mind keeps catching on his name. Stumbling over it. It doesn’t make sense to me that he is here, a world away from where he should be.

Does his presence here mean that Mama—is she—I shy away from the question. Not Mama. I’m not ready to be an orphan.

But what about the Garthisle Conservatory? That is where Theo belongs, whole and hearty, his hands dancing over the strings of his violin, not—not—in my mouth, his blood hot and meaty, filling me with the most indescribable power—no. I have gone around and around on the topic of that night. The sailor was going to shoot me. I bit his hand in self-defense, and I did not eat it. I did not kill anybody. It was terrible, and I was terrible, but so was my situation. I’ve come to this conclusion before, but the knowledge that it was Theo shunts me back into the familiar tailspin.

Monster. Monster. Marie has betrayed me and Theo’s life is ruined. He should be first chair in the orchestra, not a grizzled sailor with a stump for a hand. All of the pretty lies I told myself are shattered. The man with the indigo eyes was not a stranger. Marie does not love me. She doesn’t even care about me. I had forgiven her—almost—for Colonia Cueye, because I thought she was acting from some misguided romantic impulse. I thought she cared. Despite the dread curdling in my belly, some part of me still hoped our kiss meant something to her. But I was only ever a meal ticket. A guide to the next big catch she can serve up to her murderous brother.

They leave me in my dank cell for hours. I can hear boots slapping the deck, sails flapping, rope coiling. We’re on the move. But everyone aboard is familiar exactly with how good mermaid hearing is, because the conversations are carefully guarded. They speak without using specifics—pass us that, get it done. Alone in the dark, I hiss and scrape my way around the confines of my tub. It’s too small for me to do anything but turn awkwardly in a circle, trying not to slosh the shallow water over the sides. If their intent is for me to survive the night, they’ll have to replenish it at some point.

The passing of time is marked only by the distant sensation of Lemuria’s screams. I feel the pain in the back of my skull, but it’s less potent at this distance. What will happen to Marie and I if the Purgans Oceanum carries us beyond the bounds of Colonia Lemuria? Will we be driven to fight our way back, or will the pain we felt when we tried to cross the border under our own steam be enough to kill us?

Frustration grinds my fangs together, and I return my attention to pulling at the iron bars. If they were a little thinner, I might have a chance at breaking them. I could’ve probably snapped the cables of the metal nets if I’d had a little longer. But bars like these, made three times thicker than a walking staff—with all my strength, I’m not having any effect. Maybe if I sawed my teeth back and forth over one… but even a single cut would take forever and I’d need to cut multiple bars in two places in order to squeeze myself out, all while holding my breath. No, it isn’t practical, and I’m not even sure I want to leave. Not yet. The two people most important to me are both aboard this ship, both seemingly loyal to Captain Fourné. I want answers.

What is Marie doing now? I can hear the steady cadence of her breathing, distinguishable from the rest by the flow of the water and the twelve echoes from each individual gill. She sounds calm—her breath comes slow and even—and that makes me angrier than ever. I thought I understood her better than anyone else in the world, but I do not know her at all. Once or twice the captain’s heavy tread pauses close to her, and the scratch of quill on parchment passes between them. It is enough to drive me mad. What is she saying to her brother? What is she thinking? And Theo, Theo. How did he end up here? How did the hunters get their hooks into him? My thoughts bounce between the two of them, and my pulse thuds in an unsteady rhythm. I have never longed for home more than I do right now. Hwenfirth and the past, or even the red sea-lilies and anemones of Colonia Adastrea. When the lie kept me safe and happy with sisters who loved me.

And then, footsteps in the corridor outside. A thin shaft of lantern-light. The doorknob moves, and my heart is in my mouth. Is it him?

A dark shape, silhouetted against the glare of the candle he holds. But the metal of the hook gleams, and guilt floods through me, every bit as painful as Lemuria’s scream.

He steps forward. Raises the candle, illuminating his own face. The sight of him hits me like a blow. Not so old as I thought him at Cueye, when I wounded him. But older than he was when I left him on that beach, crying out my name. A man in truth. More years, slipping by, stolen—and they haven’t been kind to him. His face is scored with lines, beard sprinkled prematurely with paler hairs, and there’s a scar on his cheek. Did I do that? Surely I’d remember, if I had done that.

The thump of his heart fills the room, thick and violent. He smells of blood, as all humans do. I think of the memory of Atlantea, where the priestesses sacrificed their own blue blood to the reefs. Now it is red blood, silver blood, beating like a curse in our history. The blood that flows in Theo’s veins is my blood too, and yet it still smells like food.

“Hello, Eppie.”

His voice hasn’t altered since I saw him last. The same smooth tenor. It was beautiful in Hwenfirth when he sang, though the song broke my heart. Does he still sing? Is he happy here in this life he’s chosen?

I find no answer in his eyes, cool and unreadable.

“It’s been a long time.”

My gaze flits to his hands. Empty save for the lantern. I’d hoped he might bring paper and ink for me again. I want to talk.

“You left me,” he says. “Twice.”

And with a sinking feeling I realize listening to me is not what he wants to do. Theo has come here to accuse me, to lay all my sins at my door. And when Captain Fourné had his blade to my throat, Theo didn’t say stop. He said wait. When he’s done with me, then… then he will give me back to his captain.

“For a long time I wondered why you bothered to come back at all.”

Agonized, silent, I stare at him. ((Because I love you.))

“The monsters that came for you that day on the beach… I thought they had you. That they were holding you captive somehow. I looked for you. Everywhere. I was going to save you.” He stalks closer. Kneels in front of my cage, where I am clutching the bars. “I was a fool. But when I found Captain Fourné, he explained everything.”

What can a man like that explain to a boy like Theo? Hate is all he knows.

((Please, Theo.)) I reach out a hand to my brother.

“They’re demons, Eppie. They stole your soul. Captain Fourné wants to take it back. Set you free.” His fingers tremble as he raises them to stroke my cheek. “Don’t you want to be free?”

Yes. I’ve always wanted that. To be free of the bindings Lemuria placed on me, the bindings of Adastrea and Father Rafferty and Lucy Craig’s mother and all the rest. Even Papa, much as I loved him. Everyone who has sought to constrain me—I want to break free of all of them.

But something tells me Captain Fourné has taught Theo a different definition of the word free when it comes to mermaids.

His hand falls away. There is the soft snick of a blade coming free of a scabbard. Theo is breathing too hard, but I don’t look at it. I don’t look at anything but his eyes, deep and blue and moist with tears. I reach through the bars and mirror his gesture. Stroking his cheek.

Theo. My brother. I remember the day Mama told me he was coming. You’re going to be a big sister. I remember helping Papa barter with the carpenter for a cradle, ecstatic for the second child he’d never expected after so many years. Hemming swaddling cloths and nappies with Mama, enthusiastic about needlecraft for the one and only time in my life. Trying to study musical theory over Papa’s shoulder so I could help to teach the baby. Clinging to Mama’s hand as she sweated and pushed, the woman from the rooms across the hall commanding her brisk and businesslike to push like you mean it, Tilly!

And then the moment it was over, when he spilled slick and silent into the world, and the neighbor cut the cord and plonked him into Mama’s arms while I leaned in to see. Theo opened those big blue eyes and stared up at me, and I loved him instantly.

There is an object in his hand now, something long and sharp and deadly. It shines in the dull yellow-blue light of my fins. But his other hand is now a blunt metal hook, still resting against the bars, and though I am weeping, I will not fight him on this. I have hurt him, I have maimed my little brother, and now he and Marie and everyone I love are against me—so I will not fight him. I will never fight him again. If this is what he wants… if this is what I deserve… then so be it.

I remember the boy he was. Small and slight, so determined to never be left behind. He kept up with me as I ran down to the beach, sprinting by my side on his fat little toddler legs. Playing in the surf, laughing as the waves splashed him. I remember the first time Papa and I put the violin into his hands, and his whole face seemed to open like a flower. Wonder, enchantment, as though we had given him a magic wand instead of an old violin.

The tears spill out over his cheeks, dampening the beard that still looks so wrong on his face. Like he’s playing dress-up. I missed him growing up. I missed his entire life.

Something cold against my ear. A thin point. Quick and easy, straight to the brain. Dealing trauma so massive that it can’t heal. Like Captain Fourné, Theo knows our weak spots.

I look up at him, and he leans into my hand. Ignoring the claws and the gills and all the things that now mark me as alien. I am trembling, and so is he. The last time we met, my brother held a pistol to my head. This, at least, will be quieter. Kinder. Perhaps I will not feel anything at all.

“It’s alright,” I promise him, just as I did on that last night in Hwenfirth. I’m speaking Mermish now, but I’m praying he can understand. “We’re alright.”

The blade slips into the curve of my ear. I stare into Theo’s eyes, and I try to ready myself. I can be brave for him. He tenses, and despite all my resolutions I can’t do it. I can’t watch his face as he kills me.

Clenching my eyes shut, I brace myself for the end.

That final blow never comes. I hear the stiletto blade clatter to the floor. Theo’s hook rings against the metal of the cage as he reels backward, slumping onto his haunches.

Joy surges through me. He’s not a killer. Just like at Colonia Cueye with the little girl he held aloft, at the last moment he hesitated. My brother is a good person.

I open my eyes and reach for him. “Theo, you—you’re doing the right thing. I’m not a murderer. I don’t eat people. And I’m so, so sorry about your hand.”

I’m shaking with the force of my sobs. All he can hear is clicks and whistles, but surely he can see the emotion on my face. He stares at me, and I point at his hook and put my hands over my heart, expression anguished. I’m so sorry.

And finally, the dam between us breaks and my brother comes back to me. Embracing through the bars that divide us, we kneel and weep.
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It’s third watch,” Theo whispers, tugging at my arms where they loop around his shoulders in an attempt to ease my weight on him. “Last one before the attack. Theoretically, there’s only a couple of men on lookout duty.”

Theoretically isn’t much to hang our lives on, but there aren’t a great many options. Time is running out. I tap the side of his face till he turns to look back at me: riding piggyback, tail dragging along the floor behind. Jaw straining with the effort of holding my breath, I point at my gills. Not really the time to stop and chat.

“Right.” Theo nods grimly and begins to move again. Our progress isn’t fast, mostly because he is a scrawny little man trying to bear the weight of a nine-foot-long sea creature with the muscle density of a polar bear—but again, we don’t have a lot of options. The thud of claws on wood stands out a lot more than the sound of a few unsteady steps.

We stagger along the narrow corridor that contains my cell and two others like it. Each featuring the same iron cage with water sloshing in the base. I look into those prisons, mercifully empty, and try not to guess how many mermaids have spent their last night here.

As Theo’s shaking hand reaches for the door, I hear the captain’s thumping tread, distinguishable from every other man aboard by the sheer force he puts into each step. Like he is trying to grind something beneath his feet with every movement he makes.

I click a wordless warning into Theo’s ear, and he pauses.

The water in Marie’s tub swishes as she circles to face her brother.

That prowling step finally ceases. “Can you hear it? Is it sleeping?”

I hear Marie’s barbels rustle as she cocks her head to listen. Here it comes. Even if she was distracted before, she will hear us now. She will notice that I’m not breathing, that the fraught conversation between Theo and I is finally at an end. It isn’t hard to put the pieces together.

“Yes,” she says at last, and my lips part in amazement. “Her… breathing has evened out.”

The captain laughs, and I hear the creak of wood as he settles himself on the stool beside her. “Good. I’m sick of writing everything out and watching Ladlow mime the rest for the poor sods who can’t read.”

“Something’s happening out there?” Theo guesses, craning his neck to the side to look at me, his eyes searching my face until I nod. “You can hear them, can’t you? Like the captain’s tame mermaid.”

The captain deliberately called me it, and Theo does not even know Marie’s name. The similarity makes my heart twist.

I manage to nod, but my lungs are straining, and I slap my hand against Theo’s chest. It takes a moment, but he figures it out and lowers me slowly to the floor before going to the closest cell and opening the door. The rusted iron shrieks as he moves it, and we both flinch, but the captain’s voice continues unabated, and Marie still says nothing. The door stands open, the tub waiting within. Against every instinct I have, I slither back into captivity.

Water floods into my gills, sweet as ambrosia.

Theo does not shut the door, but he leans against it, fidgeting with every bit of his old anxiety. The drumming of his fingers against his thigh looks almost like the picking of chords on the neck of his violin. The sight brings a lump to my throat: despite the beard and the bags beneath his eyes, he looks almost like himself again. I feel a strange twinge of gratitude to Captain Fourné for giving me this glimpse of the brother I thought lost beneath the grizzled sailor.

We wait in agonized silence while Marie outlines the patterns of the currents directly above Lemuria’s throne room, describing the way she thinks it will alter the flow when they make the drop, whatever that may be. The captain grunts here and there, and it is only when the topic changes that I prick up my ears again.

“There’s something… else, though, Tomas. The First Mother… she says she… can cure us. Turn us into… people again.” Every word is a struggle for her, too low and too long compared to our quick, musical language.

There is a beat before he answers. “Into people?”

“I’ve… seen it. Her daughter breathes… air, walks on land. No more… hunger. Mermaids wouldn’t be a danger to humans.”

Theo shifts impatiently, and I fan my hands at him, silently begging him to wait. We need to be patient.

Outside, the captain laughs. “You think taking their tails away will make them any less monsters?”

“She could… fix them.” I can hear it in her voice now. The raw desire that was so evident down in Lemuria’s throne room. Marie says fix them, but she means fix me.

The captain’s hand slaps irritably against the side of the tub. “You can’t fix what’s wrong with a mermaid by grafting on a pair of legs.”

“That thing down… there could still do it,” she says, a little desperate now. “She can… bind any of them. All of them. She… could tell them not to eat human flesh… and they would have to… listen. Every mermaid on earth. We wouldn’t have to… hunt them anymore, Tomas.”

“We don’t hunt them because they kill people, Marie.”

“But…” She sounds lost. “Father said…”

“We hunt them because they are soulless, godless monsters. Abominations. They are Leviathan, and we are the Lord’s great sword. You know the words. One day the Lord will…”

She only hesitates for a moment before she falls into line. I can almost see the way she will bow her head, the motion identical to when I submitted to Lemuria earlier. Only this time, there is no force. She does this to herself. Crushes her own skull beneath his heel, reciting the words as obedient as any penitent. “The Lord will wield his great… sword and punish Leviathan… the fleeing serpent, Leviathan the twisting serpent… and he will slay the dragon that is in the sea.”

The captain laughs again, the same way he laughed when he held me by the seed. I think of the way he smiled, wide as Myre. “We shall slay the dragon that lives in the sea. Blessed are the hunters.”

“Blessed,” she murmurs, his little echo.

“You’ve done well.” There is the sound of his flesh impacting on the shifting barbels as his hand falls heavily on her head, the same rough caress one would offer a pet. “Be happy, little sister. Your work is done. This is your sabbath, and you can rest.”

She does not reply again, and fabric rustles as he stands.

“I’m off to talk to Hawkins about tomorrow’s headings.”

I jerk upright in the tub, and Theo scrambles to his feet. It’s now or never. One last breath, arms locked into place around his neck again. My brother groans quietly as he takes the strain of my weight, and then we begin again.

We emerge into a night full of stars. The ocean around the ship is flat as glass, and the ship crowded with jeering men now appears empty.

We take one unsteady step forward. Then another. The scrape of my scales against the floor seems horribly loud. My left fluke snags on a splinter and I swallow the instinctive hiss of pain. At every moment I’m expecting someone to shout after us. Prisoner escaped! The mermaid’s loose! Nothing comes. I can see the slumped figure of the sleepy helmsman, and a distant shape up in the crow’s nest, but it seems like Theo was right about third watch. The captain is nowhere in sight, and everyone but this skeleton crew is belowdecks, taking what little rest they can.

There is a noise, the slap of water against wood, and both Theo and I whip our heads round to see the glowing shape of Marie, rising over the side of her tub. I see the light of her barbels first. Then as she turns to face me, the luminous white of her eyes. Here beneath the moonlight, she looks more beautiful than she ever has. Theo tenses beneath me and I remember what she is: Captain Fourné’s creature. Blessed, she said, and I do not know how deeply she believes it. Her mercy will not extend forever. Sooner or later, she’ll sound the alarm.

There’s no way to avoid her out here in the open, when I glow every bit as brightly as she does, but I still wince when it happens. Her eyes widen as she sees me. For a long moment we stare into one another’s eyes. Watching. Evaluating. And on my part at least, longing.

And then with the slow, stately motion of an owl, she rotates her head away from me. Stares out to sea, shoulder blades rigid as she grips the side of her tub.

Theo lets out a shuddering sigh, readjusts his grip on my forearm, and takes another step.

Transfixed, I stare at Marie. If she did not realize when she first lied that I was out of my cage and trying to escape, she certainly knows now. Yet she is not shouting for her brother. She hasn’t betrayed me: not this time.

Step, scrape, step, scrape. We inch closer to the edge of the ship. Almost there. Almost—but there’s another noise. Footsteps on the quarterdeck at the far end of the ship. I thought the captain had gone belowdecks—is it the sailor steering the ship? No; I can hear two distinct heartbeats, and Marie is clinging to the edge of her tub, her barbels quivering out from her head in agitation.

“Hurry,” I whisper to Theo, and he does his best.

But Captain Fourné is on the quarterdeck, exchanging low words with the helmsman. The sail blocks us from his sight—for now.

The edge of the ship is finally within reach. His heart hammering, Theo lowers me to the floor. My lungs are bursting, and the captain could find us at any moment—but this may be the last time I ever see my brother, and I want to say goodbye.

Go home, I mouth at him. Garthisle. There must be doctors in the city who could craft something better than a hook for him. A bow that screws directly into a mount he can wear on his stump. Something. A better life than this. Butchering infants and girls crippled by their wounded queen.

“Don’t be a killer, Eppie,” he whispers roughly, his thoughts clearly running along a similar track to my own. “Be better.”

I feel a jolt of surprise that he still believes this of me—but of course, without speech or pen, I can’t explain. I start to mime an answer, exaggerating the shapes of the words I’ve never—

But suddenly the captain is calling out, his voice appallingly loud in the silence. “All well down there, Marie? No sign of the colony-mother’s drones?”

Another use for her. With hearing and eyesight like ours, there’s no one who can keep a lookout like a mermaid can. I think of the life she must have led here on this ship, with her brother and their father before him and my stomach clenches. A mermaid’s endless childhood, constrained and confined by the whims of these men. Used by them, misjudged: a monster at worst, a tool at best.

“Nothing… Tomas,” she answers him, obedient as ever. Shaping those painful words in that unnatural register.

She’s lied to me so often. Everything I knew about her. But now she’s lying for me, and all those confusing feelings are eddying in my chest again. And by the First Mother, I need to get into that water soon or I’m going to explode.

I look up at Theo. ((Bye, little brother,)) I say to him in my own language, putting every tangled emotion stirring in my breast into those inadequate words. It might be just the reflection of my own light, but I think I see moisture in his eyes.

“We’re all set.” Captain Fourné is clumping down the stairs toward Marie. “Unless you’ve got any last-minute words of wisdom.”

His boots come into sight, his coat. I am frozen.

Marie swishes noisily in her tub, fanning the water around. “I… think we need to… be careful. Lemuria is… stronger than anything we’ve ever… gone up against.”

Her intent couldn’t be clearer if she were screaming it at me. Get out of here!

Even Theo is gesturing now. You need to go.

I shoo him—hide!—but he stubbornly tries to lift me again, shunting the tip of my tail toward the balustrade. He’s trying to save me just as I’m trying to save him.

Captain Fourné thuds across the deck. His head is turning our way, and he is no sleep-deprived midshipman. Of course he will not miss the sight of two glowing shapes where there should only be one. Acting on blind impulse, I shove Theo in the chest, sending him flying out of my pool of light—and haul myself to the edge. Too noisy, Theo said about the thud of claws on the deck, when we were still planning and I was thinking of rushing for the ship’s edge by myself. He was right: the impact of my talons hitting the wood and digging in is like hammer-blows in the quiet night. But it’s only a yard or two, and then I flip myself over the railing and I’m free. As I fall there’s a glimpse of Theo through the railing, rolling into the shadow of the forecastle. I hear the captain’s shout. He saw me vanish, but did he see Theo?

I hit the water, and my world explodes into a morass of bubbles. I pull in a grateful breath and jet away a few hundred yards from the ship. Still within earshot, but out of reach of the nets. If they start shooting at me, I can always dive, but I can’t leave till I know Theo is safe. And Marie, too. She lied for me twice. She could have raised the alarm as soon as she saw us, but she distracted Captain Fourné instead.

I resurface just in time to see him reach the railing. His gnarled fingers curl around the balustrade, gripping so tightly it leaves me in no doubt that he wishes it were my neck he was squeezing. We stare at one another, the captain and I. In the darkness behind him, Theo is petrified: a fossil of a boy.

Slowly, Captain Fourné swings around to face Marie. “You freed her?” There is disbelief in his voice. He cannot understand that she might go against his orders.

I see Marie look at me. Do her best not to glance toward the forecastle. Then at last, she nods.

Captain Fourné gapes. His fingers twitch for his pistol. Then he draws it and I cry out Marie’s name, but when he levels it, it’s me in the sights, not her. “You turned her against me,” he says coldly. “How?”

“Tomas!” Marie actually sounds shocked. With her lower gills still submerged, she reaches down out of the tub and begins to pull herself toward her brother. One claw at a time, the wooden structure grating across the deck.

“Watch my deck, Marie,” he spits at her from the corner of his mouth, and guiltily, she halts.

“She… helped us, Tomas.”

She’s bargaining for my life, but just like before, that implication makes my flesh creep. I would never have helped them if they’d given me the choice. Just as I was beginning to forget these revelations, to fall back into my old patterns of thinking about Marie, the truth resurfaces.

Her arguments have all the force of a butterfly’s landing: Captain Fourné’s pistol does not waver. “She’s as worthless as the rest.” He turns toward the quarterdeck and bellows a command. “Ring the bell, Hawkins! Get the whole sorry lot of them up. Why wait when we can set course now? We’ve been cutting back the stems, but Marie has finally led us to the root! You hear me, man?”

“We’ll finish her, Captain!” cries the one named Hawkins, the one who held my tail down on the deck. He lashes the wheel in place and scrambles for the bell. “We’ll burn her out!”

I try to imagine these puny little humans going up against Lemuria, her impossible strength against their matchstick limbs, and I swallow. They’re all going to die.

“Aye!” the Captain roars. “The demons surround us, but we are the Lord’s fiery blade! We are His fist! We scourge the monsters from the ocean, and we do His work!”

There is not an ounce of fear in him. Not one iota of compassion. I would dismiss him as just another madman, but… I saw his men kill Cueye. I felt her burn. I think of Cueye’s daughters, screaming in the water. The blinding pain that I felt even across the boundary of their shared mind.

What happens to the rest of us, if the First Mother dies?

“And now for you,” he growls, turning my way. The muzzle of his pistol has not wavered once.

Unable to speak, hardly even able to breathe with that pistol aimed between my eyes and my brother hidden so close to danger, I muster a ragged snarl for him.

“A beast just like you killed my father,” he says, sneering down at me. “I killed her in turn, and a thousand more besides.”

With a grim determination on her face, Marie restarts her arduous progress over the deck. Under the eaves of the forecastle, Theo begins to edge toward the closest door. If we can distract Captain Fourné until Theo’s safely away, he can slip belowdecks and back into his hammock to emerge with the rest of them like nothing was ever wrong, while we will be safely back with Lemuria—well, not safe exactly. But safer in the short term than we would be on this ship. Better the lunatic who hates the human side of your heritage than the lunatic who hates the entirety of your species, I suppose. At least our looming death would be safely pushed back a few months.

Marie has almost reached her brother, her claws and the iron bands of the tub creaking across the oaken planks.

“My deck,” snaps Captain Fourné, in the voice of a man who has been pushed too far.

Hunched on the floor, Theo reaches up for the doorknob.

“Marie, come with me,” I shout up to her in Mermish. Covering the noise of the door and, if I can convince her, saving both of them with the same sentence. “Jump now, before he—”

“Tomas… don’t.” She ignores me, grabs at his arm. The gun swings wildly, but she clings to him. So determined to believe in his goodness. “Let’s just… talk.”

He rounds on her, the whites of his eyes gleaming almost yellow in the reflection of her light. “Traitor.” He says the word like a discovery.

The door clicks shut behind Theo. One half of this is over.

“Never, Tomas.” She lets him go and puts her hands together, pleading. Lying at his feet in that sad little tub. Willing to give up everything for him—dignity, honor, our entire species—and still he cannot give her even a little of the love she craves.

“You know how I feel about traitors, Marie.” Perfectly calmly, he levels the pistol at her head.

There is a beat. I cannot believe that even he would do this—and from the look on her face, nor can she. But he is smiling almost pleasantly. Nothing about this surprises him.

“Marie!” I scream her name and surge back toward the ship. I leap from the water and land, hands digging deep into the ship as I start to climb. I will rip off his head. I will tear his ship apart plank by plank if I have to, but he will not touch her.

“Stay right there!” he shouts from above me, and I hear the unmistakable sound of the pistol cocking. “One more move and I shoot.”

The barrel is pressed against her head. I freeze.

His razor eyes whip between Marie and I. Taking everything in. “Ah,” he says, in a voice like silk. “I understand now.”

The pistol is down, but he has her by the throat, lifting her bodily despite how heavy I know she is. Mermaid bones are dense, and our tails are huge, but Tomas Fourné swings Marie over the edge of the ship like she’s less than nothing. Perhaps, to him, that’s all she is.

“You’re a worm,” he says to her easily. “My father plucked you from the dirt, and I can throw you back.”

She whimpers. Chokes. Croaks in that uncanny approximation of a human voice, “Tomas… please…”

He laughs scornfully. His eyes gleam in the dark, reflecting her light in their flinty depths. “Silly little girl, Marie. Ninety years old and still such a child. Why would I need you, now that you’ve brought me to the source? You’re like insects, you lot. A plague on God’s earth. But I’m willing to bet that when the queen of queens dies, so do all the rest.”

And then he drops her.

Marie hits the water with a huge splash and sinks out of sight, unmoving. I let myself fall too. Captain Fourné sneers down at us and turns on his heel: either there’s some lingering shadow of brotherly affection that stops him from shooting her outright, or he’s got bigger fish to fry with Lemuria.

Footsteps on the deck again: Theo is staring down over the railing at me. Idiot—why did he come back? Did the captain see him? Surely he wouldn’t be alive if so. I look up at him, wishing I had Marie’s trick of distorting my voice. I’ve never been so angry to be mute. I’ll come back, I mouth to him. But I have to save my species first, and to do that, I must save Lemuria.

I don’t know if he understood, but he dips his chin at me. Dismissal, goodbye, understanding: I can’t tell. There are other crewmen shouting now, the rattle of ramrods tamping gunpowder down into pistols. There’s no time to ask. I duck below the waves, and go to her.

As I have so many times before, I follow the trail of her light. Sails unfurl above us. The ship is turning. My brother is borne away from me.

Thirty fathoms under the ship, Marie is floating like a corpse. “He… he threw me away. He threw me away.”

“Marie,” I whisper. My heart goes out to her, but now she’s safe everything is creeping back in. She knew. She was working with them, this whole time. She was the reason they came to Colonia Cueye.

“Eppie,” she says, turning to me.

She was the reason they all died.

Marie swims toward me like she’s about to fly into my arms but I spin roughly out of her way. She stares at me, eyes wide. Like she’s forgotten that now I know what she’s done.

“How many colonies?”

Broken already, she can’t meet my eyes. “Eppie, please—”

“How many?” I can’t afford to pity her. If I start, I’ll never stop, and there will never be a reckoning.

“With Cueye, eight.”

Eight. Eight colonies. How many lives is that? How many mermaids? How many cumulative millennia of existence, snuffed out all at once?

Above us, the ship has dwindled to a mere speck in the distance. The Purgans Oceanum is sailing straight for the center of the colony. An unerring line toward the heading Marie gave them: Lemuria’s throne room.

Finally, she looks up at me. Still no sorrow on her face. No realization of the monstrous gravity of her choices. Just fear—for herself, I realize. For what I will think of her.

When I think of what I let her do to me. I listened to her, I trusted her. And now I’m here, alone. Cut off from my sisters and Mother, even from Theo—everyone who loves me, a world away. All I have is Marie, and though we’re both nominally free, I’m at her mercy. She betrayed me, in every way, and still I can’t stem the feelings she brings out in me.

She lured me away from my human family, made me think there was something to live for in the world below the sea. She cut me off from my colony: she whispered to me about bindings and control until I had no option left but gratitude when Lemuria set me adrift. Were the bindings even wrong? Or was Adastrea a loving parent, trying to help her adopted daughter settle in? Was Mother seeking to control me? Or was that just another of Marie’s lies?

As I think of Mother, a chilling thought washes over me, leaving everything icy in its wake. “Marie, is—did you tell them about—?” I can’t even say it. Saying it would make it too real.

“No!” she gasps. “No, Eppie, I’d never tell Tomas about Adastrea. He—he pushed me, but I’ve been stalling. He was happy with the others.”

“Others?”

She blanches.

“You gave him others?” Like lightning, our journey races through my mind. Where has Marie been, on the directions of me and my colony-sisters? She has the rough location of Oene and Tlaloc, through conversations she overheard. She came with me to Cueye. And before that—oh, God. “Marie, did you tell the hunters about Colonia Dremne?”

Like a little girl, she fists her hands in her eyes and begins to weep. Convulsive, heaving sobs. Helpless. Guilty.

“Tell me!” I snarl. I want to scratch her—to slash her into ribbons with my claws—but the idea of touching her repels me now.

“Yes!” she cries. “Yes, I—I had to tell him something. He knew I’d been taken in by a new colony, and he wasn’t going to wait forever. I was trying to do the right thing.”

My lips curl back from my teeth. “The right thing?”

“They’re monsters!” She all but screams the word at me. “They’re murderers! And I was trying—I was trying to protect your colony.”

I think of Izabel, of her infectious laugh. Of Agnes and her strong, capable hands. All the girls, land-born and ocean-born. All the lives Marie and I have touched, blighted forever by our mere presence. All of them gone forever.

“You’re different,” she says furiously. “You were different from the start. I protected them to help you. That colony’s just as evil as the rest, but I—I saved them. Because you love them.”

“Is this… is this part of it?” I ask, horror slowly dawning as I begin to comprehend.

She doesn’t understand. “Is what…?”

“Is this part of the act?” I gesture furiously between us. It makes sense. There’s a hideous sort of logic to it. Pick out a mermaid, a young one. New and trusting. Land-born preferably, so you can play on those feelings of alienation and loneliness. Latch on tightly, dig your talons in deep, and fast-track your way to earning the whole colony’s trust. We’re social, gregarious; one colony leads to another. One relationship can lead to thousands of kills.

Her eyes widen. “Eppie, no.”

She reaches for me but I dodge. “Eight colonies, you said. How many times have you done this bit before?”

Tears are springing to her eyes now: I see them shining behind her clear inner eyelids before she blinks to release them. Her hand is still reaching for mine. “Never.”

I draw back again, receding further into myself. Everything numbing as my edges begin to freeze. “I don’t believe you.”

Because how can I? Marie is a liar. Everything I knew about her, every truth I thought she’d shared, was a lie. How can I ever believe another word that comes out of her mouth?

The answer is much simpler than I want to believe. I can’t.

She is sobbing. “I’m not lying. I’m not.”

“Why did you help them?” I snarl. “You’re not—you’re not one of them.” You’re supposed to be one of us.

“Nor are you!” she blazes. “You’re not a mermaid, not inside. Not a human either. You’re something in between. Why is it so awful for me to be the same?”

What kind of question is that? My identity crisis isn’t lethal. “I haven’t killed anyone.”

“Nor have I,” she spits back at me. “All I do is talk to my brother. I do what he asks. Is that such a crime?”

I hiss at her. “Yes, you talk to him. You tell him where to find colonies. You’ve murdered people just as much as he has.”

“And how many humans had each of them murdered?” She sniffs hard and rubs at her eyes. “If you have a way to stop a murderer, isn’t it your moral duty to act? Isn’t it the right thing to do? The holy thing?”

She’s like a stranger. Where is the girl I spent years of my life with? This fanatic has slipped into her skin just like Myre did in my nightmare all those months ago. The Marie I knew is gone.

“You… believe in God?” It’s petty, compared to the enormity of her other crimes, but it hurts. That she can bring herself to trust in a god who condemns our love. The same god who sent Father Rafferty to whisper into Mama’s ear. Words like sin and unnatural and freak.

I thought Marie and I were closer than two colony-sisters could ever be, even without the telepathy. The gulf brought us closer together. It made it possible for trust to grow organically. But now I know that my trust was growing in a midden, and there was nothing underneath it but rot.

“Y-yes,” she stammers, but she doesn’t look sure. “Father taught me. We do the Lord’s work.”

I draw back. “The Lord does seem to have conflicting opinions. What happened to thou shalt not kill?”

“Father said—”

“Forget your father. What do you say?”

She draws herself up. “We’re saving the world from monsters. We stop them from murdering innocent people.”

“But—but—” I cannot finish the sentence. It seems so obvious that I am struggling to articulate it. What were Tlaloc’s eggs if not innocent? What were the little girls at Colonia Cueye? Even my sisters at Colonia Adastrea. Libby ate the meat of humans, but she was not evil. None of them were evil.

And yet—people die at their hands. I have called them monsters myself, countless times. I have called myself a monster. Lemuria was made, and she birthed us, and we are in her image.

What would be the right thing to do, if I were in Marie’s situation? I don’t know what is right anymore. I only know that I can’t allow Marie and her brother to kill Lemuria. The way Cueye’s daughters fell when she did—we cannot risk it. A whole species. Our species. It would be genocide.

Marie slashes at the water with her hand. “But nothing! They—they killed my father, Eppie. Mermaids snatched him right off the deck. I—I was only fifty. Tomas was twenty. They ate him, right in front of us.”

I shake my head. “But what was he doing to them at the time?”

She hisses. “Before that they killed my mother, too.”

I stare at her. “But your mother—”

“Not my colony-mother: my mother. Father’s wife. I never—I never even got to meet her.” Her voice hitches. “I grew up without a mother, without a father, because of them.”

“But she wasn’t your mother,” I insist. “Not even your adoptive mother, like Adastrea was to me. She was someone your father was married to once. And he—he kidnapped you exactly like Mother kidnapped me. He didn’t need to bind you; you were just a child. You listened to him, and you bound yourself.”

She looks broken. “No. No. He was right. Tomas is right. We’re crusaders, fighting the holy war.”

More than anything else, it’s her insistence on their god that galls me. “Why are you so determined to believe in this? Can’t you see how he treats you?”

“He’s my brother,” she pants out, finally turning to flee from me. Finally giving up.

I push myself after her. “He isn’t. He’s your commander. He tells you he wants another colony, and you find one. That’s it.”

She’s shuddering, but when I reach for her, she doesn’t push me away. “But if he’s wrong—if I’m wrong—”

She can’t go on, but I finally understand. “If you’re wrong, then what was it all for?”

Mutely, she nods.

I take her hand in both of mine. “Maybe it can be senseless and horrible. Maybe you did do terrible things.”

She crumples. Each word another shovel of coal heaped onto the fire.

“But maybe what really matters is that now you stop.” I draw her closer. “Forever. That you help me stop him.”

You’re good, as well as bad. You saved me. You saved Colonia Adastrea. Why not save a few more?

She hesitates.

“I know you’re better than this, Marie,” I press. “I know you.”

Slowly, she turns back to face me. “Do you?”

“Yes.” My answer is resolute, despite the doubt I have suffered tonight. Marie has been used as a weapon, but at her core she is noble. She could have turned me in—and Theo—without any danger to herself. But she didn’t. She let her brother put a gun to her head for my sake. Marie can be a hero, and she’s proved that to me.

“But I-I’ve…” She can’t finish the sentence. “The colonies… Tomas…”

One inch at a time, I draw her in. Reel her toward me until I can feel the water stirred by her breath. The currents generated by her fins and my tail mingling, swirling together. “It only matters what you do next,” I tell her, my voice low and earnest.

Be better, Theo told me. Marie and I, we can both aim for that.

The dark pupils in her moonlight eyes expand. A lunar eclipse, all for me. “Eppie, I…” She draws in a shaky breath, gills flaring. Her lower lip trembles, and I can’t tear my eyes away from her mouth.

My breathing is accelerating. We’re here, back on the precipice we never quite seem able to breach. I look at her, the girl I have crossed oceans with, the girl who has swum across the world for me, turned her back on everything she once believed. “Marie,” I whisper, and the word is like a benediction.

Then our lips make contact, and the sky shatters open. This is no dream. This is reality, warm and pliable in my hands. The world shifts on its axis, and I no longer care if Marie is good or evil or human or mermaid. I only care that she is mine and that she stays that way forever.

We are tangling together, tails twining, her barbels wrapping around my shoulders and neck, everywhere she can reach, and I am clasped in her arms: like the feeling of home and the feeling of dancing on a wire above a raging sea all twisted into one.

This moment is like a sunset, like a burning red sky at the world’s end, where the sea plunges into oblivion and the sun dips beneath the earth’s edge. Like a fire in the heavens, like a storm thundering overhead. Rain pours down, and it doesn’t matter if it drowns us.

If this never happens again, if we die tonight at the hands of Lemuria or Captain Fourné or some other horror we haven’t even met yet—it doesn’t matter. Nothing matters but this, here, now. That I have her and she has me, and in this one glorious instant everything is right.

Her smooth skin is flushed beneath my hands. She kisses me like she is starving, like she is dying—like I am all she has left.

In the fantasies I have entertained since our first kiss, on those long nights when we are curled beside each other, I pictured us both pulling apart, gasping for breath. But now it’s real, and a thought occurs: when we have gills for breathing, and our mouths are entirely unnecessary, why would we ever stop?

She pants out my name—never has it sounded so sweet—and I can’t help it. It comes out before I can stop it, an unborn truth that springs into the world fully formed.

“I love you.”

Instantly she goes rigid. All of the motion and the movement, the slow tumbling through the water, lost in the music of each other—it all ceases. One by one, her limbs detach from mine.

Very carefully, without looking me in the eyes, she asks, “What did you say?”

Despite the water flowing through me, my mouth is suddenly bone-dry. “I… I care about you, Marie.” How can I walk this back?

The ocean is shivering around me. Threatening to crumble. She doesn’t feel the same. Even after everything she’s done for me—that I’ve done for her—it’s not enough. She doesn’t love me.

Freak. It’s Lucy Craig all over again.

But Marie exhales, and then she tucks her head into my neck, her lips just brushing my collarbone. “I… care about you, too.”

I gasp and shut my eyes. Trying to savor this new, quieter realigning of my universe. I cup the back of her head in my hand, carefully positioning it just above her seed, and let her silver barbels wrap themselves around my arm. I’d expected God and sin, Captain Fourné and his screed. This is different, and unutterably beautiful.

This time, she kisses me. Slow and sweet, tentative as a winter sunrise. I lean into it, into her, and we hold one another as the ocean swirls around us.

When we finally part, she exhales, her pointed tongue flicking out of sight behind her sharp teeth. Her eyes are darker than I’ve ever seen them, her pupils ringed only by a thin circle of silver. I have never seen anyone half as beautiful.

I rest my forehead against hers. “I’ve wanted to do that for so long.”

She smiles, very faintly. “Why didn’t you?”

“I thought—I thought you didn’t want it.”

She shudders. “I thought you didn’t. It’s… this is a sin, Eppie, no matter how we feel, and I don’t—I didn’t want to be the one to do that to you.”

To hear the thought that has so often echoed in my own brain coming from her lips is unnerving. I shake my head, my barbels flaring out in every direction. This is not sin. Loving her is no sin at all. “You’re wrong.”

Her smile grows a little stronger. “I hope so.”

“You are.” Despite anything, I think I might actually be laughing. If tonight has taught me anything, it’s that Marie and her family should not be trusted on matters of religion.

I am rewarded with a little snort of laughter, and she lets me pull her close once more.

But even this cannot last forever. Slowly, reason is returning. “We… need to go, Marie.”

She sighs into my neck, a delicious flood of warm water tingling over my skin. “Do we?”

But if we don’t act, everyone suffers. Every colony, every mermaid. And that’s if Captain Fourné’s plan works. Lemuria is impossibly strong. She could unleash something that wipes out the entire ship, Theo included.

“We can’t let Lemuria die,” I say flatly.

“She was going to kill you,” Marie retorts, rousing herself at last. “That’s why I went to Tomas.”

That fact is like a nugget of gold, recontextualizing everything—but even this I cannot dwell on. “We still need to save her. If her death is going to kill everyone else—it’s not an option, Marie.”

There is a beat, and I think for a moment that she’s going to refuse me, but as I tighten my hands on hers, she dips her chin in one quick nod. “It’s not.”

“You’re going to help me stop the hunters?”

With a fierce, jerky movement, she presses her forehead against mine. “I’m with you, Eppie. All the way.”

“All the way,” I echo.

She shifts her head, and then we are kissing again—stars exploding into being and a thousand fiery angels soaring through the sky. There is nothing I wouldn’t do for her, nothing. She’s chosen me, and I’m choosing her. I’ll choose her every day of our lives. I love her. The repetition of that glorious thought sends heat surging through me, and I curl myself closer around her, our light combining into one brilliant blaze—

A distant boom, and a scream rises from the depths, shaking the world. Not Lemuria’s usual scream, of misery and madness and thirty thousand years alone. This scream does not blank my vision and wound my body. This scream is a summoning, and it is angry. With the sudden arbitrary control of a puppetmaster, Lemuria has taken control of me—of every mermaid she can reach—and she is pulling me toward her.

The First Mother is calling her legions to war.
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ASCENDANT

There are humans in my waters.))

I summon my courage. We came here to warn her. Time to do it. ((Yes. Hunters.))

((Ah.)) She zeroes in on me, the weight of her attention like a magnifying lens on an ant. ((You knew about this.))

She rifles through me, pulling memories out at random before discarding them. A memory of Theo on the beach, calling my name. My kiss with Marie. The death of Cueye—this one she lingers on. The fire that burns underwater, the paralyzed mermaids, picked off one by one. Captain Fourné leaning over Marie in her tub, smiling wolfishly as he extracts every detail of Lemuria’s throne room.

Tell her what the humans are doing to her daughters, Cueye said with her dying breath, and now at last I have. Now the question of Atlantea does not take precedence, nor even the eggs. Only the hunters, and the fury simmering in Lemuria’s breast. The disbelief that anyone would dare to defy her now, when she is so close.

Disgusted, Lemuria flicks her finger, and I am released, sucking in a desperate gulp of water, my lungs too tight. Marie darts to my side to support me, glaring up at Lemuria. “Don’t hurt her.”

Lemuria does not deign to answer her, her glowing eyes still on me. Her expression is unreadable, but I wonder if somewhere beneath all that omnipotence, she is afraid.

((I cannot die,)) Lemuria states flatly, with the iron-clad certainty of one who knows they cannot be wrong. That goddesses are never wrong.

I look her up and down—a giant among giants, older than the world. But still flesh and blood. Still with a beating heart, the pulse of it permeating the whole enormous reef. ((Are you… sure?))

A smile flickers across her face. Cold and old and dark, like the deepest abysses where the light cannot reach. ((Ah,)) she says again. That smile is as unchanging and endless as the ocean itself. ((My daughters will defend me.))

((How many?)) I demand. I have seen only fleeting shadows, distant impressions. Who has answered the summons? Exactly how many soldiers does she have?

((All of them. I have called all of my daughters.))

And sure enough, she has.

From the walls, from the shadows, they come. Eyes blinking open, lights growing stronger as they emerge from the honeycomb structure of Lemuria’s throne room. Dozens of them pouring from hidden tunnels, shoals that quickly mass into the hundreds. All of them swimming with perfect, uncanny synchrony. Like blades of grass susurrating in a field. Lemuria blinks her vast black-hole eyes, and the motion echoes across the room, one pair of eyes after another mirroring it. Mermaids of every color, every age, land-born and ocean-born: all moving as though they’re more in tune than the closest colony-sisters.

The First Mother smiles her cold, pained smile, and every one of them copies her. No… smiles with her, because Lemuria is in every mermaid here, just as she has been in me. No bindings, no warping of their loyalties—she just slips them on like gloves, and they are nothing but extensions of her. The only reason Marie and I aren’t smiling along like all the rest is because Lemuria seems to want an audience.

For the last ten days while Marie and I have wandered the outskirts of her colony, trying to forget, Lemuria has sung her deep songs, drawing in the mermaids of the world like moths flocking to a lantern. Compelled by the irresistible summons that I too have felt. They are still coming, will be coming for months yet. All of them, just as she said. Mermaids from as far away as Colonia Tlaloc and Colonia Adastrea are swimming this way right now—if Marie’s brother has not killed them all.

Another boom, and the room quakes. All eyes turn upward, following Lemuria’s. Dust drifts down through the water like mist. Her mouth twists with displeasure.

“You,” Lemuria says, the room shaking again with the force of her voice as she pulls Marie to her. “What is this?”

“Cannons,” Marie says, every tendon rigid as she strains away. Fighting her own body as it obeys Lemuria’s compulsion. “Depth rounds. Trying to blast open a path to you.”

Lemuria blinks. As though it is still a foreign concept that something might be arrogant enough to assume it could kill her. But she doesn’t hesitate for long. She releases the other mermaids from her direct control—I see it in the way they begin to stir, faces shifting from blank masks into confusion and fear—and then she issues her orders. Go, Lemuria whispers, into the heart of us all. Rewriting our instincts with something that suits her better. Kill the humans. Remove the cannons. Defend the First Mother.

There is a moment as we all let this fundamental truth sink in, as it crawls through our synapses and down our spinal columns, and then, as one, we begin to swim. Heading for the shadows the others emerged from. Coursing through the pale glow of the tunnels and bursting out into the open water. We stream upward like a river of rainbow light, and I can see other radiant rivulets rising from neighboring spurs of coral. Lemuria has gathered more mermaids than I could ever have guessed. Though my mind is still reeling, a small part of me feels almost like smiling. The feeling of union, of sisterhood, a shared goal that we can all work toward… I have not felt it since I left Colonia Adastrea. For a heartbeat I almost feel a snatch of shared thoughts, communion free from the divide between colonies: a fleeting impression of rushing water and urgency—

But now Marie is alongside me again, her eyes wide and desperate even as she obeys. She opens her mouth to tell me something. But the water is teeming with bodies, the current thundering with the motion of our tails, and I can’t hear a word.

A sister muscles in between us, her gaze fixed on the distant surface above. She looks… hungry.

“Marie?” I shout, my voice small in the chaos. I catch one last glimpse of trailing white fins, and then she is gone.

The surface is almost in sight: a slight lightening of the water far above. I’m still weaving through the others, hunting for Marie—when we see the first one. A black ovoid shape falling through the water. A barrel or a chest of some kind. I glance at it, and a thought almost surfaces. Something about the tricks the hunters used at Colonia Cueye, the crossbow bolt that burned even underwater. But Lemuria’s command is immeasurably stronger than anything else, and I follow the stream of mermaids as we part around the sinking object and rush upward.

But less than a hundred feet below me, someone barges into it—catches it with her shoulder in her haste—and it explodes into brilliant white flame, just like the harpoon that murdered Cueye. Sisters screech and scatter, and some are already gone. Just a jumble of parts sinking back down and a lacy cloud of silver blood.

There is no time to think about who they were. No time to mourn. I can only pray that Marie was safely above me, and continue my ascent. More bombs fall, but we are wise to them now. We swerve around them, all of us intent on reaching the surface. The balefire sinks toward the distant glow of Colonia Lemuria, and I feel a small tingle of savage pleasure at the fact we are too focused on the humans to deal with their aftermath. I don’t want Lemuria to die, but if she feels a few bombs against her coral, she might think twice about giving such sweeping commands.

The foremost mermaids can smell it now: the flesh, the food, pulsing with rich vermillion life. The hunger in all of us is rising, and as emotions climb, the barriers begin to blur. I feel the anger of every mermaid around me, implanted by Lemuria and amplified a thousandfold.

Kill the humans.

The memories of Colonia Cueye that Lemuria dredged up are still flickering in my mind’s eye. The same alchemy contained in these barrels, transmuting that pretty candied colony with its pale towers into an abattoir. The sisters screaming, the little girl floating face down in the water, the last agonized cry of a colony-mother burning alive. Someone latches onto that last sound, and it spreads like wildfire through the swarm. Shrieks and snarls echo on every side, and the pace redoubles. Here is the reason why we kill them, why we choose their flesh over the lower animals. Their meat is the sweetest, yes, but more than that, they deserve it. They hurt us, they kill us, they wipe out our colonies.

Every wound we inflict, they have earned ten times over.

Mermaids are peaceful creatures, and humans are our only true threat. They are trying to kill the First Mother. They want to exterminate us. Well, we will eradicate them. Exactly as the First Mother ordered.

When we break the surface, the sky is gray and overcast. Rain patters against the sea, strangely gentle for the backdrop of the slaughter I know is about to unfold. It feels like it should be stormier.

A rowboat bobs on the waves, a few trembling men taking aim at us as we surge toward them. I glance across the water—the ship looks empty, and everyone is converging on the dinghy. Sparks of hunger are leaping through the shoal, and I know what is coming.

Surely there’s another option—but the command is clear, and everything in me is aching to obey. Kill the humans. My head is throbbing, but I try to resist. What if—what if I were to kill the others? Captain Fourné has a huge crew, and all of them need to die before the First Mother will be safe. I can focus on them, turn my back on the humans in that little boat despite the allegro tempo of their heartbeats. And if I kill the humans in the ship in a… a slow way, a really slow way, then I am doing as ordered. I’m obeying this implanted instinct. And everyone is happy.

I flip my fins and power toward the Purgans Oceanum. Safely under the curve of the hull, out of sight of anyone who might be on the deck, but not yet in range of the cannons lining the bottom of the ship. I hook my claws around the corner of a plank and begin, very slowly, to force my way in between. I’m making a hole, I say, tamping down the aching urge to kill the humans. I’m going to sink the ship and kill them that way.

Now that I have a moment to think, my mind is working in overdrive. Theo is here, in this very ship. We have reunited. He has—if not forgiven me, he has taken a step in that direction.

Be better, he said. And seeing him, knowing that he does not hate me for the horrible thing I did to him, I think it makes me better.

Perhaps this is the weapon I can wield against the hunters and Lemuria both. I am a mermaid with mermaid sisters, but I am also a human born, a girl with a human brother. The two halves of me do not have to be at war. I am a killer and a protector. I hunger yet do not feed. I am both sides of the coin, a creature of the surface and the depths. Two worlds have shaped me, and I can forge them both into something new within myself. I am… I am not a monster. I understand that now. Theo does not believe me a monster. Now that I know him again, now that he has looked into my eyes and seen me, I know I can be more.

Mother laid bindings on me, but I have been laying them myself too. Now, all at once, I feel free. Be better, Theo told me, and so I will be. Better than both of my natures.

Agonizingly slowly, I rock the nail back and forth in its hole. I can do this. Right now inaction is the best action I can take. If I keep on trying, if I can find Marie again, perhaps we can find a way to do something more.

Snatches of sister-thought are reaching me now. The taste of the salty water in our gills. The touch of the raindrops in our barbels. Is there someone from Colonia Adastrea here among the swarm?

The battle begins in earnest, and at first it seems like we might have the upper hand. Sisters are leaping from the sea around the dinghy, snatching men in their arms and diving back below the waves. Dragging the sailors down, bubbles escaping from their mouths as they scream into water that steals away their voices. Red flowering beneath the waves. A bloodbath, all the more sinful because it smells like heaven.

My nostrils flare as a droplet diffuses in my direction—I drink it in, and hunger coils in my belly like a trapped rodent, clawing the walls as it tries to escape. But I rein it in. Focus on the iron nail between my claws. Carefully, carefully, I draw it out. I am contributing, I tell myself firmly. I am sinking the ship. I am helping to kill the humans, and all of Lemuria’s conditions are being met.

But suddenly Captain Fourné is on deck, seen through my unknown sister’s eyes. Rank upon rank of men are rising from where they were concealed on the deck, levelling muskets in formation as though we are rival legions on a battlefield. A cannon sparks, the report is ringing in my ears, and the rowboat mushrooms into a ball of flame just as the barrel did. The fireball engulfs everything and the rowboat vanishes: men, mermaids, and all.

I cling to the underside of the ship. My ears are still ringing—it almost feels like the aftermath of Lemuria’s daily screams. Is Marie’s brother insane? He put his own men onto a boat packed with explosives and used them as bait. A chill creeps down my tail as I realize that in Captain Fourné’s eyes, Theo will deserve exactly that and worse. But Theo wasn’t one of the men on that boat. I saw them. All strangers. He’s still safely aboard. He has to be.

Flames are dancing on the surface of the water. Our focus switches to the men aboard, taking aim at us.

“Fire by file!” bellows Captain Fourné. “Company, ready!”

The first rank of muskets is levelled at the circling mermaids. A hundred pinhole eyes, arrayed over the gaping maws of the cannons.

“Commence firing,” roars the captain, and the muskets answer.

Smoothly, they drop to their knees, revealing the next row.

“Aim! Fire!”

Trembling, I come back to myself. I cannot help them. Whichever colony-sister might be out there, I cannot help her. It is all I can do to stay here, drawing out one nail at a time. If I slip—if I go—I will kill one of those men. I know it. And what if it is Theo? No. I have to stay here. I am sinking the ship, I remind myself, as fiercely as I can. I can stay here.

We are—they are—racing toward the ship. But the full-frontal assault just brings them closer and closer to the firing line, and it is a slaughter.

This brute-force strategy might have worked against a Greek trireme and hoplites armed with spears, but against cannons and balefire, we’re dropping like flies. ((You have to change the instructions, Lemuria,)) I think at her as hard as I can, even as I rip another plank free. ((Give us another directive, or we’ll all be dead and you’ll be the only target.))

And to my shock, she listens. There’s a new impulse taking shape in the shoal, superseding the first. Defend the First Mother. Defend yourselves. Be careful, be clever, but do not let them reach her.

The swarm splinters apart, mermaids scattering and diving, and clear as a bell, I hear the voice of my colony-sister asking, ((Ossind, where are you?))

Not just any colony-sister. That was—

“Eppie, we need to go.” Marie materializes by my side, freed from the command like all the rest.

I stare at her. We physically can’t leave. The binding stops us, unless… a chill washes over me. Was Marie lying about Lemuria’s commands affecting her? It wouldn’t exactly be the first time she has lied to me. “I can’t,” I say. And you shouldn’t be able to either.

Another line of muskets bark overhead. The bass of the cannons begins to boom, and the higher rattle of pistol-fire joins in.

“We can think our way around it,” she pleads. “We can defend her—from the sea floor, maybe.”

“It won’t work,” I snarl, ripping another nail free. Right now I’m succeeding at keeping my supposed defense non-lethal, but I’m at the limits of what I can manage. If I go haring off with Marie, there’s no telling what I’ll end up doing, or who I might end up eating.

“Tomas is going to kill her. He’s going to kill everyone here.”

I shake my head. There’s too many of us. The command has loosened, but it’s still there. We have to defend Lemuria and one ship can’t possibly take down a shoal this size. “He won’t be able to.”

Thuds echo through the wood as mermaids clamber up the side, ripping through the wooden balustrades to get at the men clustered behind.

Marie’s claws hook into the gap alongside mine and she works a nail of her own loose. “I’ve seen him do this too many times. But if we go now—if we dive deep, and never come up, hunt the whales for blood instead—then he won’t find us. He’ll wait for me for a month or two, but eventually he’ll assume we didn’t survive. And we’ll be free.” Her voice trembles. “We can live, Eppie.”

I snatch my hand away from her. “Even if we can, I don’t want to live like that.”

She stares at me, finally shocked into silence.

“Not if it means we’re leaving all of our sisters to die. All of our colonies. All the eggs, all the children—everyone, Marie.”

Even if our species survives Lemuria’s death, or if Captain Fourné fails to kill her… I cannot choose to take the risk. I won’t run away again, not after Colonia Cueye.

A choking scream cuts off near us as a mermaid bites into a man’s throat.

((Ossind! Ossind, where are you?)) It’s Nemri’s voice again, and I can’t deny it any longer. Nemri is here.

All the old feelings are rearing their heads again. My sister—my enemy—a foundation of lies—a kernel of truth. Do I love her, the sister Mother gave me? Or do I hate her, as a daughter of my captor? I don’t know, and there are too many noises, too many voices crying out.

Marie grabs my jaw and wrenches my head around to look at her. “Eppie,” she says, low and forceful. “Do you trust me?”

Do I trust her? It’s a question I’ve asked myself dozens of times. She has lied, she has betrayed me and everyone who welcomed us. She has delivered hundreds of innocents into the hands of a killer—and yet. She is here, with me, in the middle of a war. She has gone through hell to save me. She has defied everyone she ever cared about.

She has given up everything for me.

And I can’t escape the inevitable. This is the girl I love.

“Yes,” I swear to her, reaching for her hand. And the clamor of Lemuria’s implanted command grows stronger as I move away from the ship—defend the First Mother, defend her, defend!

((I felt her too, but I can’t find her anywhere!)) Ossind cries. ((I don’t understand how this colony-mother can control us, she can’t really be…))

The thought is left unfinished as the cannons crack like thunder once more. Human and mermaid alike, we are dying in droves.

((We should never have let her go,)) Nemri says bitterly, and I feel the windpipe of the sailor she is towing collapse beneath her squeezing hand.

And hearing the regret in her voice—the love Adastrea did not bind her to feel—the love that was bound into me feels a little less like a shadow and a little more like the love I have for my sibling.

((Nemri, Ossind, I’m here.))

Marie’s hand closes on my arm, talons digging into my flesh. “I’m not letting you stay here and die.”

“Marie, I—”

A wave of shock and an answer to my thought. ((Eppie! We’ve been—))

But I’ll never know what Nemri wanted to tell me, because a scream is tearing the world in two and I am looking up through Lemuria’s eyes. The throne room has been hit. A bomb, balefire still burning, white flames crackling and simmering out as she looks up at open water for the first time in thousands of years.

The pointed tip of her throne room, the place where her secret lived. When she turned her eyes up and smiled at the thing I could not see. A wave of pain, a nugget of memory that overrides all of my own thoughts. A daughter who stayed and endured the agony of her mother with dogged devotion.

((I will not leave you, Mother.))

Tythro. Her face is swimming in the water before me, before everyone, and the memory swallows me whole. Crystalline blue eyes, dusky green skin, three fingers like her mother. A true-blooded Atlantean. The last clutch born before the spear through Lemuria’s hip bone completed its growth and ruptured her ovaries. A slave like all the rest, but this one with a little spark in her eyes when she blinked up at Lemuria. She alone swam up from the forgotten depths where the newborns lay discarded. She sought Lemuria out, looked her in the eye, and pulsed with the pure little love of an infant for its mother, and this time something in Lemuria responded. It was the child’s expression: reminiscent of another green-skinned girl with dreams too big to be contained within her small frame.

((I will not leave you, Mother,)) Tythro says, her hands waving away the silver blood flowing from her ears as Lemuria screams and screams and screams. The last of her nameless sisters flee into the dark, driven away by Lemuria’s furious command—go!—but Tythro endures, roping herself to the coral, cinching her barbels into excruciatingly tight knots, straining against her own surging body as she refuses to leave. ((I will not leave you.))

The loving care of a single companion through the long, lonely years. Tythro detangling the gigantic barbels, cleaning the scales Lemuria neglects, tending the self-inflicted wounds and bringing the precious red blood that eases the pain for a little while.

A seed blossoming, in due course. Tendrils of coral creeping out from the back of Tythro’s head, seeking the seabed and a soft place to root. And Tythro, growing and growing, a hunk of Atlantean marble in her hand, chipping away at the blue stem of her own seed, trying not to weep at how much it hurts. ((I will not leave you.))

Lemuria, more lucid than normal. ((Why don’t you go and root somewhere, Tythro?))

A shake of the head. Another blow of the stone she holds. ((I’d rather be here with you, Mother.))

((You’re doing this so you can stay with me?))

((You know I’d do anything for you.))

Tythro, the sole remaining speck of light in a darkening world. Doomed to the same fate as Lemuria. Never to know the feeling of the wind in her face or the reefs of Atlantea beneath her feet. Lemuria watches her daughter, her one true daughter, and a resolution forms.

((Can you endure this?))

The same spark of determination that was there from the beginning. ((I can.))

Regret still tortures her. Dreams of the past still dog her steps. But sometimes, when she is well, Lemuria can focus on the future. And she shapes it, note by note. She shapes her daughter.

The arduous journey, the songs welling up from deep inside as Lemuria croons them to her daughter over decades, over centuries. The questing roots turn brittle and splinter off. Scales flake away, and Tythro’s beautiful aquamarine fins wither. Her thoughts grow fainter, until Lemuria can only hear her in dreams. Tythro’s spine seizes up, and Lemuria grows a new golden flower to provide her the air she now needs to breathe. Millenia of wrong turns, of failed attempts, of agonizing reversals of the aging process. All the deep songs and all the magic Lemuria can muster, all bent upon this one single object. Atlantea will rise again.

And through it all, Tythro’s face pinched with pain, but her gaze steely. ((I will not leave you, Mother.))

And at last, at long last, the culmination of all their work. Tythro standing tall in a specially-grown chamber of air above Lemuria’s throne room. Her legs are wrong, and she still has fleshy barbels instead of hair, but Lemuria looks at her and recognizes the species of her youth.

((You are Atlantean again, Tythro.))

With a wince, Tythro shuffles forward on twisted limbs, her long toes grasping at nothing. The still-raw skin over the gills pulsates, but it does not split. Not this time. Tythro draws in a ragged breath through lungs that don’t sound healthy, but she smiles. Lemuria can feel her happiness. “I’m… so… glad, Mother.”

The Atlantean sounds rattle in her throat, but it doesn’t matter. They have all the time in the world for edits.

((It’s time,)) Lemuria says, and she prepares a new song. And this time when she screams, it is with purpose.

End the cycle. Stop the eggs.

Tythro bears the beginnings of a new world within her stooped frame. A world not of human or mermaid, but of Atlantean. The way the gods intended. Tythro is the first, and there will be others like her. As soon as Lemuria gathers the pure-blooded, those born of her daughters or her daughters’ daughters, with no human blood sullying their veins. Though Lemuria might not see it herself, Tythro will walk the marble streets of Atlantea, will ride again on a reef beneath the open sky.

Everything is going according to plan. The eggs will cease. Her descendants will return. She will fix them, just as she fixed her daughter.

Until the shadow of a ship falls over her reef. Until humans venture where they should not dare to tread. Trespassing in Atlantean waters, Lemuria’s waters. Profaning holy ground. Mermaids can die by the dozen and Lemuria does not care—but then a balefire bomb slips past her soldiers and sinks down, down, drawn with unnatural precision to Lemuria’s throne room. To the small chamber filled with air above it. Sent by Gaia just as the wave was, to strike down the last of Thalassa’s children.

A light darkening from flame to ember. Lemuria feels a life flickering out, and a fury vaster and colder than a glacier spreads through her chest.

I will not leave you, Mother.

The last spark of hope is snuffed, and all is darkness. Atlantea would have risen again, and Lemuria with it. Her daughter its first denizen. Through Tythro’s dreams Lemuria would have experienced the world she lost in her youth. Through Tythro she would have lived again. Aeons of work, of research scrutinizing the few surviving Atlantean texts her slaves unearthed. Millenia of experimentation, of Tythro’s unflinching endurance and undying devotion. Centuries of magic, building up the spell to end the propagation of her seeds. All of it, all of it wasted. Tythro is dying—dead—and everything Lemuria has worked for is ashes. The future she designed, the songs she crafted from her own life-force and pushed out into the world. All gone. And that hatchling with the blue eyes bright in her small face, the one child Lemuria has ever felt even a sliver of emotion for. Gone.

Lemuria screams, and I come crashing back into myself, doubling over with the full force of her fury and her agony. All around me sisters are doing the same, and I can hear the sailors cheering. The noise of gunshots intensifies as they take aim at the immobilized mermaids. They think they’ve hit Lemuria. They think they’ve taken her out, but they can’t feel what I feel—a giant who has lain somnolent for thirty thousand years finally beginning to stir. Smashing her enormous tail against the coral walls of her cell, snapping the branches that pierce her body. Raking her claws along the ceiling, widening the hole the humans blasted into the peak where Tythro’s chamber once was. And finally, reaching both hands behind her head. Taking hold of the stem growing from her skull, thicker than even the oldest oak in Sherwood. Using for the first time in her life that incredible, impossible, supernatural strength, and pulverizing the root that connects her to her colony.

She screams again, and we drones all scream with her, the earsplitting noise shattering the night. The hunters cry out and clutch their heads just as I did on a gray afternoon long ago. I can’t see them—I can’t see Theo. All I can see is the blood gushing like a river in spate from the wound Lemuria has inflicted on herself. A fount of liquid silver moonlight. She grimaces, staggers. Collapses against the wall of her throne room, which crumbles away beneath her weight. She is… free. For the first time since the priestess stole her future, she is free.

Lemuria growls, low and ominous as the rumble of an oncoming storm. She turns her head skyward, her eyes blazing like two beacons in the deep, and she begins to swim.

Just as suddenly as she took hold of us, we are released. Sisters all around me shriek in anger or agony, and the fight is redoubled. They arc through the air like salmon, snatching men from the deck and dragging them into the seething mass below. Nemri is gone, Marie is gone. I am alone, drifting far beneath the ship, and the cannons on the underside are firing over and over. A mermaid shot down beside me, half her skull blown away, the tendrils of coral bisecting her brain matter open to the ocean for everyone to see. Another gunport is smashed open and the men inside ripped to shreds. The hot copper tang of iron-rich blood mingles with the bitter aftertaste of mermaid silver.

And under everything the pressure is building, building. We all feel it. The leviathan is coming.

Desperately, I sprint for the surface. I have to find them. I have to save them.

“Marie!” I shout, skimming the water, leaping again and again like Izabel taught me. “Nemri! Theo! Where are you?”

No one answers me.

Lemuria erupts from the water, impossibly gigantic, twice the size of a kraken. She soars up through the air, the huge wave of her passage washing me back and sending dozens of mermaids spinning out of control. For a frozen moment she is over the ship, a colossus looking down at the tin soldiers arrayed on the deck beneath her. Then she plummets down, her huge body reducing the boat to matchwood in an instant. She reaches out and seizes both halves, timbers crunching in her hands. Humans dying like ants.

She is laughing as she sinks in the water, memories of Tythro pulsing through all of us, memories of Atlantea and the summer sun in the sky over the temple. She is bleeding out, nectar and silvery blood flowing from her skull together, tainting the water.

The hunters are perishing, cast adrift in the water, hungry sisters closing in. Mermaids drift in pieces, a tail here, an arm there. Unlike the humans, no one disturbs the corpses. Survivors cluster around the driftwood fragments of the ship where some humans still linger, circling like sharks as they savor the last moment before the kill. For a second I wonder why they are taking so long—

And then it hits me. The command is… gone. There is nothing left to defend.

I look at Lemuria, slowly submerging once more. Her lips are parted, and there are faint strains of music. She is… humming. No. She’s singing. Some mermaids are focused on the feed, but others are going to her, clustering around her fins, touching her face, her skin. Watching the greatest light of our species fade out. I don’t know what last magic she is weaving, but I can feel the sorrow in her mind. This is her swan-song, her final spell. One last deep song—something to bring back the eggs she stole. No one else will lose a daughter. She seems to flicker in my vision—one second she is holding the bodies of the Atlanteans in her hands as they tumble, and the next she is holding a blade, flashing gold in the light as she severs the threads between us and her, one by one.

We will survive without her—she is allowing us to go on when she could have let us all die with her—but I can’t summon the strength to care about anything but my family. Where are they?

Moving with greater urgency as my senses return, I swim through the carnage. Wood floating in splinters on the waves. Corpses bobbing merrily as paper boats on a stream. Silver blood and red mixing among the foam.

Where is Theo? Marie, Nemri. Even Ossind. My need for them all is like a wound in my chest, edges raw and ragged as the cannon-shot through that dead girl’s pelvis. I nudge her aside and swim on.

I am alone in a desert of destruction.

“Eppie!” She sounds panicked.

I twist in the water, my ears rotating as I strain to see her. “Marie?”

“Eppie, over here!” Her voice is clearer this time, and I turn toward her like iron to a lodestone.

Her arms open to receive me. Sobbing with relief, I fold myself into her. Breathe in her scent and the slick feeling of saltwater on her skin. Knowing that I can’t rest until I’ve found them all, and yet wishing to sleep here and never wake up.

She is holding me, but her arms are loose. Her focus isn’t on me.

“Marie,” I whisper into her collarbone. “You’re… safe?”

“Not hurt,” she says, but there is pain in her voice.

“What is it?” I look up at her, the waves lapping our chins.

She gestures helplessly, and I finally see it.

Captain Fourné, balancing on the mizzenmast of his ship as it sinks inexorably down. Only ten feet left between him and the water now. A mermaid leaps up, snapping her teeth. Calmly, he fires. Drops his spent pistol into the water and draws another from his bandolier in a single seamless movement. The mermaid falls limp back into the ocean, a clean silver hole in her forehead.

“I have to save him,” Marie tells me, as though this man is worth saving. “Help me, Eppie.”

But the sight of her brother mere inches from death does not stir anything in me. No compassion. No pity or understanding. Just a wave of hate that he is still above the water, breathing air, and my brother—my precious brother is where? I cannot find him, and I hate that Captain Fourné is alive while he might be—I won’t say the word. I won’t make it real.

“Marie,” I say. “Come away.”

There are others out there who need us. Who deserve our help more than he ever will. I would not take a life, but if there was ever one I would hesitate to preserve… let us leave him to die, as he left her.

She keeps moving toward him.

I am scanning the ocean’s surface for any sign of Theo, but I can’t just leave her here with him. “You said it yourself. He was trying to kill everyone here. You and I included.”

There are tears in her eyes, but she still does not stop. “He wasn’t—he’s not. He was going to save both of us. We talked about it. He was going to lock you into the cells as well as me, keep us safe from Lemuria’s control during the fight, and—”

“And what? Execute me later?”

A girl shoves the mast, trying to shake him loose, and a few of the others laugh and cheer her on. It is bizarre, how they can see the things we have seen—the slaughter of hundreds, the death of a colony-mother, the First Mother herself—and yet they are still focused on their next meal.

“Stop it!” Marie demands, her barbels spreading wide in a threat display. “This one is mine.”

A few of them shoot incredulous glances at her: a soft little thing, not even fully grown. One of them sniggers. And with every second that passes, the mast sinks lower in the water and Captain Fourné creeps closer to his end.

He is speaking aloud—something in Latin, his voice ringing out over the water. “Crux sacra sit mihi lux—non draco sit mihi dux.” At first I assumed it was a prayer or a benediction, but as I watch his visage twist into a mask of hatred, I think perhaps it is a curse.

He sees me beside her, and he shows all his teeth, as feral as a mermaid himself. He points the gun—surely he is not aiming at her. He might not love her, but she grew up alongside him. He is old while she is still in the first bloom of youth, he is a man and she is a mermaid, but he is her brother and she loves him.

“Marie,” I call, trying to warn her, but she doesn’t even glance my way. Every fiber of her being is intent on him. All she wants is to save his worthless life.

I look at him and all I see is fury. A man who has woven his vine so tightly into the trellis of his beliefs that he couldn’t free himself even if he wanted to. He knows he is about to die, and he wants to take as many of us with him as he can.

Even her.

“Vade retro satana!” cries Captain Fourné, and he pulls the trigger.

I am still turning toward Marie, trying to push her out of his way—then my head snaps sideways as something impacts like a hammer into my seed. Everything suddenly sounds tinny and far away, and now Marie is looking at me, her eyes wide with horror and disbelief.

Her mouth is moving, but I cannot hear her. Everything is numb. I raise a hand to my head, and I see barbels wavering in my peripheral vision, amputated and bleeding. With fumbling fingers I reach for my seed, and instead of the sphere sprouting from the back of my skull my fingers find crumbling fragments and slick liquid. When I pull my hand away, it is coated in shining steely blood.

((Nemri?)) I call, like a child for its mother. ((Nemri, I can’t hear anything.))

Nothing answers me. Just silence and void. Dark as Lemuria’s bottomless eyes.

I am still frozen, but the world around me is stuttering to life again. The mermaids are scattering, diving. Even the prospect of human blood isn’t worth the risk of going up against a marksman like this. The risk of a wound like mine. To casually point his pistol and deal the worst damage a hive-mind could imagine. A fate worse than death.

Finally, the pain is beginning to penetrate. My mind is too silent, but there is a buzzing in my ears. Intensifying. Building into a roar.

The mast is still sinking, and the water is lapping at the captain’s boots. He is looking down at me, and he is laughing.

“Why…” grinds out Marie in his clunky human language, “why would… you… do that?”

He sneers and checks the barrel of his third pistol, one arm looped casually around a rope. As though he is not up to his knees in the sea with no hope of rescue. “I am doing the Lord’s work.”

It feels like it was a long time ago when she said those same words to me. We do the Lord’s work.

She is holding me up now. The roaring in my ears is a thundering drumbeat, the hammering of my own pulse as my heart pumps my blood out to spill into the ocean.

She snarls. “That… wasn’t—Eppie… is special.”

“A devil like any other,” he counters.

“Just… come here. Before the others… come back.” She holds out her free arm to him. My head is lolling against her shoulder. Every stroke of her tail jostles me and sends a fresh tsunami of pain ricocheting through my body.

“I suggest you get moving, Marie. Eventually, my patience will run out.”

He holds his pistol up. Not aiming it, not yet. I can’t quite see him through my closing eyelids, but I am fighting to stay conscious. I can’t let the dark take me. Not yet. I haven’t found Theo. And Nemri. I need to know they’re safe too.

“I am your sister,” she hisses up at him. “Let me help you.”

“You are no sister of mine.” He juts his chin upward. “I will go down with my ship.”

Marie’s fangs click together, and she lets out one frustrated breath. She turns her face to me, and her breath is warm and sweet on my cheek as she whispers. “I’m… I’m so sorry, Eppie. I swear I’ll be right back.”

And then she drops me.

I spiral down, rolling helplessly as I sink, so I cannot see what she does. But I hear the splashing of a struggle. I hear the thunk of bone on wood, and suddenly the bandolier of pistols and knives is sinking with me, the guns shining dull as lead.

Then Marie’s arm wraps around me once more, hauling me back to the surface. She has a second body now—Captain Fourné, his eyes glazed and his face slack with confusion. Blood trickles down from his gray hair, running over an eyebrow, and instinctively I try not to let myself scent it.

“Numquam… numquam suade mihi vana,” gasps out Captain Fourné, and Marie is cradling him in one arm, crooning his name. But her other hand still clutches me to her, and I can’t find the strength to pull away.

“It’s alright, Tomas, I’ve got you—you’re safe now.” She repeats it in English, the words as distorted as always.

My muscles are loose as seaweed. If she lets me go, I’ll sink. I can’t move. But I know I don’t want to be here… with this man. He is… there is a reason, but I am losing sight of it. I only know that she should be holding me like that, she should be taking care of me. He is not welcome here in our little cluster. We do not want him.

His eyes are fluttering closed. “Sunt mala… quae libas; ipse venena bibas.”

“I need to get him to land,” Marie says urgently. “Before they come back.”

I cannot find the words to answer her. I cannot find anything. I am adrift in a sea of agony.

“If he wasn’t—if he wasn’t so vulnerable, I wouldn’t do this.” Marie sounds close to tears. “But Eppie, listen. I’ve had this exact injury, and it will heal over soon. It burns like hellfire, but it’ll clot. The seed’s main function doesn’t begin till sexual maturity, and it isn’t necessary for survival.”

The language she is using is too clinical. Not like her at all. Whose words are these, and what experimentation was performed to wrest this knowledge from the bleeding bodies of the fallen?

“I won’t be long,” she promises. The tears are falling freely.

“Don’t…” I try to say, but all that comes out is a tortured wheeze.

“I’m so sorry, Eppie. I have to help him, but I’m so, so sorry.” And she is untangling my arm from her shoulders. For the second time, she is letting me fall.

Without her support I dip beneath the surface. From beneath I see her gather him up and swim away.

My head spinning, my blood still leaking out and trailing behind me like a gauzy ribbon, I look down into the dark, where Lemuria’s light is fading to blackness. And finally I find what I’ve been searching for. A flash of metal, a crescent moon carved in steel. A hook where a violin bow once was. A thatch of dark hair drifting over a face too pale.

Marie is gone, but Theo is not. My faintness recedes, and I force my faltering muscles into motion again. I can be strong for him. One more effort.

He is so far below me, and the yellow-scaled mermaid carrying him seems intent on taking him farther. “S-stop,” I say, my voice muzzy. The needle-sharp pain in the base of my skull makes it so hard to focus. My tongue is leaden, and it will not make the shapes I need it to make.

My body protesting with every stroke, I force myself after her. Theo is alive, but he won’t last long. As that thought sinks in, the burning in my seed retreats, and I can almost think again.

“Stop!” I scream after her. “Give him to me!”

But she thinks I am challenging her for her meal, and she only swims faster. By the time I finally catch her, biting frantically at her neck and her face until she decides there is easier prey above, it is almost too late.

I hold my brother in my arms, far from the world of light and air that he belongs in, and I watch the light fade from his eyes.

Theo, please. Theo, I’m so sorry.

Eppie, he mouths, his lips forming the shape of my name.

Theo, please, please don’t go.

But we’re in the center of a cloud formed of his red, red blood, and my nostrils are flaring with the scent of it, my instincts are screaming at me that this is the time to feast, to feed, that there is hot red flesh pulsing with crimson blood for me to rip and tear into—

This is Theo. This is my baby brother.

He’s trying to say something. His lips are turning blue. His movements are sluggish.

Theo, try again, I plead, shaping the old human words with my mouth as well as my mind. They feel so unfamiliar, so clumsy. “I wish you could understand me,” I sob in Mermish, but the clicks just make him flinch, so I don’t repeat them.

Slowly, he repeats himself. Sluggish and weary. I’m sorry, Eppie.

His eyes stare into the darkness, blind and unseeing, and I am weeping. I hold my brother close and we sink together for the last time. Down into the black.
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AFTER

I don’t know how long I kneel there, at the bottom of the ocean. The flow of silvery blood from the back of my head slows and ceases altogether. I can’t hear the buzz of their thoughts anymore, but I know that hundreds of mermaids have died. The survivors are going back to their colonies, bearing the terrible news. The First Mother is dead. But without her song, the clutches will form again. The eggs will hatch.

We will never be what we were again—what our ancestors were. Humans or Atlanteans, those days are gone. We are mermaids, and that is what we will always be.

But none of it seems to matter. I sit in my place on the branch of dead coral, holding the corpse of my baby brother. A dead boy in a dead world. Maybe I am dead too. Perhaps this is my penance. An eternity here, in this dark reef, wandering with the ghosts of the slain.

Her light washes over me. Pale as the stars and brighter than ever before now that even the dim glow of Lemuria’s coral is extinguished. “Eppie?”

I can’t raise my head to look at her. She left me. She chose to save him, and he is still alive on some island somewhere. But my brother—my Theo—he is—

Her arms come around me from behind, pulling me back into her chest. She buries her face in my barbels. “Eppie, I’m so sorry.”

Is she apologizing for leaving me? Or for the dead boy in my lap?

“I love you, Eppie,” she tells me for the very first time. And though my heart is as broken as my seed, something deep inside me responds.

With agonizing slowness, I raise my hand and put it very gently over hers. She lets out a shaky breath, and we sit together, here at the end of the world.

“Come with me,” she says, after a long time.

And strangely, I find myself scooping up Theo and following her. What else is there left for me to do?

Silently, she leads me through the primeval forest. The light died with Lemuria, and her reef has reverted to the strange and alien place it was when we first arrived. But Marie moves with confidence, and when she ducks under an arch of coral and down a crooked tunnel, I cannot find the strength to be surprised.

Within the coral the water is stiller, and she leads me down and down. Below the substrate of the reef, down where the roots meet the seabed. We emerge into a small chamber where a half-collapsed temple still gleams white in the darkness. A headless goddess stretches fingerless hands to the sky, cupped palms accepting the bounty that the cruel heavens see fit to offer her. The columns are shattered, the roof is destroyed, yet this little fragment of Atlantea’s grave manages a strange sort of beauty. The goddess’s carven robe flows like living fabric, and outside the temple’s fallen walls there is a fossilized lump of rock that might once have been a tree. The stained white marble of the pillars looks almost beautiful in the dark.

Marie looks anxiously up at me. “I thought… here. That it’d be a nice place, I mean.”

Belatedly, it sinks in that she prepared for this reunion. She saw me with Theo, and she picked out this place for us. I try to decide if I am angry or grateful, but all I can feel is empty.

I just nod.

Together, we lay him down at the feet of the nameless goddess. His eyes are closed, and in his sleep the years have fallen away from him. He is again the little boy in the darkness of the room we used to share, promising to look after me. The boy with the violin and the infectious laugh and the gift for finding the music in every moment.

We gather lumps of broken marble, white as Marie’s fins, and we stack them gently across his feet, his hips, his chest, his shoulders. I am weeping as we cover his face, but Marie is beside me. Murmuring her devotion into my ear. And though my seed is as broken as hers now, I can feel it. I know it is real.

Without a colony-mother nothing can grow down in this lightless world. But as I stare deeper into the darkness and my pupils expand, I can make out the slight quivering of the water that signifies plankton. And when Marie points and nudges me, I turn to see a tiny squid shooting out of sight beneath a shattered column. There is no light here, but the deep ocean is not lifeless.

And as we lay the last piece of marble in place, something seems to click back into alignment inside me as well. Theo is gone—everything I knew is gone—but Marie remains. I remain. And if I can… if I can remember him, and everyone else I lost, then perhaps they aren’t lost completely.

Marie takes my hand and presses a kiss to my knuckles. “You saved Tomas, you know.” Her voice turns meditative. “Thank you for that. But I want you to know that he’s gone now, too. I don’t… I don’t have a brother anymore.”

I manage a watery smile. One was an old man, bitter and twisted as a rowan on a high hill. One was kind and gentle, young still despite the years I lost. That they are both dead is cold comfort to me now.

With an effort, she brightens. “Come on. There’s someone waiting who I think you’ll want to see.”

She guides me back up, and there are two mermaids waiting. One with purple scales and barbels streaked with pink. One who blazes red as a sunset. And as I see them—the only family Marie and I have left now—I finally begin to feel real again. The tears flow at last, and I rush into her arms.

“Nemri!” Until her wiry arms close around me, angry and loving all at once, I almost don’t believe she’s really here. “I missed you so much.”

“I missed you too,” she chokes out, and then pauses to fiercely blink away her tears. “I’m so sorry I let Mother talk me out of coming with you to Colonia Cueye. I never should have left you.”

I give her a weak smile. “I survived.”

Finally, she laughs, and everything is as it was. “Barely.”

A flood of warmth rushes through us, and I know she feels it too, despite my severance from her thoughts. I rest my head on her shoulder and try to drink in the feeling of home. And then it hits me. My seed is gone. Adastrea’s bindings are long since lifted and banished. Lemuria’s too. My broken seed means there will never be more. And yet Nemri is here, and I still love her. She’s still my sister.

My shoulders shake with a sudden sob. Another and another. It was real. It is real. Nemri is still my sister. I still have a family.

Gentle as a butterfly’s wing, Nemri touches my neck just beneath the wound. “You’re… such a loud thinker,” she says, and her voice cracks.

I give a hiccuping snort. “Yes.”

“Come home, minnow.” Her hand is still extended, reaching for my shattered seed, but she never quite makes contact. Behind the clear set of eyelids, her eyes are bright with tears. “Come home.”

But it isn’t my home. The reef was familiar. Safe. Rich red flowers and branching coral, a garden beneath the sea. Now the bindings are lifted, and it was never my home. Nemri is my sister—she will always be my sister—but Adastrea is not my mother.

Slowly, I shake my head. “I can’t.”

“But… what will you do? You can’t stay here alone.”

I can’t feel her thoughts, but I listened to them for so long that it’s almost like I still can. Her heart is breaking.

I gesture behind me, where Marie waits. Patient and gentle as she always is. “I won’t be alone.”

“Oh, Eppie.” Nemri half-growls the word, affection and frustration all tangled up, and then she yanks me into a hug. She squeezes as though she’ll never let go.

My ribs begin to protest and I try to pull back. “… Ow.”

“I’m sorry.” She doesn’t look sorry, but she releases me.

Ossind swims forward to join Nemri, her eyes haunted despite the wobbly smile. Her grief is familiar, a mirror of the aching in my own chest, and I know that she saw the memories I inadvertently fed to the swarm. All her sisters, gone. I feel the tears threatening again, but I cannot bring myself to voice my condolences now. It is all too real, too raw.

“We went to Colonia Dremne looking for you,” Nemri tells me. “They sent us on toward Colonia Cueye, and then we heard the call. I was so frustrated that going south was being postponed again, but here you are. Only you could manage to get yourself mixed up in this.”

We share another shaky laugh.

“Eppie, I… now that I’ve found you, I—I need to go home. I need to make sure everyone’s alright, that they weren’t caught in this. But you take care of yourself, won’t you, minnow? And Marie too. And if you change your mind, if you ever need anything, you can count on me.”

“I know.”

She sniffs. “I’m still your shoal-sister.”

“You always will be.”

She smiles tearfully, and I know we are both thinking of the future. With Lemuria gone, the echoes of her deep songs will gradually fade. And some day, perhaps not anytime soon, but some day, the colony-mothers will begin to lay again. Maybe Adastrea will have another clutch, and maybe one of those eggs will hatch into the little girl Nemri has always wanted. The red-eyed child to swim between her and Ossind, one hand in each of theirs. A shoal-sister for them both to love.

“I’ll visit you, wherever you end up,” she promises, and I smile.

“I can’t wait.” Even without my loud thoughts, she knows I don’t want to go back to Colonia Adastrea, even to visit. We’re cut off, but still connected.

Marie glides quietly to my side, and Nemri envelops both of us in another fierce hug. “Goodbye, minnow.”

Ossind stretches out her hand, and Nemri takes it.

Marie wraps an arm around my waist, and her lips curl into that small, secret smile I love so much. “Goodbye, Nemri. We’ll miss you.”

But as we watch Nemri’s red scales fade into the blue, I know that isn’t quite true. I’ll think of Nemri often, but in this new life, nothing will be missing. I have Marie, and there is no one here to control me. There is no one left who could. Everything I ever wanted: I’m free.

“Do you think we’ll ever go back?” Marie finally asks, and the smile is gone. Her voice is small and numb, as cold as her hand in mine.

“To Colonia Adastrea?”

“Where else?”

“We could stay here,” I suggest. Here where my brother sleeps, here where our mother died. Here in Colonia Lemuria, where everything began.

“We… could stay here.” She echoes my words, very slowly. As though coming to terms with them.

But her fingers are still curled tightly around my own. Our barbels waver softly in the water, brushing against one another with the most tentative of touches.

She turns her head toward me, her ashy skin the color of stone, her eyes the color of moonlight. If I could hear her thoughts I might sense her regret, the vaguest whisper of I’m sorry. But I can only hear her words, I can only see the emotions in her face, and I lean close to press my forehead against her own. Our barbels tangle together—brown and white, soil and stars—and our tails entwine.

((I love you,)) I think to her, though I know she cannot hear me say it. ((I forgive you.))

But maybe she sees it in my eyes, because her free hand comes up to cup my chin, and then her lips are pressed against mine. Our light flares vivid as a falling star, and for this moment at least, the world is bright again.
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