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            Editor’s note

          

        

      

    

    
      This collection of short sapphic tales was a treasure to curate. We tried to include a variety of story themes, gender identities, character backgrounds, and settings.

      We define sapphic as an umbrella term that encompasses lesbian, bisexual, pansexual, and queer women, and is inclusive of trans women, non-binary people, cis women, and anyone else who resonates with the term.

      The following stories involve themes and content that could be difficult to navigate for some people, so please take care as you venture out to sea. As this is a journey for adults, most stories contain a bit of salty language. Any additional warnings are below:

      “A Mermaid’s Heart” by SD Simper – mild sexism

      “Xiphiidae” by Elliot Ason – sexually explicit scenes

      “Ever in the Waves” by Erin Branch – violence

      “Lure me to the Deep” by Ali Williams – anxiety

      “For the Love of the Sea” by Aoibh Wood – sexually explicit scenes, deaths of non-sapphic characters, mentions of past transphobia, mentions of past bullying, mentions of past misgendering, and mentions of past sexual harassment

      “It Won’t Cost Much” by Theresa Tyree – violence

      “A Study of Pupfish, Margaritas, and Mermaids” by Rosemarie Dillon – mild ablism

      “Tangled Tides” by Erin Casey – abusive relationship, sexism, sexual assault

      “Out of Water” by Julie Brydon - violence, deaths of non-sapphic characters, and mentions of mild homophobia

      “Selkie’s Promise” by Evelyn Shine – violence, sexually explicit scenes

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A Mermaid’s Heart
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          SD SIMPER

        

      

    

    
      Filtered moonlight cast its gentle beams within the cragged cove. Through cracks along the stone ceiling, Lorelei watched the stars, but Nessa could not look away from how the celestial light illuminated her lover’s splendid face and figure, naked and panting as they rested after lovemaking.

      Speckles of silver shone upon Lorelei’s tawny flesh, casting a glow upon it. Nessa touched each spot of moonlight upon her hips and legs, savoring the touch of her skin. Lorelei remained steadfast in her own embrace, her hand upon Nessa’s glittering scales firm yet gentle, steady and sure.

      Denial strung Nessa along—she knew it, hated it, shoved it away—for in this moment, she knew only peace. Her body melted following ecstasy, the feeling of those tender arms around her a perfect epilogue.

      Against her will, the thought cracked her already broken heart.

      With gentle fingers, Nessa traced a line from Lorelei’s breast to her chin. Their lips met, but she soon tasted salt.

      Tears streamed down Lorelei’s face when she pulled away. Bitterness stained her words. “I should go. The longer I stay, the harder it will be.”

      She made no move to sit up, nor did Nessa loosen her embrace. “I don’t want to think about that.”

      “It’s all I can think about.” Such heartbreak in Lorelei’s smile, such grief. “But you…I won’t forget you. Not ever.”

      “You can still come see me.”

      “I’m leaving.”

      The little spark of hope Nessa harbored flickered, threatening to snuff out.

      “My father has been secretive,” Lorelei continued. “But my mother finally cracked and admitted it this morning—I’ll be married here in Farnborough, but I’ll be leaving with Lord Renaut.”

      The name sunk like a stone in the pit of Nessa’s stomach. “Then don’t go back.”

      Lorelei’s grimace struck like a knife. “And then what?”

      “We run away. You’ll live on the beach. I’ll spend every day by your side and sleep below the waves.”

      “What about your family, Nessa?”

      “They’ll understand.” They wouldn’t; they didn’t even know of Nessa’s secret liaison with a human woman, just as Lorelei’s noble parents were also in the dark. “They have to. I love you, Lorelei. And I won’t just give up on that.”

      “I love you too, and that’s why I have to give you up.” Lorelei only clung harder, hiding her face in the crux of Nessa’s shoulder. “You think it’ll be simple to take me away, but I’m a countess. My father will find me, and if he finds you, you’ll be killed.”

      Nessa frantically shook her head, as though words alone could keep Lorelei here. “We’ll find an island. We’ll cross the sea. You don’t have to give up.”

      “What sort of life is that?”

      Only then did tears break through the dam of denial. Nessa choked back a sob. “It’s a life of love.”

      Passion shone like fire despite Lorelei’s teary eyes. She cupped Nessa’s cheek, coaxing their gazes to meet. “I would give up every luxury for you,” Lorelei whispered, yet steel lurked behind the velvet. “If I thought there was a chance of carving out a life with you on a distant beach, I would go. I would live as a pauper and love you. But the one thing I won’t give up is your life, and there is nowhere to hide. My father would scour the land and bring me home in chains if he had to.”

      When Lorelei pulled away, Nessa only clung tighter, desperate even as the woman she loved sat up. “Then I’ll die, if only to spend another year or two with you.”

      Lorelei shook her head. She reached toward her pile of clothes, damp from the cove’s moisture, and withdrew a small box from her pocket. Wordlessly, she set it into Nessa’s hand.

      Nessa lifted the wooden lid, then gasped. Within, a simple golden chain held a pink stone at its end, glittering as it caught the moon’s rays.

      “Gold for your tail and hair,” Lorelei said, though the words were cold. “And pink for your eyes. Of course it reminded me of you. And I selfishly hope it will remind you of me.”

      “Lorelei…” Yet as Nessa clutched the necklace in her fist, her dearest one stood up. “Lorelei, wait.”

      But Lorelei stepped away, and Nessa could not follow—not with her tail, graceful beneath the waves but cumbersome on land. She crawled forward on her hands, but Lorelei was already to the cove’s exit, holding her bundle of clothes.

      “Lorelei, please! You don’t have to give up your life for them!”

      Heartbreak twisted Lorelei’s face. “I’m sorry,” she managed—and disappeared beyond the cove’s bounds.

      Yet Nessa reached for her. “Lorelei!”

      All that answered were her own depthless sobs, echoing across the cove’s walls.
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        * * *

      

      “Lorelei, dear, are you sick?”

      Cleaned of salt and spray, dressed in morning clothes, Lorelei stilled in the dining hall’s doorframe.

      Such a vast space for such small company. Despite their political acclaim, Lorelei’s parents were dwarfed by the room’s magnitude, boasting chandeliers and high ceilings. Stately windows allowed sunlight to illuminate the room, the bright light giving Lorelei a headache.

      Once, it had been at least partially filled with her older brothers, but each had moved on to their own estates. Even the eldest, destined to inherit the keep, went off on his own adventures, granted a life of freedom despite the weight of duty.

      Only she remained now, leaving her the sole focus of her father’s ambitions.

      “I didn’t sleep much,” she muttered, which was a lie. She hadn’t slept at all. She sat herself a chair away from her mother, quiet as a servant delivered a plate of eggs and toast. The smell sent waves of nausea through her stomach; she merely poked at the fluffy eggs with her fork.

      Resignation laced her mother’s tone. “Nervous to meet Lord Renaut?”

      Lorelei nodded. It wasn’t a lie.

      “Your father says he is a soft-spoken man,” Mother continued. “Perhaps you may come to like him.” She looked at Father, quite consumed in his book. “What else did you say about him, Ernaldus?”

      Annoyance darkened Father’s features as he glanced up, leaving Lorelei sicker still. “He has offered a sizeable measure of his land for Lorelei’s hand, and that is the most important part.”

      Mother’s apology shone in her smile. She awkwardly returned to her own breakfast.

      A sad state of affairs, that her best hope was for a soft-spoken man. To be ignored but at least not beaten. To be allowed to be silent during her wifely duties instead of feigning any joy.

      Tears welled in her eyes. Tomorrow night, that man—that stranger—would touch her.

      He’d take her away from the sea, from home and Nessa. He’d fuck her like the broodmare she’d been raised to be, her legacy only as important as the number of sons she birthed.

      And, gods, she hoped they’d be sons. Not little girls who wouldn’t even know to yearn for the sea.

      “Lorelei, what’s wrong⁠—?”

      Lorelei stood, knocking the chair onto its back as she ran from the room. Her first sob escaped as she slammed the kitchen door shut. The future she’d denied lurked like a trap laid for prey. No matter how far she ran, it would snare her. She ran through the hall, but it waited, waited⁠—

      Whack.

      As she rounded the corner, Lorelei slammed into a stranger.

      She stumbled back, though the sturdy man caught her arms. She managed to heave a labored, “I’m so sorry,” but then she noticed his excessively fine clothing and his boots, well-made but dirtied from travel.

      So this was Lord Renaut—an older man, perhaps nearing fifty, with greying hair and a weathered face. Not frail, no, given he’d withstood her body slam. His fine clothes held minor flecks of moisture where her face had struck his chest, but Lorelei couldn’t tear her gaze from his eyes once they met.

      “I was given instructions on how to reach the dining hall,” the man said. “I’m told Count Ernaldus is there. Escort me.”

      No empathy for her obvious despondence; simply a man giving orders to a presumed servant. “It’s just down there⁠—”

      “I will not tell you again.”

      Lorelei gritted her teeth as she forced a smile. A broodmare she might be, but she was not his property yet. “You must be Lord Renaut. I am Countess Lorelei of Farnborough.”

      Curse her trembling voice, but perhaps it distracted from her refusal to curtsy. Minor intrigue raised his brow, though he did, at least, release her. “My apologies, my lady. You do not deserve to be commanded—escort me, please.”

      Gods, she wished to spit on him. But even “soft-spoken” men could strike their women—and she would be entirely his tomorrow evening. Her smile remained painted as she wordlessly led him down the hall. This was not about dignity; it was survival.

      She opened the door to the dining hall, gesturing for him to enter.

      “Lord Renaut, a pleasure to see you again,” she heard Father say. “Lorelei, join us.”

      Her tears had dried, though the evidence remained. Still, she obeyed, keeping her stare to the floor, content to study her shoes.

      “I trust your journey was without trial?”

      “It was pleasant,” the lord replied.

      “And I see you have met Lorelei.” She winced at her name, though Father continued. “I trust she is to your liking.”

      “She is clumsy, but she is pretty enough.”

      Pretty enough. Heat flared beneath her cheeks. This is who would steal her away from the sea? From Nessa? Gods, how petty was she to even care, but Nessa…

      A thousand times she’d said it: “My beautiful Lorelei…”

      There was more to life than being called beautiful, but it was another piece of it to miss.

      She stepped back, catching Mother’s eye a mere moment, surprised to find comradery. At least someone else could feel insulted on her behalf. Father, it seemed, was caught in conversation, allowing Lorelei to slip out the door.

      Alone in the hallway, she drew a deep breath, but still her tears welled anew. “Oh, Nessa,” she whispered, but there was no future there, no safety, no life.

      There was none of that here either, but at least Nessa could have a future instead.
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        * * *

      

      Nessa could not sleep. She could hardly even breathe.

      All through the night, the ocean swallowed her tears. Two years. Two years of clandestine kisses upon the beach. They’d both been seventeen when Lorelei found her beached upon the shore after a storm. She should have died, but fate led Lorelei to tend her wounds and carry her back to the ocean.

      Fate had brought them together. It made no sense for it to tear them apart. Surely it was not the end. Surely fate could be made…right?

      When the first inkling of sunlight filtered through the sea, Nessa could stay still no longer.

      Her room was round and sizable, filled with trinkets from youth. But her necklace from Lorelei was not among them. No, she kept that clutched in her fist, so tight that it left an indent in her palm. She didn’t care, yet to think of Lorelei left her in agony, a knife to her heart.

      Months ago, Lorelei had warned her. “Apparently my father has been interviewing suitors.”

      “Is that…what you want?”

      The depth of heartbreak in Lorelei’s gaze held no match, save for their final parting hours ago. “It’s what I’ve always feared.”

      What strange customs humans had. Beneath the sea, Nessa could choose who to love. Her parents had always insisted they only wanted her safe and happy. Lorelei’s future had not felt real, merely a distant, looming creature foretold to consume their joy—but distant it remained, until suddenly it leered over their shoulders.

      How could she abandon Lorelei to hell?

      But Lorelei was not wrong, her fear for Nessa’s safety noble in her Lorelei way. Lorelei was noble though spiteful, responsible and kind. Of course she would sacrifice herself for Nessa. Of course she would never let Nessa risk herself. Instead, it would be Nessa’s heart to join her on the sacrificial altar.

      Yet thoughts of discarded hearts prompted distant thoughts. Dangerous thoughts. Dread rose to stifle her breath—but it was a mere shadow to the monster seeking to steal Lorelei’s.

      Monsters dwelled beneath the sea as well, far more frightful than any above.

      Resolve filled Nessa as she snatched her satchel, woven from kelp and beads. She placed her necklace inside, fearing she would get too attached, then swam as gently as her tail could manage, lest she wake her parents and sister.

      Her stone home held casual comforts, the shelter enough for sleep, lounging, and simple décor. A humble home, but Mother kept coral in pots, tended to them with love. Father told stories filled with light and laughter. For years, distant castle towers had shadowed her encounters with Lorelei, who spoke of home only with grief.

      Nessa paused before her parents’ doorway and peered inside.

      There they slept, her mom and dad, with her baby sister having slipped between them. Two years old, childish and wild, ignorant to the heartbreak of the real world. Two years old—too young to even remember Nessa, should her plan come to pass.

      “I love you,” she whispered, and it was the most selfish phrase she’d uttered. To wake them meant to explain, to waste time. Lorelei would be married tomorrow.

      Lest she sob, she swam quickly away, sliding open the stone door and leaving it ajar.

      She and her family lived at the outskirts of Estella Reef, the bare edge of civilized ocean. So close, sharks and other predators lurked, seeking to strike anything that wandered too far away. Beyond that—the depths.

      Dark magic stirred in the depths, wielded by creatures darker still. But darkness could be bargained with, and Nessa needed a miracle.

      Nessa’s tail led her forward, easily navigating through the reef, then beyond. Early morning was a dangerous time, but no sharks swam ahead.

      In youth, she’d been told countless tales of monsters beyond Estella Reef, stories meant to keep children safely in their beds at night. One stood out this day, the story of a sea witch—Kahliste.

      Despite the urgency of the quest, Nessa stilled at the cusp of the depths.

      The reef ended suddenly, leading to a plunge. Nessa stared into the abyss, exposed to anything looking back. Instinct screamed to swim away, go home and cry, and somehow move on from Lorelei.

      But Lorelei…

      No. There was no turning back. Nessa shut her eyes and dove.

      When she opened them, she had to blink to know she hadn’t gone blind.

      Long forgotten was the colorful reef and the friendly fish she loved, replaced by derelict rock formations surely once magnificent. Ancient beings rested in this ancient place, and few were more ancient than her quarry. Nessa clutched her woven satchel for misguided comfort as she swam down, down, down…

      As her eyes adjusted, she saw details within the stone, evidence of civilizations long destroyed. Eventually, she came across the sandy floor, the only light from a few haunting fishes holding torches of their own. Angler fish hunted by luring in their prey with soothing light. Nessa swam the other way.

      Beneath cragged stone arches, she swam, seeking…

      What was she looking for?

      Best to try the bullheaded approach. Surely anything hunting her already knew she was here. “Kahliste!”

      The name hardly echoed, consumed by the sea.

      “I’m desperate, please! I come with a bargain!”

      Of course, there came nothing. Nessa kept one arm forward as she swam on, scarcely able to see her own fingers. “Kahliste!”

      Were there better ways to find a witch? The stories never specified how she appeared, only that she lured her prey into the darkness, somehow enchanting them into following willingly. There were never screams, but so few ever returned.

      Another light from a distant angler fish appeared in her peripheral. A chill shot through her blood, the unnatural allure leaving her shivering⁠—

      Oh. OH.

      It betrayed every survival instinct she had, but Nessa swam cautiously toward the light. The creature was soon revealed—a deep sea monster, as tall as the length of her arm, with teeth as long as her head. The anglerfish’s lure reflected its enormous, vacant eyes, and Nessa forced herself to face them. “Do you know Khaliste?”

      These were not aggressive creatures, though bumps rose along her arms as its pupilless eyes somehow…focused.

      “Do you understand? I need Kahliste.”

      The anglerfish stared a moment more before turning away. It swam faster, more deliberate, and Nessa followed, admittedly grateful for the light. Deeper into darkness, they treaded. Nessa could not see beyond the lure.

      A cave appeared, its mouth far larger than Nessa. The fish stilled, staring into the void.

      “Thank you.” Nessa smiled at the creature before she left it behind.

      Pure darkness enveloped her. Nessa held her hand out, the comfort of the anglerfish’s lure far gone. She trembled, images of giant teeth flickering in her peripheral. A trick of the mind; eyes were not meant for this darkness. No one was, save for the creatures of the depths⁠—

      And the witches who had embraced those same depths. In the distance, a faint light sent her blood running cold—yet set her soul at ease. “Khaliste?”

      Nessa froze as the light came nearer, once a pinprick, now a moon. Larger still, larger than her head, until it cast light upon its wielder.

      All merfolk descended from the God of the Sea, who mated with humans and created an amalgamation of a humanoid upper half and an aquatic tail. But this woman was something different, something more. Dark magic twisted its wielder, for witches were pledged to demons. Kahliste was a mermaid, but she was warped, unnatural, her vivid red tail leading to a body so pale and greyed she appeared as a corpse. She had no hair upon her head—instead, from the fish-like fronds a gentle lure floated innocently above and illuminated her unnatural eyes, which mirrored the anglerfish who had led her.

      It was…beautiful. So exquisite; soothing and kind. Nessa blinked, for why had she even come? To see this splendor, perhaps? To bask in its glow?

      “Look at me.”

      There were so many gods to worship, but why not praise this glory instead? Never had she felt so safe, so loved⁠—

      “Nessa of Estella Reef, do not look into the light.”

      Nessa ripped her gaze away. Her hands flung themselves to her face, shielding her eyes. “I’m sorry,” she whispered, and she heaved a steadying breath. Only then did she dare to peer through her fingers.

      Kahliste did not smile, yet her teeth jutted from her mouth like spikes. More monster than woman, but she spoke with the serenity of a clear night. “You have asked for me.”

      “Kahliste—Great Kahliste, thank you for meeting me. I won’t waste your time—there is a girl I love. She’s on the surface, but⁠—”

      “I tire of making love potions.”

      Nessa quickly shook her head, forcing her focus upon the witch’s pupilless eye lest she lose herself again. That beacon remained, seeking to soothe her; steal her. “That must be a common ask, but no. She already loves me.”

      The words came with pressure within her ribs. Lorelei’s tearful words haunted her: “I have to go. I only came to tell you…goodbye.”

      Ironically, it was Lorelei who had pressed for more, her tearful panic fading when she’d set her lips upon Nessa’s, her cries becoming much different when they made love that night.

      “But she’s on the surface, as I said,” Nessa continued. “She’s supposed to marry a man she’s never even met, and I know it isn’t what she wants. But she feels trapped. She thinks we’re doomed if we run away together.”

      The silence of the depths had never been so crushing. Kahliste’s stare never wavered, her scrutiny unraveling Nessa’s scales. “What do you want?”

      That was the cruel question, wasn’t it? Lorelei feared they would never run far enough away to be safe from her father, and together they were resigned to only beaches. But…what if it could be more?

      “Nessa, what do you want?”

      Nessa tore her focus from the damned lure, wringing her satchel’s strap between her hands. The woven kelp might unravel, but so would she. “I want to become a human. I want to be able to run away with her.”

      The lure drifted with the turn of Kahliste’s head, her gaze fixated within the darkness. “If you know your way here, you know my price.”

      She did, for it had been spoken of in bedtime stories told to keep little merfolk in their beds—of the witch who ate her victim’s hearts.

      But legends were rarely so literal, and from her satchel, Nessa withdrew her treasure from the surface. A necklace of gold and pink; Nessa gazed upon it a final time in the lure’s light. “This was a gift from Lorelei, my heart.”

      When she offered it forward, the witch grasped the chain with webbed hands, serene as she brought it toward her mouth. But she did not eat it. Instead, she held it near enough to her enigmatic eyes for the gold to reflect in their depthless alabaster. “It will do.”

      Kahliste gathered the chain then clasped her hands together. They parted; the chain had vanished, replaced by a gold token resembling an upperworld coin.

      Nessa accepted the offering, finding the disc to be plain yet oddly radiant. There was power here.

      So enamored she was, she gasped at the sudden touch on her forehead, a warmth filling her to combat even the cold depths. “The next breath you take of upperworld air will turn you like them,” Kahliste said, “so take care to not surface until you reach the beach. You will revert upon sunset tomorrow—unless you find your love. Consume the token and seal the spell with true love’s kiss. Only then will you forever gain the form of your heart.”

      Daunted by the words, Nessa set the token into her satchel. “Thank you.”

      “You have given me a piece of your heart, and so I have seen it. Be careful, little girl, lest your impulsivity blind you to better paths. Now…” The tranquility of her tone gave way to tension. “Once my light has faded, swim straight up, and do not deviate until you feel the sun. Your presence has disturbed many ancient things.”

      Kahliste did not linger to receive any words of gratitude. She withdrew, the barest hint of spiked fins appearing with the shifting light. Nessa stared until the lure was but a grain of sand, then gone.

      Darkness drenched her, far more than when she had come. Subtle shifts in the ocean’s undulations caused her blood to freeze. She shut her eyes; nothing changed, but she raced with all her might away from the crushing depths, seeking the safety of upperworld lights.
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        * * *

      

      So exhausted from her sleepless night, Lorelei did sleep that evening.

      Over and over, she awoke drenched in sweat, assaulted by nightmares of shadow men chasing her, holding her down⁠—

      She awoke once more—again before the act was done—but her breathing was jagged. Air burned her lungs. With wide eyes, she stared upon her ceiling, the mosaic pattern in the wood something to trace with her eyes as she steadied herself. The monsters were gone, but terror narrowed her vision and left her head light.

      Cold struck her when she tried to sit up. Sweat coated her blankets, her pillow, her gown. She stumbled out of bed, shaking as she stripped herself of her soiled nightgown and grabbed a fresh one from her closet. Her hand skimmed endless finery, dresses tailored to her exact specifications—the rewards for noble blood. But what use were beautiful things when she’d lost her very soul?

      Lorelei wrestled into the new gown, blinded by tears when she staggered out of the closet. Light filtered through the drawn curtains. When Lorelei drew them apart, she gazed upon a golden sunrise, accented in pinks.

      How dare the world mock her on her wedding day! Nessa remained a curse behind her eyelids, her golden locks turning pale in the moonlight, her tail a glittering work of art. Still, Lorelei opened the window, letting the summer air soothe her. Though the sunrise taunted her, the reminder was…hope.

      Somewhere, Nessa was out there in the world. Alive. Safe. And she would remain so⁠—

      “Lorelei!”

      How…How did this morning mock her further? Lorelei winced at the name in the wind, then gasped at who waved from the garden wall.

      Nessa? But she was…human?

      Nessa ducked against the stone when patrolling guards looked suspiciously onward, having surely heard their young countess’ name flung into the morning breeze. Lorelei’s panic rose as they neared, and from a place far away from thought cried, “Lorelei!”

      The guards looked at her this time.

      “Don’t mind me,” Lorelei shouted back. “Just, um, preparing for the wedding.”

      She was the bride. She could say whatever she wanted today.

      The guards seemed appeased, and when they vanished around the castle’s stone perimeter, Nessa peeked back up, then scaled down the wall with impressive dexterity. Was this a trick? Witchcraft? An imposter? Well, if this doppelganger were an assassin, they would surely succeed. “Wait there!” Lorelei shouted, instinct fueling her more than thought. Thankfully the second floor was not too high. She twisted two of her bedsheets and tied them together.

      Nessa was below her balcony when she finally emerged, her manner of dress a cotton sack crudely tied around her waist. Lorelei lowered the bedsheets. “I don’t know if I can lift you.”

      “I can climb,” Nessa said—and oh gods, it was her. Bless her voice, so crystal clear. The marvelous strength of being a creature of the ocean spurred her beloved upward with ease.

      Lorelei caught her hand as Nessa neared and pulled her onto the balcony. No question of her identity—though her golden scales had been replaced with bronze skin, it was so plainly her, from her scent to the weight of her embrace. Her hair remained gold to rival the sunlight, and pink reflected in her doe eyes, leaving Lorelei’s heart fluttering. Nessa’s laughter cut through her disbelief, her kiss finally waking Lorelei to the vast predicament before her and the questions it brought. “How can this be?”

      “I found a witch. She gave me legs. And I can keep them.” From a satchel around her shoulder, Nessa withdrew a gold coin, worn smooth by the ocean. “If I have legs, we don’t have to only hide on beaches. We can hide anywhere in the realm. We just have to complete the spell, and I’m yours forever.”

      Oh, Nessa. Sweet, naïve, beautiful Nessa. Lorelei wiped the drying tears from her eyes, realizing only then how messy she looked—juxtaposed starkly by how lovely Nessa was, even if seeing human legs from beneath the sack was too strange for words. “Let’s get you some proper clothes,” she said, her mind a whirlwind. This would buy her time, right?

      But as Nessa absorbed this new world, Lorelei couldn’t speak for her beauty. Even windswept, her feet covered in sand and dirt, Nessa was perfection, and when she pulled the knot securing the rope, her feeble covering fell away.

      It struck Lorelei that she hadn’t been intimate with a human woman before, and while of course she knew what a woman looked like, to gaze on another’s body, even in so innocent a setting, coursed heat through her blood. Nessa was Nessa, as a human or mermaid, and she’d always had marvelous breasts, but as she stepped her hips and ass drew Lorelei’s eye in a pathetically human way.

      “Where can I find a dress?” Nessa asked.

      The question threw Lorelei back into the cruel present—that today was her wedding day, and now she had a naked Nessa in her home. “Over here.” She beckoned her to the closet and quickly selected a silken pink gown to match Nessa’s eyes.

      So intimate, helping another woman to dress. Lorelei helped fit her into underclothes and the gown, trembling as panic fought to displace the comfort of Nessa’s presence. As gracefully as Lorelei could manage, she sat on her bed, lest she succumb to her dizziness. “Now that you’re dressed…you want to run?”

      Something in her own countenance must have struck Nessa, for her smile lost its light. “Yes. It’s not as impossible as you think.”

      “I told you⁠—”

      “I have a plan. Just hear me out⁠—”

      “You don’t know my father, Nessa. You have to go home⁠—”

      “Will you just listen!”

      Lorelei’s protests fell apart. Damn the steel in Nessa’s jaw, the fire in her eye—the woman was a battering ram, impossible to deter. “I ran half a day and night to get here, Lorelei. I’m half starved to death, I think I sprained something, I even got chased by some horrible four-legged monster, but I’m here, and you will damn well at least listen.”

      Lorelei straightened her stance, alert at the reprimand.

      “I love you, Lorelei. And I know you’re doing this because you love me, because you think it’ll protect me, but the thought of you throwing away your happiness for me only breaks my heart further. If you really truly believe that you’ll be happy marrying Lord Renaut, then I’ll go home. But I don’t think that’s the truth at all.”

      Lorelei swallowed fresh tears, forcing her voice not to waver. “I hate him. But you don’t understand how cruel my father can be. He won’t search for me because he loves me; he’ll search for me because it’s a slight on his honor if I disappear and ruin his business arrangement. That’s all I am to him, I know, but that means he’ll never stop. Wherever we go, he and his men can follow.”

      Behind Nessa’s determination, some thought seemed to spark. She studied the coin. “The witch said to eat the token and seal the spell with true love’s kiss, and then I would forever gain the form of my heart—which means you. But what if you ate the token instead?”

      “What?”

      Nessa’s words came faster, excitement fueling them. “The witch also said to be careful ‘lest my impulsivity blind me to other paths,’ or something—perhaps this was what she meant. Perhaps she wants you to become a mermaid instead of me staying a human. Your father can’t find us beneath the ocean.” Her smile beamed anew, filled to the brim with light. “Lorelei, we can still do this. Run away to the ocean with me. Live with me and my family. Let me be your home.”

      Lorelei could not breathe, much less speak. Leave? Live with Nessa in the ocean? “That’s not… What would I do there?”

      “Anything you want! You’d figure it out. But my family will care for you until you do.”

      In a moment that upset the very foundation of her being, it occurred to Lorelei that the cruelty of her upbringing as a “business arrangement” meant she’d never had a dream of her own. Not until Nessa—a dream so impossible it had only shackled her further.

      What did freedom even mean?

      “I barely know who I am, Nessa,” she whispered. “All I’ve ever been is Countess Lorelei of Farnborough. What happens when I take that away?”

      So gently, Nessa knelt before her, stealing her hands with her own. “Believe me, I’ve been wondering basically that myself these last few hours. And perhaps I’m stupid to not care who I am outside of being Nessa of Estella Reef, but I knew I would find her. If you come with me instead to the sea, I know you’ll find yourself.”

      Lorelei breathed, the touch of air finally easing her aching lungs. Who even was Lorelei?

      Perhaps it would be nice to know.

      A knock disturbed her crisis. “Lorelei?”

      Dammit. “Just a moment, Mother.” To Nessa, Lorelei whispered, “You need to hide.”

      Nessa glanced between the door and Lorelei. “What are you⁠—”

      Lorelei shushed her, then dragged her to the closet. “I’m obviously going to go with you, now be quiet while I get rid of my mother.”

      Oh, the delight in Nessa’s visage—it soothed every lingering fear in Lorelei’s heart. “Really?”

      “Yes, but you have to hide—” Lorelei’s words were stolen by Nessa’s wanting lips, but how could she deny her? Hope burst anew, her dark despair fading to light. They could run—and not too far. It would be tricky, but if they got a quick start, they would be out of the city before Father even knew she was gone.

      She moaned as Nessa parted her lips, the pleasure of her tongue sending heat to every forbidden place.

      “Lorelei? Are you all right?”

      Damn. Lorelei pulled away from Nessa’s wanting kiss, breathless as she grinned. “Stay in here. Hide behind the dresses.”

      Nessa nodded as Lorelei shut the door.

      She steeled herself, sucking in her breath before opening the door.

      All this time, she’d been so afraid of marriage, she had never considered the extent of what she’d be leaving behind. Nessa, yes—but mother as well.

      Mother stood alone in the doorway, a feigned smile upon her otherwise pleasant features. “Good morning, dear. You look…well, a little disheveled, to put it lightly.”

      Hopefully her sleepless tossing and turning and residue of sweat hid any other suspicions. Lorelei returned the smile with mirrored enthusiasm and stepped aside when Mother moved to enter. “You look beautiful.”

      Mother always did, the epitome of a proper lady, a countess. But as she looked to the balcony, a frown marred her elegance. “Were you trying to escape?”

      Oh gods—the rope of bedsheets still tumbled down, tied upon the balcony’s stone railing. “No,” Lorelei replied, quite honestly. But honesty meant explaining why there was a woman in her closet, so a lie would have to follow. “Well, I was trying to leave, but not to escape. I didn’t want to disturb Father or, uh, anyone else.”

      While Lorelei had never had any overt wish to become a parent, she did begrudgingly admire a mother’s ability to know when their child was lying. Countess Janceta was no different. She looked to the window, to the bed, then to the floor, acquiescence behind her veiled eyes. “I can quietly give the order for you to not be disturbed and keep your father distracted, but I hope you know where you’re going. I can’t protect you if you’re caught.”

      Though struck dumb, Lorelei caught herself before Mother left the room, and grabbed her from behind. “Mother, I⁠—”

      She was pulled into a tight embrace. Mother’s stoicism cracked as she set a kiss into Lorelei’s hair. “I’ll be at peace to know you’re as far away from that horrible man as possible,” Mother whispered. “I love you.”

      Lorelei clung to her mother, memorizing this final embrace. Her unexpected ally, but hadn’t Mother hated this too? “I love you too. A-and I do have a plan. There’s someone I love, Mother. She⁠—”

      “Tell me nothing. Then no one can ask me.” Rare joy shone in Mother’s countenance when she pulled back, along with a glistening sheen of tears. “Live well, Lorelei. Don’t delay, and good luck.”

      Mother left just a little too quickly, the door masking a quiet sob as it shut.

      Don’t delay. There would be time for tears later, time to mourn the loss of the mother who wanted what was best for her, even if it meant losing her forever. Lorelei flung open the closet door. “My mother is going to stall for us as long as possible, but we have to hurry.”

      So endearing, Nessa’s head popping out from among the dresses. “She knows?”

      “She thinks I was going to escape. I suppose she wasn’t wrong.” Lorelei grabbed the most subdued dress in her line of sight—a pretty, blue ensemble, reminding her of the evening sky—and all but tore away her night clothes. “Was the witch any more specific on how we do this?”

      “We have to be back at the sea at sunset. Then, I’ll turn back into a mermaid, and you’ll finish the spell instead.”

      As Lorelei tied the various stays in her garments, Nessa’s face was suddenly close, so close. “We can do this,” Nessa said, vehemence in her words.

      They kissed, filling Lorelei with hope.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      They made much better time with Lorelei to lead.

      Evening fell. With time left to spare, Nessa slowed at the first touch of sand beneath her feet.

      Lorelei followed suit, reticence filling her countenance as she looked back at the distant keep, high upon a hill. The sun hung low, its gleaming rays reflecting off the faraway towers.

      “What are you thinking?” Nessa asked, though part of her feared to know. The future was not set, and Lorelei was still set to sacrifice so much.

      But ease filled Nessa at Lorelei’s faint smile, despite its bittersweetness. “I never really did know my mother, it seems.”

      Nessa had nothing to say. Instead, she pulled Lorelei into an embrace, relieved to feel it returned.

      “But I’ll live for her,” Lorelei continued. “All she wants is for me to be happy. It’s the best gift I can give her.” She gave a slight scoff. “It’s sad that there’s not much else for me to miss.”

      Nessa pulled back, taking her hand instead. “Perhaps it means you were never meant to stay there.”

      Levity filled Lorelei’s visage. “You’re right.” She spat upon the beach behind her, then led Nessa toward the sea.

      The waves soon lapped against their feet. Nessa followed Lorelei’s lead as she removed her shoes, then dress, leaving them both naked upon the vacant shore. When Nessa offered the token, Lorelei kissed her fingers, then stole the token with her lips—leaving Nessa shivering from more than simply the breeze.

      Confusion furrowed Lorelei’s brow. “It’s melting,” she mumbled, amusement twitching at her lip. She swallowed—then grinned.

      Nessa gasped when Lorelei brought their mouths together. They kissed, and Nessa swore light burst through her body, or perhaps simply joy—cut short at Lorelei’s sudden collapse.

      Instinct rose, and Nessa wasted no time in dragging Lorelei into the rising waves, acutely aware that her love was changing. Deeper into the sea they went, until the water pushed against her hips, threatening to sweep her away. All the while, Lorelei was silent, her body shifting beneath the water’s surface. But before Nessa could process what she witnessed, the sun touched the distant horizon. Nessa collapsed as well.

      Not quite pain, no, but neither had been her transformation into a human. Just the unnerving sensation that her body was moving without her willing it, and Nessa stared transfixed upon her own shifting bones, watching as gold scales regrew upon her legs, which sealed to become one.

      The ocean took her. Nessa blinked and realized it was not only gold scales she saw, but blue.

      She surged forward, brushing aside familiar brunette hair to reveal a face she adored—now bearing a blue tinge to complement her tail.

      “My beautiful Lorelei,” Nessa whispered, and her love—her mermaid love—smiled back.

      Whoever they would be, they would be so together.
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        Masie

      

      

      

      The Isle of Shifters is a place of pleasure.

      A place to find escape and lust for a few days, nothing more.

      It’s not a place to find the one person you’ll spend the rest of your life with.

      But that’s exactly what I’ve done.

      “Maisie dear, did you hear me?”

      “Uh…uh, yeah. Sorry, you’re gonna have to tell me one more time though.”

      Vanora leans forward, cocking a sculpted brow. “I asked if you wanted to go to the viewing room after dinner.”

      Her preternaturally smooth skin shines in the dim candle light that surrounds us, her face all straight cuts and sharp features.

      Alluring. That’s the best word to describe her.

      “Yes, I’d love that. I’ve actually not been yet.”

      This is my third time visiting the Isle and if I have my way it’ll be my last. Vanora herself has said she’s looking to settle down in a permanent home. To no longer have to travel half a year on a cruise ship, taking thousands of photos with strangers who want proof that they met a real-life shifter, and a rare one—her animal being a swordfish—at that.

      No, my Vanora is going to come home with me.

      After finishing stuffing my face we head toward the viewing room. Settling down on an ultra fluffy, blood-red loveseat, Vanora pulls me under her arm, making me feel safe, cared for.

      Her long, slender hand points to the different viewing areas as she explains, “These three rooms are for aquatic enjoyment, we can relax and watch the creatures of the sea as they traverse by. While these three rooms…” She moves her hand to the right. “These are for more hands-on viewing.” She chuckles and presses a gentle kiss to the top of my head.

      Behind the glass walls, creatures and humans alike are performing all manner of debauchery to one another. Some are tied and stretched so much you would feel sorry for them if a look of ecstasy wasn’t painted on their faces, some are so blissed out they can’t even form proper words. The sights make my blood pump hot.

      “And what exactly does this ‘hands-on’ viewing entail?” I ask, purposefully piling on the coy tone.

      Her fingers wrap in my short blonde hair, pulling harshly and forcing my face up to meet her. Her free hand snakes down my body, roughly pinching my nipples before settling on my clothed core.

      “It can entail whatever we like, my dear. We’re here to view, but also to participate if so inclined.”

      Not able to wait any longer, I grab her face and pull it to mine, trailing my tongue slowly along her lips, bringing out a moan from this powerful woman. The sound causes me to lose all control and climb over, straddling her.

      Her fin-like hair is a texture that I’ve grown used to this past week, smooth and more similar to a thin membrane than human hair. The rostral bone that makes for a sword in her animal form protrudes from the nape of her neck. It’s a soft tail-like appendage that originates in her hair and is extremely sensitive. I absolutely love using it to toy with her.

      “My, my, so very impatient,” she croons as I trail kisses down her neck.

      In the week we’ve known each other, my lips have touched every inch of her body, and hers have done the same to mine. It’s been like paradise.

      Using my tongue to wet my fingers, I hike up her thin dress, barely caressing her thigh as I do. Her breath hitches as she smacks my ass—my Vanora doesn’t like to be teased.

      Smirking, I move my hand to her center, finding her clit and pressing down in a circular motion. Her hips buck up against me as I move my free hand to her rostral bone and jerk it, knowing the satisfaction it brings.

      I bite her ear, pulling another moan out just as two of my fingers enter her. It’s my turn to moan at the contact, she’s always so wet for me.

      Her hands are on my hips, steadying me as I give pleasure in her cunt and at her rostral.

      But Vanora’s not one to only take, she also loves to give. One of her hands moves to my ass, massaging before fully pulling my dress up.

      She soaks her fingers in my wetness and moves the digits to my clit, making harsh, but oh so good, circles. I start to rock on her as her own orgasm nears, her walls tightening.

      I’m so worked up from her touch, from this place, from the feelings I have for this woman, all it takes is a few more circles of her fingers and I’m pulling on her bone, bringing us both to our peaks.

      Blanking from the intensity, I cry out as tears prick my eyes, Vanora’s orgasm causing her to stiffen and grip me so hard I’ll have more delicious bruises from her fingertips in the morning.

      She licks my neck as I slowly move to sit by her again, still basking in the euphoric state.

      After a few moments she says, “My sky.” That nickname always melts my heart. “Let’s take a walk.”

      Her lithe form stands as she holds a hand out for me to take. Leaving the viewing room we pass several other couples moaning, peppering the air, as I squeeze her closer to me, savoring her touch.

      “I didn’t get to see any fish,” I joke as we slowly walk through the main atrium and out into the night.

      “I’ve got a fish right here for you,” she replies, pulling my head down in her arm and giving me a noogie.

      I screech and pull away, feigning anger. “How dare you!”

      She only laughs and pulls me back toward her, something I’m more than happy to oblige.

      Several buildings populate the Isle. Most have the same basic set up with dining rooms, restaurants, various activity spaces—sexual and mundane—to try out, and all with hotel-like rooms. Tropically decorated courtyards link all the buildings together, each having a slightly different theme.

      As we walk through the tiki bar themed one I wonder what she’s thinking, why we’re coming out here. I really did want to sit and watch the fish but don’t say that, wanting all the time I can get with her.

      “Sit with me,” she says as we approach a large wicker bench surrounded by lit torches on either side.

      My heart starts to race. I’m hoping this is a good thing, but she’s acting somber which is making me act somber.

      “Is everything alright?” I ask as we settle in next to one another again.

      She sighs but still doesn’t say anything for too long of moments, then, “My sky, I’m falling for you. But we both know that already.” She pats my thigh, like she’s comforting a kid. “I got an email this morning—an offer to do another six month cruise stint.”

      That doesn’t worry me too much. She said they couldn’t pay her enough to do another one.

      “They’re offering almost triple what I’m normally compensated. And it’s a different role. I wouldn’t just be a creature for guests to take pictures with, I’d be in charge of the art gallery and the auctions they have on board.”

      I interrupt her. “But none of that matters. You said you were done.”

      “Yes…I did say that. But that was before I got this offer. I’d make the same as I do in two and a half years in just those six months. That money would give me time to find a land job, a job where we could be together. I don’t think I can pass up the opportunity.”

      My heart’s breaking. I want her now, not in half a year when the next can’t-pass-up opportunity comes again. It would never end. I’d be waiting forever to get all of her. And I’m not okay with that.

      So I lash out. “Fuck, Vanora. You told me we would figure something out, that you would look for a job and we both would move if needed. But we would at least be together. You taking this is not us together. It’s you taking the easy route and leaving me to sit and rot waiting for you!”

      I stand as she tries to put a hand on my shoulder. “You’re being irrational. This type of money would make it to where we can be together. I would do it for us.”

      “But you know they wouldn’t let you only do the art gallery. They’d ask you to sit for pictures, which would then turn into quick appearances. All the things you said you hate.”

      She stands too, towering over me at somewhere above six feet. “Don’t you think those exact things would happen if I got a land job too? Shifters are accepted most places but you have to admit we’re stared at. My picture would get taken no matter where I was, so I might as well make good money while doing it.”

      “But we would be together!” I shout, I’m sure sounding unhinged.

      “My sky, we’ll be together in six months, and in the meantime we’ll talk every day. I promise this will be the last time.”

      “I don’t believe you. This will happen every time. You’d say you’re done, then they’d throw money at you and you’d jump like a trained monkey.”

      I see the pain on her face at my harsh words. She lashes out right back. “You were just a good fuck, Maisie! Yes, it’d be amazing to live with you. But only because you’re great at sex! And I can find that anywhere. I think it’s best we part ways. You need to get back to the mainland anyway. You don’t belong here.”

      She turns on her heel, as elegant as ever, and starts to walk away.

      “You weren’t even a good fuck! I’ll find some other shifter to get my rocks off cause we both know you didn’t do a stellar job!” I yell.

      She halts but doesn't turn around, her hand going to her face, I hope to wipe away tears.

      Shaking her head, she continues on. As her body disappears into the nearby building, I collapse to the ground, crying and embracing the pain in my knees as I land.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Vanora

      

      

      She’s such a little brat.

      Her emotions rule everything, which is what drew me to her days ago. But now I see that she’s not for me, I can’t have someone who loses their shit at the drop of a hat.

      But that doesn’t mean I don’t love her.

      Swordfish—and many other aquatic—shifters don’t have mates in the way land shifters do, but we do have the capability of binding our heart to someone. And I’m so incredibly mad at myself for doing that exact thing to Maisie, especially after knowing her for only a week.

      What was I thinking?

      As I open the door to my room I feel tears coming on. This is such an absolute mess. And I have no one to blame but myself for falling for that full-figured vixen with a platinum blonde, long pixie cut.

      I’m so disappointed in myself. I’d always kept humans at arm’s length, knowing they can’t fully understand the struggles of a shifter. Especially one like myself who maintains the characteristics of their animal even after a shift.

      Approaching my bathroom mirror I pause, looking at myself. My long arms and legs are an ashy gray. It happens if I wait too long between shifts. I didn’t want to scare away Maisie; seeing me turn into a swordfish could be a jarring experience. Not that I’m ashamed of what I am, I’m not.

      But I’m also not naive enough to know that it wouldn’t have some effect on her opinion of me.

      I don’t have the energy for a shift right now, though. Even with my animal yelling at me to go for a swim I just can’t. The conversation with Maisie, and the outcome, are not something I’ll soon recover from.

      Raiding the minibar, I toss several small bottles on my bed, turn the TV on, and sink into the comfortable white covers, trying to not think about my sky.
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        * * *

      

      I’ve been in bed over a day now. It was two nights ago that I walked away from her. I’ve not left the room since, ordering room service and leaving the dirty dishes right outside my door.

      The fish in me is tapping her proverbial bill at my brain, beckoning me to visit the ocean.

      I think I may take her up on it today. My skin’s tight and dry, close to peeling now. Over a week without a shift is too long.

      Shedding the t-shirt I’ve been in since yesterday morning for a sheer cover-up, no one blinks an eye at nudity here, I freshen up before heading out. Holding my breath as the elevator passes Maisie’s floor, I wonder if she’s still here or if she left yet. I still have three weeks until the next cruise ship contract starts. I plan to stay here until then.

      Pushing thoughts away of what I’ll do in six months, after the tour is over, I make my way down to the ocean. The sea air fresh on my skin, my animal instincts hum in approval. Dipping my toes in the warm water my body relaxes, happy to be home.

      I love being one of the lucky ones who can shift. There are several creatures in the oceans who don’t have the ability, so I never take it for granted. But I think a few days close to home, unshifted, will be good for me. I need to figure things out, to come to terms with my decisions.

      I let the animal part of me push forward, taking over, as I feel my limbs shrink and my body lengthen before we dive into the deep blue, trying to chase away thoughts of the woman who has my heart.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Masie

      

      

      I was originally supposed to leave the Isle for home last weekend, but after the first few days with Vanora, I had extended my stay through this weekend. Only for that to all come crashing down just two days later.

      It’s been five days since our fight, and I’m starting to prepare myself to leave tomorrow, to never see her again. But that’s seeming near impossible. It feels like a piece of me is missing, like she took it from me and I’ll never get it back.

      I haven’t seen her since that night, after she walked away. At first I didn’t try to find her, spending my time in cheesy cooking classes and basking in the sun the rest of the time. That is until yesterday. Knowing that I only had a few days left, I decided to go to her room, frantically knocking, urging her to open the door for me. But she didn’t.

      I sat in that hallway, by her door, for hours. She had to come back at some point, I thought. But she never showed, even when the clock struck a new day. I can’t tell you how many times I kicked myself for not getting her number. Even her socials were free of new posts this past week (yes I used some stalking skills to find her).

      Eventually I gave up the waiting but refused to stop there. I visited the front desk, asking if they could tell me where she was or if she was even still here. Thankfully, the scaly looking attendant took some pity on me after I started crying and told me her reservation was through the next few weeks.

      That gave me hope. She had to be here somewhere.

      I’ve spent the past day wandering the grounds, but none of it brought me Vanora.

      As I’m sitting next to her door—taking a break after searching all day—my gaze boring into the carbon copy seascape painting on the opposite wall, it hits me. She’s shifted. She’s probably not even on the island right now.

      Excited, I barrel down the hallway and run onto the elevator, collecting a few stares, no doubt focused on both my disheveled appearance and abrupt demeanor. But I don’t care, I want to be the first thing she sees when she walks out of the water.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Masie

      

      

      It’s been three hours, the sun’s starting to set, but my determination hasn’t faltered. I know she’ll crest the shoreline any minute, she has to.

      Leaning back, taking a sip of my hurricane and grabbing my e-reader, I hear someone near me say, “Do you see that fin? It just keeps circling.”

      My heart skips a beat. A fin? How did I miss it?

      Tendrils of yearning pull at me, making me sit up and look out at the water. Sure enough there’s a fin that looks too large to be any normal sea creature this close to shore. It just keeps swimming in an oval pattern, back and forth near the beach.

      Not bothering to take any of my clothes off, I rush to the water, showing a haphazard display of desperation.

      As my legs get farther into the sea, the disembodied fin stops circling, the creature seeming to settle and face me. Slowly, a fish head peaks up over the waves, exposing a long rostral bone.

      Happy tears immediately form, falling from my eyes as I yell her name like a mad woman, trying to wade out deeper. She never wanted to show me this form. I knew we would build up to it, but her insecurities in this one area were something she wasn’t ready to share yet.

      I hope coming out here was a good idea. I just had to make sure I laid eyes on her one more time before leaving tomorrow. When the water’s so deep I can no longer touch, I stop, giving her the chance to close the final gap between us. My heart’s racing, my limbs are sore from the exertion, but I hold steady, waiting for her.

      Finally, the exposed dorsal fin floats my way, turning to the side as it nears. I can see the rostral bone, her sword, as it approaches. Carefully, I reach my hand out, fingers grazing it, like I did just the other night to her land form in the viewing room.

      The fish, Vanora, settles in next to me. Her huge body acting as a resting place for my tired limbs. I meet the eyes that look so familiar but so foreign at the same time.

      She’s letting me see her, all of her.

      For the millionth time this week, I start crying, so incredibly happy to be near her again. I rub my hand along her flank, the skin is smooth, scale free.

      “I…I had to see you again. It’s fine if you want nothing more to do with me, but I leave tomorrow.” I pause, meeting her eye as best I can. “And I couldn’t go without one last look at you.”

      My heart cracks as she pulls away, floating nearby, but no longer touching or supporting me.

      Her body starts to change, shrinking and morphing into her more familiar, land-dwelling form. Seconds pass and finally my love is floating next to me, smiling and beckoning me over.

      “Maisie, come here,” she says, her voice almost broken. “Please.”

      I push to her, wrapping my legs and arms around her smooth, naked body. Moving my hand to her rostral bone, I caress it, trying to show how much I care for her.

      “I love you, Vanora. Was this the right thing to do? To force you to see me? Or are you about to say goodbye forever?” I ask nervously, both needing and not wanting the answer.

      Her sharp features focus on me, the not-quite-human glow of her eyes making my stomach bottom out.

      “You, my sky, have not left my mind since we parted. And I wish to never be away from you.” She pauses and raises her hand as I grab at her neck, pulling her closer to me. “But I am going to take this upcoming contract. I can’t pass up the financial gains, and on top of that it will be one last hoorah. Then I’ll kiss the ships goodbye.”

      I thought this might happen, but it doesn’t even upset me now. We’ll make it work somehow for the upcoming months. Now that I know she still wants me—and all of my insecurities—I have to give her this.

      “We’ll figure it out. I just want the promise of you. Can I have that?” I sharply inhale, preparing myself.

      Her eyes close for a moment, a rumble sounds in her chest before she says, “Yes, you can have me. All of me. For all time, my sky.”

      Crashing our lips together, I coax open her mouth with my tongue. Nipping and biting as we fight to show our emotions to one another. Her hands grab my ass cheeks as mine go to her small breasts. Absent of nipples I only knead them roughly, bringing out moans from both of us.

      I love her body, her unique, beautiful body.

      As my mouth trails down her neck she rips at my clothes until I’m bare in the water with her. My body is tightly wrapped around hers as she bears all our weight, keeping us afloat.

      One of her long fingers moves to my clit, pushing down on it like a little button, lighting me up and turning me the fuck on.

      “Oh god, I need you. Need this,” I say, my voice broken by groans.

      Smirking, she slams three fingers in me and bites down on my shoulder, holding me in place while she fucks me relentlessly. I move one of my hands to her rostral bone and stroke it, causing her dull teeth to sink further into me and her fingers to stretch me wider.

      While I jerk her bone even harder she moves her mouth from my shoulder to my cheek, licking up it before removing her fingers. I whimper at the loss but am not wanting for long as she goes under the water, positioning us so my thighs wrap around her head, her face against my core.

      Even in this form I know she can breathe underwater so I just let go. Letting her eat my clit and pussy as I balance myself on her shoulders, I can feel the rapture rising and rising. Wanting her to come with me I reach for her rostral again and roughly stroke it, ever so slightly scoring it with my nails. In response she shoves two fingers in me and bites down on my clit.

      I see stars as my body literally floats in the peak of pleasure. Her own release comes just after mine, her body becoming rigid as she resurfaces.

      Wrapping her arms around me we float together for I’m not sure how long. Her skin feeling like velvet in the water, I nuzzle her throat, wanting to be as close as possible.

      “My sky is tired. Let’s go rest.” Wrapping me up, she swims us both close to shore and then just continues to carry me out of the water, completely ignoring all the hoots and hollers we get.

      Fighting exhaustion, I try to keep my eyes open but don’t even make it to the hotel building.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Vanora

      

      

      Maisie slept through the night. I eventually joined her, but not until taking care of a few things. I moved her belongings to my room, not wanting to have to bother her this morning with moving it all here before check out time.

      She’s slowly stirring now, her hair every which way, making me smile. I love that woman.

      “Morning, sleepy head,” I say as her beautiful light green eyes meet mine.

      Smiling, she says, “Morning yourself. Did you sleep?”

      “Enough, yes. I guess you were tired, huh?”

      She sighs. “The last few days were…difficult.”

      Knowing exactly what she means—even in my aquatic form I thought of nothing but her—I move closer, wrapping my arm around her waist.

      “They were. We need to talk from now on, do you understand? I know I’m the one who left, and I’m sorry. I’ll never run from you, from us, again. But we need to communicate better next time we fight.”

      “You better not run again. I’ll cut your rostral off if you do.”

      Pretending offense I say, “Now that’s too far, young lady. I think it’s time you learned a lesson.”

      She yells as I tickle her until she’s begging for me to stop.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Six months later

      

      

      
        
        Vanora

      

      

      I’m not even fully off the gangway yet when I see her running my way, yelling about how happy she is to see me.

      We video chatted every day of the half-year contract, sometimes more than once if we could swing the time differences.

      She relocated to Virginia, having no issue finding a new job, and bought a place near the beach. The water will be too cold for her much of the year, but she’s happy with that, giving me time to explore and be my animal. I’ve started applying for bank teller positions. I’ve always loved numbers and am anxious for my first interview next week. Maisie says she has no doubt I’ll get it.

      “Ahhh, I’ve missed you!” She yells in my face as she runs and jumps into my arms, wrapping herself around me like she always does.

      I inhale her wholly human—wholly mine—scent.

      “I’ve missed you too, my sky, I can’t wait to start this next chapter with you.”

      
        
        Her lips slam on mine, solidifying once again my heart bond with the woman I love.
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        Chapter One

      

      

      Ever stared into Tarien’s intense eyes, which were big and dark, like a seal’s. So many times over their two years apart, Ever had yearned to be close to her. Tarien’s long, sun-kissed brown hair, which had never behaved, escaped its tie as the wind whipped it around, framing her angular face against the gray sky. Beautiful. Ever couldn’t look away from the fierce grimace Tarien wore. She bared her teeth as her body pressed Ever’s into the cold rocks of the beach. Even the sword edge Tarien held to Ever’s neck was alluring.

      The wind stirred up a whiff of Tarien’s favorite soap, a smell Ever had tried to imagine night after night while sleeping alone. Okay, having a sword to her throat was a problem—there was an off chance that Tarien might’ve finally had enough. At least Ever wouldn’t return to the ocean without feeling Tarien’s body on hers again.

      Ever lifted her chin and smirked into Tarien’s furious glare. “You wanna surrender yet?” Ah, it was so delightful to get under her ex’s skin as much as Tarien got under Ever’s.

      Tarien wouldn’t kill Ever. Probably. But death by sword via a beautiful woman was an improvement over a long life of imprisonment under the waves via Ever’s mother.

      Tar narrowed her eyes. “Why would I surrender to you? I have my sword on your neck”—she pressed it a little harder—“despite your trying to cheat!”

      Maybe these were Ever’s last few moments with Tarien. Might as well enjoy it. “Cheat? I would never. Darling, you asked me which weapon I wanted for our duel, sword or pistol. Since you chose the sword, it was only fair for me to take the other. I was being generous.”

      “Then you nearly shot me.” Tarien put more pressure on her blade. “I should kill you now for all you put me through.”

      This again. Two years ago, Ever’d had to make the worst—the absolute worst—decision of her life: that damned mutiny in which she’d put Tarien afloat on a rowboat.

      If only Ever’s mother hadn’t made her swear an oath not to tell any humans why she was above the waves. If only Ever had done a better job in her hunt for that bastard who’d stolen her mother’s power. If only, if only, if only. But it didn’t matter. They were here now. And out of time.

      Ever focused on Tarien’s eyes. Please, Tar. “Come with me.”

      Tarien sputtered. “Come with you? Like I would ever trust you again! After I capture you today, I’m handing you over to the New Federation. You’re wanted for numerous crimes⁠—”

      “So are you, hypocrite.”

      “And I have a personal vendetta that will only be assuaged by seeing you and your ridiculous wild hair behind bars.”

      Ah, Ever had missed this. Their play fights and even their real ones. “You want to see me in cuffs too?” Ever wiggled under Tarien and rolled her hips up, ignoring the blade and how Tarien had to shift to avoid cutting her.

      Tarien sputtered again for a moment before yelling, “Yes!” She was even blushing. Delightful.

      Ever dipped a hand under Tarien’s sword arm to touch where their waists and hips met. “You know, “ she said, dropping her voice to the same low tone she’d used with Tarien back in their room on their old ship, “I’m married and with child now. As soon as you turn me over to the New Feds, I’ll just plead the belly, and they’ll set me free again.”

      Would she recognize Ever’s marriage as a ruse, designed to ease trading restrictions? But even though it was a ruse, Ever would miss Pierre too. He was always so kind and patient while listening to her talk about Tarien, letting Ever cry on his shoulder the few nights they’d slept side by side instead of in their separate quarters.

      Tarien scoffed, the sound pulling Ever back to the moment. “I heard you claimed pregnancy to get out of execution when the New Federation caught you last year. If you’d actually been pregnant, that babe would be walking by now!”

      Ever ran her fingers across the rough wool of Tarien’s dark-blue New Federation overcoat. The dull colors didn’t suit her. Damn, it would’ve been so much fun to see what costumes Pierre would’ve designed once he got to know her.

      Ever guessed he’d still get to do that for Tarien, if Ever’s plan worked, but she wouldn’t get to see them. “Jealous?”

      “Absolutely not!” But Tarien spit it out too fast for Ever to believe her.

      Tarien’s men—well, her captain’s men—stood by on the large rocks beyond the beach, watching their duel. It had shocked Ever to get Tarien’s message agreeing to meet and fight at that location. Maybe Tarien had a larger plan. All pirates knew better than to trust others.

      They’d broken that rule together, until Ever’s mutiny. She’d had to save Tarien’s life, even though Ever couldn’t tell Tarien the full reason for the uprising. Even though Tarien would never forgive her.

      Tarien threw a glance at the group of men watching them duel then leaned down to hiss into Ever’s ear, “Why has every ship in the bay heard of you offering a big reward for my capture and delivery to you, but then today you started a fight with a loaded pistol? You and your husband want to execute me yourselves?”

      Always so suspicious. Ever brushed her cheek against Tarien’s and leaned to return the whisper. “I didn’t load the pistol. You did. And the only men my husband kills are through what he calls ‘le petit mort.’ But they recover. Usually.”

      “What the hell are you talking about?”

      Ever inched her lips closer to Tarien’s. “Tar, I’ve missed you. I mean it. I don’t have a lot of time left, and I need your help. That’s the reason I wanted you on my ship. Come with me. I’ll show you the False Lady. You’ll love it. And the crew!”

      “I have my own ship and crew, thank you very much!”

      Ever’s eyes flicked toward the men standing on the rocks and back to Tarien. “That crew? Oh, they’re gonna sell you out to someone else the first chance they get. Word around the area’s that ol’ Cap Cartwright’s got a new quartermaster in mind. Someone taller.” It was a low blow. Mentions of Tarien’s height always got under her skin.

      “How dare you? Fuck you.”

      Ever thrust her hips upward and, before Tarien could get her wits about her, flipped them over so that Ever was on top, her palm over Tarien’s hand on the sword hilt.

      This just got better and better. “Yes, please come to my ship and do that.”

      “If you think I’d ever be entangled with you again after what you did to me, you’ve taken leave of your senses!” Tarien yanked her hands down and managed to get one free, which she swung at Ever.

      Ever dodged Tarien’s punch toward the jaw, barely. “Stop and listen to me. I’m sorry. I swear I came back for you. There wasn’t going to be another chance to go after the Ocean Queen—I had to take it. You don’t know the whole situation.” She’d never have time to finish telling Tarien, never have time to get her to understand. But Ever could get Tarien set up for the future, even if it was one Ever couldn’t stay for.

      “I know enough! You left me on the ocean alone, floating in a rowboat.”

      “I was trying to save your life. Come with me,” Ever pleaded. “I swear I’ll explain everything. And I need your help with a calculation problem. It’s one of those tricky cipher maps we pilfered from one of the New Feds’ top merchants.”

      “And there’s the real reason.”

      “It’s not the only reason. Yield the duel. We’ll pretend that I take you prisoner, but you won’t be when you get aboard. I swear on my mother.”

      “Your promises mean less than seafoam.”

      Ouch. But all that mattered was setting Tarien up with a crew and getting her to a safe place before Ever had to leave forever.

      “Please, Tar. If you ever loved and trusted me, let me show you.”

      Tarien stopped struggling, her features blank and unreadable. “Fine. Deal.”

      That was too easy. Ever sat back, eyeing her former lover, certain she was hiding something too.

      Still, it didn’t matter. Ever had only ten days. Less than a fortnight to solve the puzzle and toss the Hierophant to her mother. Then she’d let the sea swallow her again.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        Chapter Two

      

      

      For Tarien, it was always Ever.

      Ever, her first love. Ever, her biggest unsolved puzzle. Ever, her greatest downfall.

      But not this time. Tarien had a plan. She might technically be a prisoner, but she wouldn’t be for long. Holding tight to the shaky rope ladder, she climbed onto the False Lady. Fitting name for Ever’s ship. Whitecaps lashed the side of the boats, like the ocean itself was trying to slap her, even though the sun had broken through the clouds.

      She took a glance at Ever, climbing the ladder behind her, and saw a wave reaching up, like a caress to Ever’s face. What in the world? Ocean-based magic was rare but not unheard of. It’d be just like Ever to find every level of deception and wield it as a weapon. Ever slapped at the wave as if it were a fly, and it retreated.

      Aboard the False Lady, Tarien surveyed the galley. It didn’t look like anything special. She’d studied this style of ship. It had a low carrying capacity but made up for it with speed and ease of maneuvering.

      Ever leaped to the deck with a flourish, her skirts flouncing out and back in. Then she reached under her dress and pulled it upward and over her head. It freed her wild gold curls. A thin white shirt and knee-length trousers were all she wore underneath.

      Of course Ever wasn’t pregnant. Everything she said was a lie.

      Tarien gritted her teeth. “A false belly for a false lady. Figures.”

      Ever giggled, the sound as sparkling as the splashes of seawater, wrinkling her nose in the way she always did.

      Something twinged inside Tarien’s chest, so she looked away.

      “Ah, Tar. It wasn’t a lie to say my husband gave me the belly. He’s a genius with the sewing needle.”

      Tarien had heard as much about Pierre before. One of Ever’s many crimes, per the New Federation, had been when Pierre and Ever created some elaborate hoax in which they’d made Ever look like a ghost and proceeded to rob several wealthy merchants.

      “Millie, can you put this with my husband’s wardrobe?” Ever tossed the dress into the air to another person—the first mate who’d stood next to Ever at the start of the duel. Tarien didn’t know anything about Ever’s new crew, save what she’d heard about Pierre.

      “You’re going to need him to add more padding if you continue to plead the belly everywhere we travel,” the person, apparently Millie, said.

      “Ach, I can work on that part myself.” Ever stuck her stomach out under her shirt, rubbing small circles on the center. “Need Jacques to make me more cake.” Her eyes darted to Tarien’s, like Ever was curious what Tarien’s reaction would be.

      Tarien rolled her eyes. She wouldn’t give Ever the pleasure of reacting. After all, Tarien hadn’t been jealous, not even when she’d first heard about Ever’s marriage. The whole thing was ridiculous. “I knew you weren’t pregnant. After you surpassed a whale’s gestation time, there was no question.”

      Ever sighed, clasping her hands in front of her chin and batting her dark-blond eyelashes. The faker. “By the depths, I’ve missed you. Those huge brown seal eyes. That evil, calculating mind behind them. Yet when we fought, I’m sure a part of you was worried about hurting the innocent baby. It’s what I was betting on to win our duel.”

      That she’d planned on using Tarien’s humanity against her was egregious. “You know what⁠—”

      The ornate doors to the captain’s chambers flew open and banged against the wooden walls of the ship. “Is that my darling wife I hear back so soon?” Pierre, the famed seamster—had to be him—sauntered out wearing an elaborate blue-and-white dress.

      “Darling!” Ever called, holding out her arms.

      “Mon amor!” he answered, running to her. He kissed each of her cheeks.

      Tarien ground her teeth. Oh brother.

      Ever echoed his affectionate gesture, glancing again at Tarien’s face. “Jealous?”

      “No.” She was helping the New Feds arrest Ever and her crew. It didn’t matter whom she kissed.

      Pierre held his arms above his head and twirled in a circle, the ruffles of blue fabric swirling around. “Jacques and I have been working hard on this new dress for you, but I’m afraid I didn’t expect you back so soon. He’s a little tied up in the captain’s quarters still.”

      Ever’s grin fell a little. “Darling, that color looks absolutely glorious on you. I insist you keep it. Sorry for returning early. My target didn’t put up as much of a fight as I thought she would. She was quite easy, truth be told.”

      “Excuse me!” Tarien stepped forward. Was Ever’s entire plan just to be vexing?

      Ever shrugged. “I promise you’ll like her. When she calms down. I think. Come on.” She snaked her arm under Tarien’s elbow and pulled her toward the captain’s quarters. “I need to explain everything. Well. Not everything but enough.”

      Tarien let Ever lead her by the damp jacket.

      Ever’s husband’s apparent lover came tiptoeing out of the room as they approached the door. “Ah, Captain. Je m’excuse.” He wore a patchwork set of trousers and stockings with no shirt, his wrists bound in silky-looking ropes.

      “Ce n’est pas un probleme.” Ever winked and patted him on the shoulder as he passed. Then she closed and locked the doors so that she and Tarien were alone. “I’ll give you everyone’s stories over the next few days. That way, you can get to know them and the reasons why they’re aboard the ship. Jacques nearly died last year before he joined our crew—the New Federation Navy had imprisoned him, and he was on an eating strike in retaliation. They wanted the prisoners to convert to their religion or die.” A shadow seemed to pass over Ever’s face. “One of the first missions Pierre and I did together was to bust open that island prison. We added four sailors to our crew that day, and Jacques has been the best cook a ship could ask for.”

      Why was she bothering to explain her crew? Surely, she knew Tarien was still the enemy, despite any temporary truce.

      A mannequin and sewing materials sat in one corner, and other random items—the wheel from a ship, a sculpted bust of what looked to be a goddess, bolts and bolts of fabric, and more—hung on the walls and covered messy shelves. An unmade double bed held many pillows and quilts.

      Ever gestured to the room. “Pierre and I swap off on who gets the captain’s room, but often, he stays with Jacques in the room attached to the kitchen, as Jacques likes to rise early to cook, and Pierre likes to sample. More on the crew later. For now, care for some new clothing?” Ever nodded toward the racks and racks of clothing behind Tarien. “One of the perks of being married to a seamster is having lots of choices. And you have a choice here. Be anyone you’d like to be. Like we always wanted.”

      Like we always wanted. Did they ever want the same thing? Tarien shook her head. “We were living our lives exactly as we both wanted after we killed Lockwood too. At least, so I thought. Up until you mutinied on me.”

      Tarien unbuttoned her wet blue wool jacket, took it off, and hung it across one of the two high-back wooden chairs at the table. The tracker she’d brought aboard—an enchanted watch—sat in the inside pocket.

      It’d look innocent enough, unless a person knew what they were looking for. Tarien didn’t even want to know how much the New Feds had paid for its enchantment—or why they’d bother wasting such resources on Ever instead of sinking her ship on sight. As long as the jacket and watch stayed on Ever’s ship, the associated map would show anywhere the False Lady sailed.

      “Sit.” Ever pointed at a wooden chair. “We’re talking about this.”

      “What’s there to talk about? You lied to me. Used me from the beginning. All so you could eventually take control.”

      “Sit.” Ever shoved Tarien by the shoulders until she sat. “How many times have you heard of a disposed captain keeping their life?”

      “If you’re expecting me to thank you for not murdering me when you supposedly loved me, then you’ll be waiting until the seas go dry.”

      Ever took the other chair, leaning forward over the table. “I had no choice, not with what’s at stake. You wouldn’t take the chance and go after the Hierophant.”

      Tarien scoffed. “Chance? We were outgunned and unprepared—sailing straight into a trap. A good captain weighs the risks as well as the rewards.”

      Ever winced. “You don’t understand—I have to throw the Hierophant into the sea for my mother.”

      So she’d explained before, but she’d never been specific as to why, even when she and Tarien were intimately close. Eventually, Tarien had stopped asking. “So you’ve told me. And believe me—I want that man gone and off the seas after what he did to my family too. But I couldn’t risk everyone’s lives.”

      “We’re pirates. Risking our lives goes with the territory.”

      Tarien crossed her arms. “You lost our ship after you ditched me. That much I know. How many on that crew died that day?”

      A pained look flashed across Ever’s face. “They knew what they were signing up for.”

      “Unbelievable. You’re as selfish as I thought. Willing to sacrifice human lives for a personal grudge. The Hierophant and that whole damned religion did way more to my family, and I’d never make that choice.”

      Convert or die. That was always how it was with the New Federation and their religion. Tarien had to pretend to be one of them and let her dreams of revenge go or else risk losing her life.

      Ever put up her hands. “Look, I thought I had a chance. I thought we could win… It doesn’t matter. Can you trust me if I tell you something that sounds crazy?”

      “Depends.”

      Ever put a finger on the table. “The reason I took that risk to go after the Hierophant without adequate ammunition and the reason I needed to get you aboard this ship are one and the same.”

      Out of the corner of Tarien’s eye, she saw a spout of water jump outside the window. Odd. “And that reason is?”

      Ever groaned. “How can I best word what’s at stake with my tongue so tied? You enjoy… living, right? And generally, you want most of the humans that, say, float on the ocean in ships or live in seaside towns to survive as well?”

      Tarien raised an eyebrow. “Have you gone mad?”

      “No more so than usual.” Ever sighed, leaning an arm over the back of her chair. “I swore an oath to my mother that I’d throw the Hierophant into the sea. It’s important that I fulfill it before the full moon after the summer solstice. Or else she’ll step in herself. That’s all I can tell you.” Ever was speaking in hyperbole.

      “I’m fairly certain your mother doesn’t have the capability to murder every human on the seas.”

      “Ah, but she does! I swear to you, if you help me solve this puzzle and find the Ocean Queen’s exact location, I’ll give this ship and crew over to you. The Hierophant is to meet one of his top merchants in a week and a half—and I have the cipher, equation, and map that can lead us to the location… if we can make sense of it. Pierre and I tried our best to solve the problem, but the equation keeps spitting out nonsense coordinates.”

      The New Federation kept news of their Hierophant top secret. Even his location aboard the Ocean Queen was always in flux. Tarien always assumed it was to prevent assassination attempts and to keep up the ruse that the leader had true magical powers when, as she suspected, he was a charlatan.

      “You’ll be captain as soon as this mission is over. You don’t even have to help me fight.” Ever held up a hand in what would be a solemn gesture for anyone else. “I swear on the Great Goddess’s tits.”

      Tarien pointed at Ever’s shirt. “One of your tits is falling out.”

      “Aye, so it is.” Ever made no motion to fix it, staring Tarien down with her brilliant eyes.

      A heavy silence sat over them for a moment before laughter at Ever’s utter absurdity overtook Tarien. “Gods, Ever.”

      “There’s that hard-earned smile I missed. I seem to recall you liking my tits.”

      Ever shirtless, scrubbing the deck while singing poorly, knowing full well anyone that’d harass her would regret it. Ever wearing beautiful dresses, button-up shirts, and tailored suits. The thrill Tarien always got when they returned to their room and Ever became Tarien’s alone.

      Tarien’s laughter fell off as the memories flooded her. “I did.”

      “Tar, I knew what I was giving up when I put you in that rowboat—my whole heart.”

      Tarien flinched first, turning away. “Don’t say that to me.”

      “Help me. Please. I promise it’ll all make sense when you solve that puzzle and I toss the Hierophant into the sea.”

      Not once had anything with Ever made sense. Yet Tarien couldn’t help herself. She took a deep breath. She’d give anything to solve the enigma that was Ever. Regardless of their future together, she loathed the zealous control the New Federation held over the region. Maybe she could do something about that.

      She’d made a promise to Captain Cartwright—whom the New Fed had hired—but not to them or their Hierophant directly. If Tarien happened to help Ever on her way to revenge, she’d technically not be breaking her word.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Chapter Three

      

      

      Blam, blam, blam. Piercing rapping on the door to the captain’s quarters jolted Ever out of her sleep. She groaned and rolled over to grab her robe. Nothing good ever happened in the predawn hours of the morning—well, not since she and Tarien had parted ways two years back.

      Seven days, the constant timer in her mind reminded her. And even less time to solve that damned cipher and sail the False Lady to where the merchant was supposed to meet the Hierophant. Ever trudged across the wood-planked floor on bare feet.

      Blam—Ever yanked open the door, and Tarien startled, almost dropping the hammer she held in her right hand. Ever wanted to sweep Tarien into her room, to pin her smaller body against the wall and kiss her like old times. Only seven damn days. Maybe Ever should just go for it and see Tarien’s reaction.

      But no, she wouldn’t reciprocate Ever’s feelings, and that’d be wrong. Even after Ever had tried so hard to explain. Seven days.

      Shoving her thoughts aside, Ever smirked and leaned against the doorframe. “Ya know, if you were that excited to see me, you could’ve come on in. The door was unlocked.”

      Even in the dim lighting of the waxing gibbous moon, Tarien’s eyes glared daggers. “I didn’t want to see you, idiot. That’s why I’m nailing it to your door.”

      “Hm, nailing what now?” Damn, Ever had been so distracted that she hadn’t noticed. She pulled a piece of parchment off a rusty nail and squinted at the writing on it. “What’s this?”

      “The solution. To your cartography problem.”

      Oh! Ever would need to bring it into better lighting to read it, if she even could. She squashed down frustration at being barely able to read at a child’s level, even after almost twenty years above the waves.

      Four steps in, she realized Tarien wasn’t following. Ever turned on her heel and ran back out. “Hey, you have to help me read this.”

      Tarien stopped and stood in moonlight on the deck. Ah, so beautiful. She wore simple trousers and an ink-stained shirt, but somehow, it was perfectly her.

      “Oh. I thought—never mind. I suppose I can explain before I go back to bed.”

      “Tar...” What could Ever even say? A stab of sharp-edged longing lodged in her chest. Tarien would never forgive her.

      Ever’s former love breezed past her into the captain’s quarters. “The solution was easy, once I realized that I had to input both sets of coordinates into the cipher then apply that number to the instructions. That was why it kept spitting out locations in the middle of rocks, islands, or other places that obviously weren’t the Hierophant’s meeting point.”

      Ever followed Tarien to the desk, where Tarien lit an oil lamp and spread the sheet over the flat surface.

      “Millie gave me our current location. We can be at the Hierophant’s meetup point in two days. Plenty of time before the meeting will happen.”

      “Show me.” 

      Tarien rewrote the whole equation and did the calculations once, twice, talking Ever though the process. “Do you have a bigger map? I’ll show you the best path.”

      Tarien was brilliant. Ever would miss watching her former co-captain work through problems.

      “Aye, let me get it.” Ever rummaged through one of the shelves and brought out the tube holding the map then spread it across the large table, knocking Pierre’s various sewing instruments to the side. Guess Tarien still loathed the Hierophant, even though her captain was in the New Feds’ employ.

      Tarien brought the measurement instruments and sheet of calculations from the desk to the table. It took her only a moment to find the location on the larger map and point. So sharp. No wonder the two of them had been unstoppable together. “Here.”

      Ever paused. “It’s a prime spot for an escape in any direction with the mists that roll off the mountains from the island nearby, plus the currents. It tracks. I’m…kinda betting it all here. I’m out of time and only have the artillery for one strike. Are you sure?” All of her proceeds from the past two years had been spent on ammunition. She wasn’t risking that bastard getting away again, and she sure as hell wasn’t going to put her crew in danger this time.

      Tarien gestured at the instruments and papers on the map. “As sure as I can be with the information you found. If you trust the info, then my calculations are correct.” She straightened. “That should be all you need. And with that, I'll head back to the sleeping quarters. Good night.”

      Ever’s gut twisted. “Wait. Stay with me?”

      “What?” Tarien jerked back as if such a suggestion was a slap. 

      “You've been sleeping with the rest of the crew.” Ever pointed behind her at the messy bed. “Sleep here instead. There’re only seven days until the Hierophant will be at the meetup location. That's not long.” It was no time at all.

      Tarien pressed her lips together. Ever knew what Tarien was about to say would hurt.

      “Ever.” Even the tone of Tarien’s voice on her name stung—like they were strangers or, worse, like there wasn’t a shred of their former closeness left to salvage. “I appreciate how well you’ve treated me aboard your ship over the past few days. And you know I’m happy to assist in any plot to fuck over the Hierophant. But you and I aren’t together and aren’t going to be together, no matter who we’re each working for.”

      “I'm not asking that.” Ever looked like a fool. Of course Tarien was going to refuse. She didn’t want to even be in Ever’s presence. It was just... “I’ve missed you. Our time together is short. I promise I won’t touch you or try anything. I just want to spend time near you.” How pathetic did that sound? “I only have the seven days, then⁠—”

      “Ev.” A flash of pain went across Tarien's face as she held up a hand to stop Ever from speaking. Was that look one of regret? “We can't have back what we had before. It was a mistake to trust you the first time. I get it. You have your own goals. I have mine. It was a miracle we worked as well together as we did. But the next time we get to port, I’m leaving your vessel. Unless I’m your prisoner for real.”

      “You’re not. Of course you’re not.” Would she even stay on the False Lady once Ever left? Was all this for nothing?

      “Good night.” Tarien didn’t meet Ever’s gaze as she hurried out of the room.

      Alone again, Ever traced her finger along the paths Tarien had drawn on the map. No. Ever held her chin up. It couldn’t be for nothing. She had one shot. She’d make it count.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Chapter Four

      

      

      Tarien watched the sea breeze ruffle Ever’s hair. She was wearing it loose, the wavy gold curls falling around her shoulders as the wind tossed it. The tips of Tarien’s fingers buzzed with the memory of touching it, of brushing it from Ever’s—no. She shouldn’t be noticing those things. Tarien turned her gaze to the foggy morning and choppy seas instead.

      How many times over the past four days had she found herself outside Ever’s door, too conflicted to knock? She was an utter fool.

      They’d found the meet-up point two days back then guided the False Lady away, hiding behind the jagged, mountainous island but keeping close enough to return at the correct moment. According to the messages Ever had intercepted, the Hierophant would arrive soon, thinking he’d meet a boat carrying his top merchant as well as a number of priests to distribute his orders. Instead, he’d be meeting cannon fire.

      Ever hadn’t shared all of her plan with Tarien, but given that the crew wouldn’t be boarding the Ocean Queen and wouldn’t be risking their lives, Tarien was satisfied it wouldn’t be a repeat of two years ago.

      Everyone had been speaking in hushed voices, waiting for Ever’s signal—all the misfits whom Tarien had gotten to know over the past week, bound together by the same complicated woman who’d both saved and ruined Tarien’s life. And she was about to ruin all of theirs.

      “We’re ready.” Ever nodded at Millie with a sad smile. “Saying goodbye to everyone individually would hurt worse. They’ll figure it out.”

      Tarien could barely make out Ever’s words above the wind. Had she heard that right—saying goodbye?

      Ever held up a fist to signal silence across the ship. They moved through the mist, into the waters where they’d meet the Hierophant and his frigate. The False Lady drifted, silent as a ghost. The cannoneers were ready. Tarien had watched Ever’s careful preparations. 

      And suddenly, there she was: the Ocean Queen, the secret ship of the Hierophant. Tarien had thought she’d be more impressive. Her hull was painted gray and barely visible in the mist.

      Ever dropped her hand, giving the signal. “All or nothing,” she murmured.

      Cannonball after cannonball ripped into the hull of the Ocean Queen. When a shot tore into their magazine, it detonated in a blaze. 

      Tarien held her breath. 

      But it was already over. The Hierophant and his crew didn’t even get to return a shot—exactly as planned. 

      After Tarien had counted ninety seconds in her head, the crew cheered. She could hardly hear them over the roaring in her ears.

      She stepped closer to Ever. “The plan was to just… sink it?” The last of the ship lowered into the depths. “What about the treasure on the ship? And your old vow of looking the Hierophant in the eye as you tossed him overboard?”

      “I…” Tears brimmed in Ever’s eyes as she smiled. She put a hand on Tarien’s, which lay on the railing. “I’m going to do that now. Toss him into the depths like I promised. You’ve been great with the crew over the past few days. Millie knows what to do from here. Everyone will grow to love you as their captain.” Ever put her other hand on Tarien’s shoulder. Warm, even through her jacket.

      “What?” Tarien blinked. Nothing Ever said made any sense.

      Ever pulled off her boots and handed them to Millie along with her hat, pistol, and sword. She shimmied out of her trousers and stood in drawers and a shirt. “Good crew of the False Lady!” She spread her arms wide. The rest of the crew had begun to wander out from their posts. “It’s been an absolute pleasure. I leave you in the best of care.” She winked at Tarien.

      What the hell kind of game was this?

      “Mon amor.” Pierre held his feathered hat to his heart, tears falling from his eyes as he stumbled toward his wife.

      “I know.” Ever kissed his cheeks. 

      Tarien turned away to give them a moment. Toss him into the depths like I promised. Was she planning to… drown herself? For what reason?

      Ever gave a deep bow. “Well, I hate a long goodbye, so good luck to ye all! Don’t wait up. Sail on out of here.”

      Tarien grabbed Ever’s shoulder and turned her to face her. “What’s going on?” Ever had sunk the Hierophant’s ship. There was no need for anything else. Time to head back to land.

      Where Tarien would help Cartwright’s crew capture Ever.

      No. Tarien’s heart lurched at the thought. She tried to grab tight to her anger but felt it slipping. Watching that awful man sink to the depths had churned up more confusing feelings. Thankfulness? He’d been the cause of Tarien’s family turning to fanaticism, the cause of the New Feds’ vise grip on the region. She couldn’t believe he was gone. The news seemed too good to be true.

      Her mind whirled with the possibilities of what could happen next. Of course the New Feds would still be in power without him, and they’d quickly put in a new leader, but at least this particular cruel bastard was gone. Could she get out of capturing Ever? Maybe she should fling that tracker into the ocean—it might not be too late.

      Tarien gripped Ever’s shoulder tighter. “Whatever you’re about to do, don’t. I have to tell you something important.”

      Ever’s silvery-blue eyes met Tarien’s. “I want to give you a proper farewell, but that would’ve needed to happen earlier, and…we’re still barely speaking. Ah, fuck it.”

      What?

      Ever grabbed Tarien behind her head and crushed Tarien’s lips to hers.

      “Mmh!” She startled, but Ever held her fast. What the hell was this? But ah, Ever tasted like she used to. When Ever twisted her fingers through Tarien’s hair, under the tie of her ponytail—the same familiar caress—she couldn’t bear to pull away. It was like taking her first breath of air after a deep dive. One kiss. Couldn’t hurt. She kissed Ever back like there was no tomorrow.

      They parted, and Tarien tried to get her mouth to make words again. She had to tell her about the tracker—had to stop Ever from… What was she trying to do again?

      Ever turned the opposite way and leaped off the deck.

      “Ever!” No, no, no! Tarien rushed to the railing to see a flash of Ever’s bright hair as the dark sea engulfed her.

      Shit. A sailor overboard rarely came back. Tarien did quick calculations. There was a chance of rescuing her—the galley wasn’t moving, and the False Lady had a rowboat the crew could lower.

      “Lower a boat!” Tarien yelled. She held her breath and gripped the railing, desperately scanning the waves for Ever’s blond head, looking for her to surface.

      Nothing.

      Tarien’s heart raced faster as seconds stretched on. “What the hell is she doing?” Tarien yelled to Millie, Pierre, or any of the crew who’d listen.

      Ever’s circle of most-trusted crew stood silent, with somber looks on their faces. And no one had moved to get a boat.

      How could they all be so calm about this? What weren’t they telling her?

      Tarien stomped to Pierre, aiming a finger at his frilly shirt. “You. You’re her husband. What’s her plan? What did she mean by telling us goodbye and to sail on out of here? Who’s getting her out of the water?”

      He pulled a handkerchief from his front pocket and dabbed at his eye. “Ah, our Ever couldn’t stay with us—the pull of the tide calls to her. She always said she’d have to return to the waves someday. Before this month’s full moon.”

      Jacques nodded sadly, rubbing circles on Pierre’s back. How could they all just stand here?

      Yes, over the years, Ever had alluded to similar things to Tarien…but Tarien never thought Ever would try to drown herself!

      “No, no. I don’t accept this.” Tarien started taking off her own boots and clothing. The logical side of her brain was yelling at her. If she also jumped into the water, she’d be risking her life. The most likely outcome: Ever wasn’t coming back. If Tarien dived in, too, she might not come back either.

      Her breath came faster and faster as she undressed. Why was Ever doing any of this, giving over her ship and crew before drowning herself? And that kiss… It lingered, the memory flaming on Tarien’s lips.

      Tarien kicked her clothes and boots aside. “Listen! Don’t leave this area until both Ever and I are back on board. I don’t care what she told you—this is an order! And for the Goddess’s sake, lower a damn boat to be ready for us!”

      She’d find Ever. She had to. This couldn’t be how Ever died. Yes, Tarien had wanted revenge and to get her own freedom from the New Feds’ strict rules as a reward, but this wasn’t right!

      Tarien leaped feet first from the ship’s railing. The jolt of cold water made her every muscle contract, but she forced herself to move, swimming with all she had to the area where she’d last seen Ever. Tarien plunged under the surface.

      Her vision was useless here—only endless deep water in every direction. Shit. There wasn’t a plan. Ever… How was Tarien supposed to search the whole ocean? She rose to the surface to gulp a breath. “Ever!” Nothing. Tarien slammed her fist into a wave. “Damn it all! Ev⁠—”

      Something grabbed Tarien’s leg and yanked her straight down. She clamped down on her air supply before she lost more of it as her bubbles trailed upward toward the surface. Clawing at whatever held her leg, she kicked it with all her might, but it was like the ocean itself was pulling her downward. What kind of current was this? Her heart beat faster and faster as she flailed against whatever this was. Dammit, she was going to drown here!

      A flash of gold—Ever? Her shape was distorted in the murky water, like she floated behind a piece of glass. It had to be a hallucination, but Tarien reached out as the current dragged her deeper.

      Long arms burst through the shimmering surface and grabbed Tarien’s shoulders, hauling her into a warm body.

      “What are you doing here?” Ever’s voice, incredulous.

      Tarien gasped in air, clinging to Ever, arms wrapped around her back, holding her as tight as she could. Tarien was crying. Why was she crying? She turned her face into Ever’s wet hair.

      Ever. Alive. They were both alive. This space they floated in…it looked like some sort of bubble. Tarien had never heard of such a phenomenon.

      “You came after me?” Ever asked.

      Like there could be any doubt. Finally, Tarien’s brain seemed to connect to her mouth. “I couldn’t leave you to drown in the depths! What the hell are you doing? Where are we?”

      Their wet limbs tangled together in the rounded bottom of the bubble as they slumped down. Ever was warm, breathing. Tarien could cope with whatever was happening as long as Ever wasn’t dead.

      “You’re alive.” Tarien realized her body was trembling.

      “I had to return to the sea. I'm sorry I couldn't tell you. But Geoff isn’t fucking here, so I have to go back to the surface again.”

      “Geoff?”

      “The Hierophant. Remember? That’s his real name.”

      “I…thought you made that up.” Wasn’t that Ever’s old joke when they were hunting him two years ago?

      “I sank his ship, but he wasn’t on board.”

      Oh fuck. The tracker. The New Feds had the map that connected to the tracker on Ever’s ship. They could’ve moved him from the Ocean Queen once they realized the False Lady was near. “You're going to hate me for this, but there’s something I have to tell you. We have to get back to the surface. If we don’t⁠—”

      Trespasser.

      A clear voice boomed in Tarien’s head, as sure as if she’d heard someone speak aloud. What the hell was happening now?

      “Mother!” Ever yelled. 

      Tarien winced, the sound painfully loud in the tiny bubble of air. Mother?

      “Let us go back to the surface! Tarien is…” She cupped Tarien’s cheek and searched her eyes. “…with me.”

      Whatever was happening, Ever needed to know the full truth before making any decisions. “Ever, listen⁠—”

      Ever hauled Tarien up by the shoulders until their lips met.

      Tarien must’ve died, hallucinating her way to the depths. A voice had spoken directly into her head, and Ever had responded to it. Ever was alive, and her soft lips were on Tarien’s. All impossible things.

      Tarien pulled back from the kiss and stared at Ever. She was shockingly gorgeous, as always. Unconventional. Ever’s eyes glowed under the water, her whole body shining in a faint silvery shimmer. Tarien had noticed it before and had always written it off as a trick of the light. But she wasn’t imagining it. Ever was otherworldly. Something rare and magical. Tarien reached up to cup her cheek. 

      “What…are you?” How had Tarien never realized Ever possessed actual magic? It was rare, but Ever was Ever. Tarien should’ve known. She could only guess it was another thing her former lover had hidden from her.

      She is my daughter. You are an interloper. The voice boomed from both everywhere and nowhere, surrounding them. A faint deep-blue outline of a woman stretched under them, large enough to toss the False Lady like a bath toy. Was this the ocean itself who spoke? Maybe.

      A sinking feeling hit Tarien’s gut. She was looking at something no human was supposed to. Beautiful, wild, terrible. Like staring into a hurricane.

      “Send us to the surface!” Ever gripped Tarien more tightly. “I’m not done with my mission. Geoff was supposed to be on that ship. But I still have until your deadline of the next full moon. I swear to it! And…after I throw him into the ocean and come back, I’ll even stay with you! Won’t try to escape again or anything. Promise. Swim on the diligent-daughter path. With fins again, if you want.”

      A daughter of the ocean? Fins?

      Tarien stared into Ever’s silver eyes. “You’re…?”

      If that’s your will, then go. But the human is mine. They’ve seen us. You remember the deal.

      “No!” Ever clung to Tarien hard enough to bruise the backs of her arms. “I need Tarien’s help. Please. She has information I don’t.”

      Tarien had no information. In fact, she was sure she knew nothing at all about anything.

      Ever’s fingers dug into Tarien’s skin as the seconds of silence stretched out.

      Very well. I will allow you this one leniency: for your companion to reach the surface. If she tries to enter the ocean after that, I’ll take my due. 

      A cold tendril wrapped itself around Tarien’s arm. It burned for a flash before disappearing. She stared at the imprint it left—like a squid’s arm. 

      Her due? Had to mean Tarien’s life. And whatever this voice was, it wasn’t something Tarien could fight—it’d pulled her down impossibly fast.

      Suddenly, Tarien was shooting through the water, holding on to Ever for dear life.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Chapter Five

      

      

      Tarien watched the sea breeze ruffle Ever’s hair. She was wearing it loose, the wavy gold curls falling around her shoulders as the wind tossed it. The tips of Tarien’s fingers buzzed with the memory of touching it, of brushing it from Ever’s—no. She shouldn’t be noticing those things. Tarien turned her gaze to the foggy morning and choppy seas instead.

      How many times over the past four days had she found herself outside Ever’s door, too conflicted to knock? She was an utter fool.

      They’d found the meet-up point two days back then guided the False Lady away, hiding behind the jagged, mountainous island but keeping close enough to return at the correct moment. According to the messages Ever had intercepted, the Hierophant would arrive soon, thinking he’d meet a boat carrying his top merchant as well as a number of priests to distribute his orders. Instead, he’d be meeting cannon fire.

      Ever hadn’t shared all of her plan with Tarien, but given that the crew wouldn’t be boarding the Ocean Queen and wouldn’t be risking their lives, Tarien was satisfied it wouldn’t be a repeat of two years ago.

      Everyone had been speaking in hushed voices, waiting for Ever’s signal—all the misfits whom Tarien had gotten to know over the past week, bound together by the same complicated woman who’d both saved and ruined Tarien’s life. And she was about to ruin all of theirs.

      “We’re ready.” Ever nodded at Millie with a sad smile. “Saying goodbye to everyone individually would hurt worse. They’ll figure it out.”

      Tarien could barely make out Ever’s words above the wind. Had she heard that right—saying goodbye?

      Ever held up a fist to signal silence across the ship. They moved through the mist, into the waters where they’d meet the Hierophant and his frigate. The False Lady drifted, silent as a ghost. The cannoneers were ready. Tarien had watched Ever’s careful preparations. 

      And suddenly, there she was: the Ocean Queen, the secret ship of the Hierophant. Tarien had thought she’d be more impressive. Her hull was painted gray and barely visible in the mist.

      Ever dropped her hand, giving the signal. “All or nothing,” she murmured.

      Cannonball after cannonball ripped into the hull of the Ocean Queen. When a shot tore into their magazine, it detonated in a blaze. 

      Tarien held her breath. 

      But it was already over. The Hierophant and his crew didn’t even get to return a shot—exactly as planned. 

      After Tarien had counted ninety seconds in her head, the crew cheered. She could hardly hear them over the roaring in her ears.

      She stepped closer to Ever. “The plan was to just… sink it?” The last of the ship lowered into the depths. “What about the treasure on the ship? And your old vow of looking the Hierophant in the eye as you tossed him overboard?”

      “I…” Tears brimmed in Ever’s eyes as she smiled. She put a hand on Tarien’s, which lay on the railing. “I’m going to do that now. Toss him into the depths like I promised. You’ve been great with the crew over the past few days. Millie knows what to do from here. Everyone will grow to love you as their captain.” Ever put her other hand on Tarien’s shoulder. Warm, even through her jacket.

      “What?” Tarien blinked. Nothing Ever said made any sense.

      Ever pulled off her boots and handed them to Millie along with her hat, pistol, and sword. She shimmied out of her trousers and stood in drawers and a shirt. “Good crew of the False Lady!” She spread her arms wide. The rest of the crew had begun to wander out from their posts. “It’s been an absolute pleasure. I leave you in the best of care.” She winked at Tarien.

      What the hell kind of game was this?

      “Mon amor.” Pierre held his feathered hat to his heart, tears falling from his eyes as he stumbled toward his wife.

      “I know.” Ever kissed his cheeks. 

      Tarien turned away to give them a moment. Toss him into the depths like I promised. Was she planning to… drown herself? For what reason?

      Ever gave a deep bow. “Well, I hate a long goodbye, so good luck to ye all! Don’t wait up. Sail on out of here.”

      Tarien grabbed Ever’s shoulder and turned her to face her. “What’s going on?” Ever had sunk the Hierophant’s ship. There was no need for anything else. Time to head back to land.

      Where Tarien would help Cartwright’s crew capture Ever.

      No. Tarien’s heart lurched at the thought. She tried to grab tight to her anger but felt it slipping. Watching that awful man sink to the depths had churned up more confusing feelings. Thankfulness? He’d been the cause of Tarien’s family turning to fanaticism, the cause of the New Feds’ vise grip on the region. She couldn’t believe he was gone. The news seemed too good to be true.

      Her mind whirled with the possibilities of what could happen next. Of course the New Feds would still be in power without him, and they’d quickly put in a new leader, but at least this particular cruel bastard was gone. Could she get out of capturing Ever? Maybe she should fling that tracker into the ocean—it might not be too late.

      Tarien gripped Ever’s shoulder tighter. “Whatever you’re about to do, don’t. I have to tell you something important.”

      Ever’s silvery-blue eyes met Tarien’s. “I want to give you a proper farewell, but that would’ve needed to happen earlier, and…we’re still barely speaking. Ah, fuck it.”

      What?

      Ever grabbed Tarien behind her head and crushed Tarien’s lips to hers.

      “Mmh!” She startled, but Ever held her fast. What the hell was this? But ah, Ever tasted like she used to. When Ever twisted her fingers through Tarien’s hair, under the tie of her ponytail—the same familiar caress—she couldn’t bear to pull away. It was like taking her first breath of air after a deep dive. One kiss. Couldn’t hurt. She kissed Ever back like there was no tomorrow.

      They parted, and Tarien tried to get her mouth to make words again. She had to tell her about the tracker—had to stop Ever from… What was she trying to do again?

      Ever turned the opposite way and leaped off the deck.

      “Ever!” No, no, no! Tarien rushed to the railing to see a flash of Ever’s bright hair as the dark sea engulfed her.

      Shit. A sailor overboard rarely came back. Tarien did quick calculations. There was a chance of rescuing her—the galley wasn’t moving, and the False Lady had a rowboat the crew could lower.

      “Lower a boat!” Tarien yelled. She held her breath and gripped the railing, desperately scanning the waves for Ever’s blond head, looking for her to surface.

      Nothing.

      Tarien’s heart raced faster as seconds stretched on. “What the hell is she doing?” Tarien yelled to Millie, Pierre, or any of the crew who’d listen.

      Ever’s circle of most-trusted crew stood silent, with somber looks on their faces. And no one had moved to get a boat.

      How could they all be so calm about this? What weren’t they telling her?

      Tarien stomped to Pierre, aiming a finger at his frilly shirt. “You. You’re her husband. What’s her plan? What did she mean by telling us goodbye and to sail on out of here? Who’s getting her out of the water?”

      He pulled a handkerchief from his front pocket and dabbed at his eye. “Ah, our Ever couldn’t stay with us—the pull of the tide calls to her. She always said she’d have to return to the waves someday. Before this month’s full moon.”

      Jacques nodded sadly, rubbing circles on Pierre’s back. How could they all just stand here?

      Yes, over the years, Ever had alluded to similar things to Tarien…but Tarien never thought Ever would try to drown herself!

      “No, no. I don’t accept this.” Tarien started taking off her own boots and clothing. The logical side of her brain was yelling at her. If she also jumped into the water, she’d be risking her life. The most likely outcome: Ever wasn’t coming back. If Tarien dived in, too, she might not come back either.

      Her breath came faster and faster as she undressed. Why was Ever doing any of this, giving over her ship and crew before drowning herself? And that kiss… It lingered, the memory flaming on Tarien’s lips.

      Tarien kicked her clothes and boots aside. “Listen! Don’t leave this area until both Ever and I are back on board. I don’t care what she told you—this is an order! And for the Goddess’s sake, lower a damn boat to be ready for us!”

      She’d find Ever. She had to. This couldn’t be how Ever died. Yes, Tarien had wanted revenge and to get her own freedom from the New Feds’ strict rules as a reward, but this wasn’t right!

      Tarien leaped feet first from the ship’s railing. The jolt of cold water made her every muscle contract, but she forced herself to move, swimming with all she had to the area where she’d last seen Ever. Tarien plunged under the surface.

      Her vision was useless here—only endless deep water in every direction. Shit. There wasn’t a plan. Ever… How was Tarien supposed to search the whole ocean? She rose to the surface to gulp a breath. “Ever!” Nothing. Tarien slammed her fist into a wave. “Damn it all! Ev⁠—”

      Something grabbed Tarien’s leg and yanked her straight down. She clamped down on her air supply before she lost more of it as her bubbles trailed upward toward the surface. Clawing at whatever held her leg, she kicked it with all her might, but it was like the ocean itself was pulling her downward. What kind of current was this? Her heart beat faster and faster as she flailed against whatever this was. Dammit, she was going to drown here!

      A flash of gold—Ever? Her shape was distorted in the murky water, like she floated behind a piece of glass. It had to be a hallucination, but Tarien reached out as the current dragged her deeper.

      Long arms burst through the shimmering surface and grabbed Tarien’s shoulders, hauling her into a warm body.

      “What are you doing here?” Ever’s voice, incredulous.

      Tarien gasped in air, clinging to Ever, arms wrapped around her back, holding her as tight as she could. Tarien was crying. Why was she crying? She turned her face into Ever’s wet hair.

      Ever. Alive. They were both alive. This space they floated in…it looked like some sort of bubble. Tarien had never heard of such a phenomenon.

      “You came after me?” Ever asked.

      Like there could be any doubt. Finally, Tarien’s brain seemed to connect to her mouth. “I couldn’t leave you to drown in the depths! What the hell are you doing? Where are we?”

      Their wet limbs tangled together in the rounded bottom of the bubble as they slumped down. Ever was warm, breathing. Tarien could cope with whatever was happening as long as Ever wasn’t dead.

      “You’re alive.” Tarien realized her body was trembling.

      “I had to return to the sea. I'm sorry I couldn't tell you. But Geoff isn’t fucking here, so I have to go back to the surface again.”

      “Geoff?”

      “The Hierophant. Remember? That’s his real name.”

      “I…thought you made that up.” Wasn’t that Ever’s old joke when they were hunting him two years ago?

      “I sank his ship, but he wasn’t on board.”

      Oh fuck. The tracker. The New Feds had the map that connected to the tracker on Ever’s ship. They could’ve moved him from the Ocean Queen once they realized the False Lady was near. “You're going to hate me for this, but there’s something I have to tell you. We have to get back to the surface. If we don’t⁠—”

      Trespasser.

      A clear voice boomed in Tarien’s head, as sure as if she’d heard someone speak aloud. What the hell was happening now?

      “Mother!” Ever yelled. 

      Tarien winced, the sound painfully loud in the tiny bubble of air. Mother?

      “Let us go back to the surface! Tarien is…” She cupped Tarien’s cheek and searched her eyes. “…with me.”

      Whatever was happening, Ever needed to know the full truth before making any decisions. “Ever, listen⁠—”

      Ever hauled Tarien up by the shoulders until their lips met.

      Tarien must’ve died, hallucinating her way to the depths. A voice had spoken directly into her head, and Ever had responded to it. Ever was alive, and her soft lips were on Tarien’s. All impossible things.

      Tarien pulled back from the kiss and stared at Ever. She was shockingly gorgeous, as always. Unconventional. Ever’s eyes glowed under the water, her whole body shining in a faint silvery shimmer. Tarien had noticed it before and had always written it off as a trick of the light. But she wasn’t imagining it. Ever was otherworldly. Something rare and magical. Tarien reached up to cup her cheek. 

      “What…are you?” How had Tarien never realized Ever possessed actual magic? It was rare, but Ever was Ever. Tarien should’ve known. She could only guess it was another thing her former lover had hidden from her.

      She is my daughter. You are an interloper. The voice boomed from both everywhere and nowhere, surrounding them. A faint deep-blue outline of a woman stretched under them, large enough to toss the False Lady like a bath toy. Was this the ocean itself who spoke? Maybe.

      A sinking feeling hit Tarien’s gut. She was looking at something no human was supposed to. Beautiful, wild, terrible. Like staring into a hurricane.

      “Send us to the surface!” Ever gripped Tarien more tightly. “I’m not done with my mission. Geoff was supposed to be on that ship. But I still have until your deadline of the next full moon. I swear to it! And…after I throw him into the ocean and come back, I’ll even stay with you! Won’t try to escape again or anything. Promise. Swim on the diligent-daughter path. With fins again, if you want.”

      A daughter of the ocean? Fins?

      Tarien stared into Ever’s silver eyes. “You’re…?”

      If that’s your will, then go. But the human is mine. They’ve seen us. You remember the deal.

      “No!” Ever clung to Tarien hard enough to bruise the backs of her arms. “I need Tarien’s help. Please. She has information I don’t.”

      Tarien had no information. In fact, she was sure she knew nothing at all about anything.

      Ever’s fingers dug into Tarien’s skin as the seconds of silence stretched out.

      Very well. I will allow you this one leniency: for your companion to reach the surface. If she tries to enter the ocean after that, I’ll take my due.

      A cold tendril wrapped itself around Tarien’s arm. It burned for a flash before disappearing. She stared at the imprint it left—like a squid’s arm.

      Her due? Had to mean Tarien’s life. And whatever this voice was, it wasn’t something Tarien could fight—it’d pulled her down impossibly fast.

      Suddenly, Tarien was shooting through the water, holding on to Ever for dear life.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Chapter Six

      

      

      The Graylinn back alleys were both disgusting and a delight. Ever absorbed all the mundane details as they passed: the rancid smell of fish from the backs of the restaurants where their trash piled, the vendors selling beautiful handmade bags and clothes from carts, and the hustle of the coastal town winding down at the end of day.

      “Cartwright isn’t a true believer. He doesn’t think the Hierophant is a god,” Tarien said as they walked casually toward the mayor’s estate, where Cartwright was apparently staying with the intention of scouting out the guard situation.

      They’d managed to sell the fisherman’s horse to purchase food and a decent knife and had pocketed the rest, just in case. The sun was dipping low. Another day down. The weight of dread settled in Ever’s chest. She only had two more sunsets left above the waves, if that.

      “Cartwright thinks the actual believers among the New Feds as well as any follower of a religion to be superstitious fools. It was one of the reasons we worked well together when I was on his crew,” Tarien continued.

      “Ahh, you’re telling me you fit right in with the New Feds? I see how it is.”

      Tarien stopped walking and turned to Ever, face in a delightful scowl. “Cartwright has been staying onshore, working deals with the New Feds for most of the last year, while Jeremy and I sailed in his stead. He should have an idea of where they would’ve taken you if I brought you in and of who was giving the order. We have to do this right and avoid the majority of the guards. Things could go sour very quickly. I’m not quite sure how to ask Cartwright what they want without arousing his suspicions.”

      “We know they want me. I mean, doesn’t everybody?” Ever ran a hand down her curvy frame over the clothing they’d stolen from the fisherman. “Except my husband.” She wanted to ask Tarien, do you? Foolish. She and Tarien could never be romantic partners again, even if they did manage to stop her mother’s incoming flood.

      “Ever. I swear. I’m trying to do my best to guess what they’re going to do and how we should handle this. The last thing we need is you running your mouth and antagonizing someone when we’re only armed with one knife.”

      Ever glanced up the street to see the mayor’s home—a huge sprawling estate with an iron gate. “Well, let’s go see your boss. Time to turn myself in.” Time was ticking by, every second closer to her mom committing mass murder. It’d be all her fault.

      “No. That was never the plan.”

      Ever whirled on her heel. “Excuse me?” Didn’t she make it clear enough that this was the only way they’d have a shot at finding Geoff? She crossed her arms. “Okay, then. Name your great plan. Because what you’ve been describing isn’t going to work.”

      Tarien’s face was a schooled neutral as she paused. “I go in alone. Confess I lost you. Then I demand to see the Hierophant directly to get his blessing.”

      She couldn’t fool Ever—this was a desperate grasp. Ever held up a finger. “One, you just said Cartwright wasn’t a believer. Two, you have no leverage to ask that. You’re a corsair at best. Wait… quartermaster to a corsair.”

      Tarien pointed at Ever’s chest. “Your plan carries too much risk. I thought you’d died before—I can’t go through that again.”

      Didn’t Tarien still hate her? Ugh, they had no time for this. “We were dueling just days ago. Sure seemed like you were gonna cut my throat.”

      “I considered it. But that’s different.” Tarien wouldn’t meet her eyes, crossing her arms, too, and looking off to the side of the cobblestone street. “No one’s allowed to kill you but me.”

      Ever snorted. “Oh really?”

      Here was Tarien’s damn stubbornness setting in. The last thing Ever needed.

      Tarien nodded. “Yeah. We have a day left, maybe two, depending on how your mother is measuring the start of this full moon. Let’s find a place to stay, then I’ll go tomorrow morning to speak with Cartwright alone. You can find the crew.”

      Irritation pricked Ever’s ears and scalp. Well, if this was how Tarien was going to play it, cutting her out… Ever lunged forward and grabbed the knife from Tarien’s belt. “Ha. Disarmed ya.” She raised the tip of the blade to Tarien’s chin. “Maybe I’ll make my own deal with the New Feds and turn you in.”

      Tarien rolled her eyes. “Ever, this is serious. You could die. We all could die.”

      Didn’t she know it. All the more reason to live while she could. She flashed the knife and held it to Tarien’s throat. Bystanders from the town had begun to whisper and point. Good. “What are you going to do? What if this was my plan all along? To double-cross you again? I could have my own deal with Cartnight, for all you know.” Ever made her voice rise and fall in intensity. Layering the drama was always fun.

      Tarien didn’t flinch. “It’s Cartwright. I’m no fool. You don’t have a plan now, and it’s much less likely you hatched some grand plot to double-cross me before your failed attempt to kill the Hierophant.”

      “It didn’t fail. You ruined it by putting a tracker on my ship! Now go make up for it by finding my crew.” Ever circled Tarien slowly, holding the knife to her chin.

      People were forming a ring around them, and after just a moment, two guards burst through. Well, this brought attention, at least. Law enforcement would have to arrest her now—and Tarien could be long gone with the rest of the crew before Ever’s mother brought the wave to drown the bay.

      “Tarien?” A man pushed through the crowd, coming from the direction of the mansion.

      Oh damn.

      A smile curled under his salt-and-pepper mustache. “And Ever. Time to drop that knife.”

      That voice… His face was different, but Ever would recognize him anywhere. 

      Geoff. The man who'd stolen her mother's heart and invoked her wrath.

      “Captain Cartwright, sir.” Tarien gave a curt nod. “She wasn’t—I wasn’t…”

      Tarien didn’t realize who he was. How was Ever going to tell her without saying it in front of him? Why was the Hierophant, the leader of the whole fucking government, disguised as a corsair captain?

      Ever dropped her knife to the cobblestone street, and Tarien snatched it up. She seemed stunned, looking around at the overwhelming number of guards and civilians.

      “You had fortuitous timing bringing her to me, regardless of her ill-conceived escape attempt.” This so-called Cartwright held up a piece of parchment and handed it to Tarien. How many other aliases did he have? “At midday, I received this message from Jeremy and the rest of our crew. They captured the False Lady, and she’s docked in the harbor. However, by the time we boarded, she was missing her captain, crew, and my quartermaster.” He turned a smile at Tarien. “Good to see all’s well that ends well.” Three more guards wearing blue New Federation coats filed in, surrounding Tarien and Ever.

      Missing the crew? Where had they gone? Surely her mother hadn’t drowned them before the New Federation captured the galley.

      He handed another piece of parchment to Tarien. “You can follow this map to the tracker you placed, which is still on the ship. I couldn’t have apprehended this criminal without your cooperation. You have my gratitude, and the False Lady is your rightful payment along with an honorable discharge from my ranks.”

      “Tar.” Ever kept her whisper barely above a breath then looked at Cartwright pointedly. “Turd.”

      Tarien met her eyes, and Ever hoped she understood. 

      Ever needed to try to get more information on what he intended to do next while both Tarien and she were still together. Ever struggled as the guards held her. “Gods no! My husband! How can I live with the fact that I’ll never feel his sweaty body on mine again? At least his seed will live on as our babe grows. Since the New Federation isn’t so barbaric as to execute a pregnant woman, you’ll of course have to release me to let me give birth.”

      “Execution isn’t in the plans the New Federation has for you,” Cartwright said, tone clipped. “I’m escorting you directly to the Justicar.”

      That was the New Federation’s prisoner-transport ship. They were going on the water. She might still have a chance of success, then.

      Please, go find Pierre. Sail out of the bay and be safe, she wished with all her might.

      Geoff was Ever’s problem to deal with. Always had been her problem. She’d toss him into the ocean, then her mother would spare the bay and all its people.
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        * * *

      

      The tracker’s map didn’t lead to the ship. Tarien had figured that out as soon as she’d opened it. She raced through the cobblestone streets, pushing her way around people as she read the map. She had to find the crew and get to the False Lady so they could follow the Justicar and rescue Ever. Every second that went by was a second too many.

      Tarien followed the soft blinking ping on the paper map. It led to… a tailoring shop? Yet there could be no mistake.

      She pushed open the door, tucking the map into the front pocket of her stolen gray jacket.

      An elderly man was seated behind a desk, attaching a button to someone’s pair of breeches. “What d’ya want?”

      “Excuse me,” Tarien said as she approached. She didn’t recognize him, but there was something familiar about his face. “I believe I might’ve misplaced an item in your store.”

      “Haven’t seen ye before, so I doubt it.” The man barely raised his eyes to her, his needle going in and out of the garment. He looked a little like Pierre but was at least forty years too old. A relation?

      She didn’t have time for this. “I know I’m not mistaken because I have the other⁠—”

      There—a dress hanging in the corner. That was the exact dress Pierre had worn when she first came on the ship. She remembered the ridiculous layers and how Ever had told Pierre to keep it.

      “I need to talk to Pierre. It’s urgent. About Ever.”

      The man dropped the needle and pants, glancing around the otherwise-empty shop. He leaned forward, his blue eyes glaring into hers. “Get out of here. We don’t serve New Federation lapdogs.”

      Ugh, Ever could be in danger, and she was stuck here! She grabbed a fistful of the shopkeeper’s collar and hauled him to his feet. “Where are they? I know someone from the ship is here—I have the other end of the damn tracker!”

      A curtain swished, and someone flung her New Federation jacket at her face. She released the man and caught the garment.

      “Here’s your damn tracker, traitor.” Millie stood in the doorway, arms crossed, face hard.

      “How’d you escape? And how’d you figure out the tracker?” The thing was worth a crazy amount of money, but wasn’t taking it too high a risk?

      “This isn’t the first time the False Lady has been held up by the New Fed bastards. As for the tracker, I found it in your jacket when I gathered it after you went overboard. Lucky I did, too, because I had time to get everyone hidden right before they boarded us. I brought it with me because it’ll fetch a steep price on the black market, but it looks like it did double duty bringing you to me. Now as a bonus, I get to tell you off.”

      Thank the Goddess, they’re all alive. Tarien let out a breath. “We have to go, now. Cartwright—my old boss—is the Hierophant in disguise. I don’t know why he’s playing this part, but he must’ve put a decoy ship out, and that’s what we sank.”

      Millie’s expression didn't soften. “Not we. You did nothing but ruin all of our plans. I realized what was on our ship when the New Feds surrounded us. ’Bout the same time we figured out that, of course, we didn’t destroy their Hierophant. They knew exactly where we were on the ocean from the moment you came aboard.”

      The accusation stung because it was true. “I’m sorry. I know it doesn’t mean anything to you, but I didn’t realize that Ever…” Tarien shook herself. She’d gain nothing by arguing.

      The old man winked at her. Up close, it appeared he was wearing some sort of thick makeup. “We hid in the smuggling compartments. Magically hidden. My design.”

      Wait. Was this old man Pierre in makeup?

      “It doesn’t matter anymore. Ever was right. You can throw me overboard later, but we have to go and now. Ever is on Cartwright’s prisoner transport ship, the Justicar.” It didn’t even matter that going overboard was a death sentence. Tarien had to find Ever.

      Tarien had wondered why Cartwright didn’t take to the sea himself anymore. Now it made sense—he was avoiding the Goddess until he had the piece that could protect him: Ever.

      Millie called to someone behind them, leaning around the curtain. “This crew doesn’t have to go anywhere with you. Thanks for the information. We’ll figure out how to get our captain back without you. There’s no risk of carrying a traitor with us that way.”

      Tarien could threaten them. She had a knife in her belt. It wasn’t much against the full crew, but she could challenge Millie or Pierre for the leadership of the False Lady. But that would take time and delay her further. The window for getting aboard Cartwright’s ship, or even following, was closing fast.

      “Well, I'm going after her.” Tarien pulled the map from her coat and slammed it onto the desk in front of Pierre. Maybe the crew would follow the tracker if she left the map for them. “Ever expressed her wishes for you all to sail out of the bay as soon as possible. She said her mother was about to flood the bay and would drown every human she could.” Tarien yanked the enchanted pocket watch out of her navy-blue jacket and shoved it into the pocket of her stolen one. No way was she wearing New Fed colors ever again. “I’m going to get on that ship. Follow the map if you want her location.”

      She nodded at Millie then turned and ran from the shop. If Tarien hurried, she could reach the docks and get aboard the Justicar, either by pulling rank or stowing away. She didn’t have much, just her wits and a knife. But maybe they would be enough. Worse odds had been against her before.

      No one’s allowed to kill you but me. She couldn’t believe she’d said that out loud to Ever. It was foolish. But as long as she breathed, she’d never stop trying to save Ever, even if it led to her own death by her former captain or by the Sea Goddess.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Chapter Seven

      

      

      Ever yanked on the cuffs attached to the wooden pillar again, looking around the sparse room. A useless effort. It wasn’t a jail cell, but it might as well have been. A jail cell would’ve been an improvement, because at least she’d have the guards to possibly trick into giving her an out. This room had one door, and she’d listened to them bar it when locking her in.

      She wondered what time it was. And how long she had left before the full moon cycle began. There were no windows for her to even take a guess based on light. Geoff hadn’t trusted her to be with the rest of the prisoners. 

      It was true—she absolutely would’ve tried to start a riot. But since she was stuck in this room, every effort felt pointless.

      This ship was larger than the False Lady and slower. Tarien, Pierre, and the rest could catch up. No. She hoped more than anything that they’d all sail out of the bay and save themselves. She’d find an opportunity to get to Geoff.

      “Unhand me!”

      That was Tarien's voice!

      Ever jerked to stand, sliding the cuffs up the pole. The door to the room burst open, and four guards hauled Tarien in. One of her cheeks was puffy and bleeding, and she had scrapes on her hands and maybe a stab wound in her leg. Blood spread slowly over her breeches. Ever’s stomach clenched.

      No... Tarien here meant that the crew had failed—that Ever had failed. It meant when her mother pulled this ship down, Tarien would drown too. 

      The four men pushed Tarien to the pillar next to Ever and slapped cuffs around her hands, pinning them a foot apart. Tarien spit in their direction as they retreated and bolted the door behind them.

      As soon as they left, obvious relief washed across Tarien’s face. “You’re alive,” she said with a sigh. “Thank the Goddess.” She pushed her forehead to Ever’s, closing her eyes.

      “No, don’t thank the Goddess!” Ever shoved at Tarien. This was a disaster. “She’s about to drown you! Why are you here? I did all I could to make sure you and the rest of our crew could escape with your lives! Or if a miracle happened and I saw you again, it’d mean that you and the crew somehow blew Geoff, Turd of the Deep, to the fathoms below.” Of course her treacherous heart was glad to see Tarien, the selfish asshole it was. But Tarien needed to be far from here. The two of them couldn’t overwhelm Geoff and all his guards, especially chained in a windowless room.

      Tarien smiled. Actually smiled. Had the guards struck her hard in the head?

      Ever jerked again against her bonds. “I tried to figure out an escape. I tried to flirt with the guards, tried to distract Geoff, tried to taunt him into keeping me near him, but he stuck me here instead. He’s not going to open that door again for hours—when we reach his destination.”

      “Yeah, I figured that out when I snuck into the ship’s jail, looking for you. When they captured me, Cartwright—Geoff—told the guards I’d be useful in convincing you to do as he said and to chain me in here with you.”

      That was even worse. Ever studied Tar’s serene face. “How can you be so calm about this? Oh! You must have another plan. What’s about to happen? Did you rig up a surprise for Geoff with the rest of the crew?”

      Tarien looked a little sheepish, wiggling her hands behind her back in her cuffs. “Er…not so much. I had to get aboard this prisoner transport ship before it left the dock. Your crew appear to be unharmed, but they don’t trust me, not after I put the tracker on your ship. I took it with me and gave them the map. I’m hopeful they’ll follow, but regardless, I would’ve come for you.”

      Now she decided to be noble? “That’s… foolish! You always try to save yourself—I wanted you to save yourself!”

      Tarien shook her head. “Anything would be worth it to see you again. I had to tell you how I feel. I’m…not mad at you anymore. I forgive you. Even though I told you I’d never. Please forgive me too.” Her words were stiff and awkward. With anyone else, they might’ve sounded cold, but from Tarien…

      Tears pricked Ever’s eyes. “Of course I forgive you.”

      Tarien kissed her suddenly. Her lips were warm, tasting salty with the hint of blood, from her prison break and sea breeze and who knew what else. These could be their last moments together, and Ever couldn’t even cup her love’s face. 

      “Ah, there we go.” Tarien’s cuffs fell to the floor with a metallic clatter.

      How?

      “As you know, security is shoddy here. Just kidding. I knew I risked capture, so I stuck a lock pick in my hair,” Tarien answered before Ever could ask. “Cartwright seemed busy with something else.” Tarien had started picking the lock on Ever’s cuffs as she spoke. “Do you know where he’s going? It’s not to the prison—we’re sailing in the wrong direction for that.”

      Ever had a good guess. “He’s trying to find the island where he first met my mother—their secret meeting spot. He wants to threaten her with me. And now to threaten me with you.”

      Tarien nodded as she gave the lock a twist and Ever’s cuffs fell away. “We won’t let that happen. Even if your crew doesn’t come to aid us, the two of us can handle tossing him into the ocean.”

      This strange confidence… Ever shoved it out of her mind and threw her arms around Tarien. Relief flooded through her at the touch, and she sighed into Tar’s warm embrace. Holding each other always felt so right—like coming home. “I thought I’d never see you again.”

      “I’d swim to the bottom of the ocean to get to you and defy the Goddess herself.”

      Ever leaned down to snuggle her face into the crook of Tarien’s neck, inhaling her familiar scent. “Please…don’t try to do that. The Goddess is being a dick.”

      Tarien traced her fingers through Ever’s hair, bringing her head back to kiss her. The simple touch sent a thrill through Ever. Even if they failed from here. Even if Geoff killed them both, at least she had this moment.

      Tar’s hands roamed across Ever’s back, cold even through her shirt, like Tarien’s hands tended to be.

      Ever broke the kiss, smiling. “So cold. Wish we were somewhere I could warm them up…” This was hardly the place. She should’ve been bolder days ago. Could she have changed what happened?

      Tarien cocked an eyebrow—the only warning before she shoved Ever back, pushing her until they hit the simply made bed in the corner.

      They were about to die—or worse. But damn, she’d missed this.

      Ever cupped Tarien’s face, careful to avoid the bruises on her cheek, as Tarien climbed over her and straddled Ever’s hips. “You were right. I didn’t tell you everything when I could. If⁠—”

      Tarien kissed her, stifling her words. “Doesn’t matter.”

      Ever wanted to let go and lose herself in this, but not talking to Tarien before was her biggest mistake. “Two years ago, I shouldn’t have mutinied on you. We could’ve worked through it together, but I thought⁠—”

      Tarien’s lips met Ever’s roughly this time. Her tongue dipped in, touching the sensitive edges of Ever’s lips and… oh.

      Maybe Ever didn’t need to talk after all.

      Tarien pushed Ever’s hands above her head. “You know, you’re the most frustrating woman I’ve ever met.”

      Ever wiggled like she was getting comfortable, flashing the biggest grin she could. If she closed her eyes, she could pretend they were aboard the False Lady, sailing away from here. “Thank you. I do try.”

      Tarien shoved Ever’s legs open with her thigh, grinding down against her.

      Ever gasped at the sudden contact. Ah…this used to be one of Tarien’s favorite moves.

      Tarien’s lips brushed the outer helix of her ear. “You pulled a knife on me when I was trying to protect you from your worst enemy.”

      “And I’d do it again.” Ever’s breath hitched as Tarien straightened a leg and rubbed her through their clothes with her hip.

      “You’re the kind of chaos I crave.” Tarien’s voice was rough, and oh, Ever had missed hearing that tone.

      Ever yanked her hands down and tried to throw Tarien off, the way she’d done on the beach, but the sagging mattress underneath her gave her no leverage.

      “I don’t think so. Not this time.”

      Ever giggled. “Not that I’m objecting to…any of this, but you know, they could burst in at any point.” She could picture the mixture of shock and disgust on the guards’ faces.

      “We’re used to making decisions about risk versus reward. I think the reward trumps the risk here. They locked us in.”

      Tarien was right—it wouldn’t make sense for Geoff to have his guards open that door before they got to the island. For right now, she had Tarien alone in a locked room. They never had forever. They might not have this entire night. But damn, if she wouldn’t live with the time she had left.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Chapter Eight

      

      

      Fighting off the guards was a nonstarter. When Tarien and Ever heard movement outside the door, they’d positioned themselves on opposite sides to brace for an attack. Tarien had managed to knock out one and injure two more, but the steady stream of enforcement into the sealed chamber gave them no chance.

      Tarien grimaced as she replayed the scene in her mind. If she’d just prepared a little better, maybe… No, regret was a waste of time. She should know that by now. Tarien and Ever had their hands in ropes along the railing of the ship’s deck, no weapons, surrounded by Cartwright and his whole retinue of guards.

      The arrival of the False Lady was their best chance of survival. But Tarien couldn’t count on the crew trusting her enough to follow the tracker.

      Nausea rolled through Tarien. The seas had grown rougher and rougher. Maybe the Goddess was preparing for her flood.

      Ever was faking her usual nonchalance, kicking up a foot as she leaned against the railing. “My mother doesn’t love ya anymore. Why are you trying to go meet her? If you were smart, you’d have stayed on dry land forever.” Ever would be okay if she fell into the roiling sea. She was part ocean goddess—whatever that meant. Maybe Tarien could knock the guards far away enough for Ever to jump.

      Cartwright snapped his fingers. The guard standing closest to Ever decked her in the cheek, and she caught herself before falling over. The whole ship lurched, like the ocean was shocked by the strike.

      Tarien jerked against her bonds. That dirty coward!

      But Ever shook herself and straightened with a smile.

      “It was never about love.” Cartwright had styled himself in a long red paisley coat, shiny boots, and a hat with a feather—the finest clothes Tarien had ever seen him wear. “She owes me, and furthermore, I have something she wants.”

      Ever scoffed. “Please. My mother doesn’t care what I do. Do you know how many times I’ve almost died? She’s not that kind of parent.” Ever eyed the churning ocean. Maybe she was thinking the same thing Tarien was—of escaping.

      That would at least get Ever to safety. Getting her off this ship was their best plan right now. “Ever.” Tarien jerked her head toward the waves. Just go. Cartwright and the New Feds would imprison Tarien—if the Goddess didn’t sink the ship and drown them all—but Tarien could be okay with that fate. Ever would be safe.

      “I don’t think so.” Cartwright snapped his fingers again toward the two guards holding Tarien. The first one kneed her hard in the solar plexus, catching her by surprise and knocking the wind from her lungs. The other kicked her where blood had crusted from her stab wound, the utter bastard. She tried to keep quiet, but a yelp of pain escaped her as she gasped for breath.

      “You try anything—whether it be starting a fight or leaping off this ship—and your former co-captain dies.” He strode toward the bow of the ship, flinging a hand out toward the sea. “And if you try anything, your daughter dies!”

      Three guards pulled swords and held them to Ever’s chest.

      Tarien struggled to remain on her feet. She must stay sharp and aware. Could the Goddess hear what Cartwright was yelling? The sea seemed to respond as if she could, churning under the ship.

      As the ship rolled upward on a wave, Tarien spotted an island. She couldn’t recall ever seeing it, not in person or on a map. That must be where he’d met the Goddess before.

      “Bring them!” Cartwright called. “Keep those swords on her. If the ocean tries to capsize us, kill her. If anything attempts to attack me, kill her.”

      The guards shoved Ever and Tarien, forcing them to the bow of the ship, next to Cartwright.

      “I’m here to make a trade. I was your partner. I loved you! You owe me equal status. Half your power. The immortality I need to serve as leader to these people,” Cartwright said.

      Tarien looked at Ever. Would this plan work? Would Ever’s mom actually confer power to this man?

      White showed around Ever’s wide eyes.

      The front of the ship dipped, and a wave crested over them. But rather than crashing over the ship, the water formed into the shape of a woman. She was tall, towering even above Ever, and wore no clothing. Her skin was a deep green, and she had hair that resembled kelp and touched the deck.

      “Hello, darling.” Cartwright smiled, but it didn’t reach his eyes. “You look ravishing.”

      “I’ve decided you can do what you will with the humans. They no longer concern me. I’m taking my daughter and retreating to the depths.” The Goddess’s voice sounded odd above the water—garbled.

      At least it wasn’t death by flooding, but subjugation under this man was an awful fate for everyone living under the New Feds.

      “You can take her when you grant me equal power to you,” Cartwright said.

      “She won’t be doing that!” Ever launched herself forward.

      What was she doing?

      Tarien didn’t have time to move. Ever threw herself onto the guard’s sword, heaving all her body weight into it. She crumpled to the deck as the stunned guard retreated a step.

      That couldn’t be—why would she do that? Tarien kicked the guard closest to her with all her might and rushed to Ever’s side. No, no, no! She couldn’t even move Ever with her hands tied like this. The sword still pierced Ever’s chest. “Ever!”

      Ever coughed a mouthful of blood onto the deck and lay terrifyingly still.

      The ship lurched as wind gusted, like someone had turned on a hurricane with a blink. What’d been low evening light shifted to dark with rain that obscured Tarien’s vision even more. The Goddess. If Tarien got Ever in the water, could Ever’s mother still save her? Maybe it wasn’t too late.

      “Cut my bonds!” Tarien ordered the guard closest to her as she knelt on the deck. “I have to get her into the water, or the Goddess will kill us all!”

      The guard—someone who’d been on Cartwright’s corsair ship with Tarien—hesitated, looking from her toward where Cartwright had stood. It was impossible to see more than a step beyond a person’s face.

      “I’ll do it!” someone yelled from behind her.

      Tarien felt a blade cut through the tight ropes, nicking her wrist as their boat lurched again. She yanked free of the bonds and didn’t even look behind to see who it was. “Ever…” Tarien cradled Ever to her chest and pulled the sword free. Her love didn’t flinch or move. This couldn’t be happening.

      Rain lashed. Tarien wanted to shield Ever, to protect her. That was the whole point of coming here.

      How could Tarien not have realized it before? That a life with Ever was all she wanted—to be known by and to belong with someone who understood and loved her. Tarien had never needed revenge. Maybe a life with Ever had always been impossible, but when Tarien had stowed away on Cartwright’s ship, she thought she’d at least get to say goodbye to Ever before safely returning her to the waves.

      Tarien stole one last kiss from Ever’s still-warm lips.

      Then she stood and heaved the woman she loved into the roiling ocean.

      If this was the end of Ever, the end of Tarien, the end of everything they’d tried to accomplish together, she wasn’t going to the depths without taking that bastard with her. Though her mind was screaming, she imagined boxing her pain up in a chest and putting it aside. She wiped Ever’s blood from her own mouth, picked up the fallen cutlass, and charged across the deck toward where she’d last seen Cartwright.

      She slipped as the ship lurched but caught herself on her palm. The mast of the ship fell toward the bow with a sudden crack, missing her but busting the railing on one side. Where was he?

      There. Cartwright held the ropes of the now-fallen mast. She waited then dashed for him.

      The boat’s motion was making it impossible to move with any deftness. Tarien launched herself at Cartwright, but he knocked her away, kicking her sword to the side.

      “Best hold on for dear life and weather the storm. Goddess wants us dead,” Cartwright called as she scrambled to grab hold of something. “What’s the point of revenge if we both die? Besides, you spent the past two years wanting Ever brought to justice.”

      It was true—Tarien had run on spite for the past two years, sometimes feeling like she lived on it even more than she’d lived on food and drink. But throwing Cartwright to the depths wasn’t revenge for Ever. It was justice.

      She fell again as she grabbed for the sword, sliding away from Cartwright. Thunder boomed, and the wooden ship groaned. This storm could toss her overboard before she could get to him. “You’re a liar and a fraud!” Tarien found the blade again, its weight comforting in her hand. She had to time her attack. When the ship lurched the other way, she used the momentum to find the broken mast’s rope. Yanking herself one-handed, she inched step by step toward Cartwright.

      He laughed as he nearly lost his footing. “I only wanted what the Goddess owed me! We’re not so different, you and I. Help me survive this, and we can live another day.”

      “You set yourself up as a god, stealing power from a sea goddess!” Okay, perhaps Tarien was still running on spite. But if there was even a chance the Goddess would spare the people of the bay, Tarien had to keep going.

      “If something is there, it’s for the taking. You can’t blame me for that.”

      When Tarien got her sword close to range, he drew his. She couldn’t calculate a maneuver to get inside his guard, not with the waves tossing them.

      New strategy. Tarien dropped her sword and held the mast as the crest of a wave rolled over the boat. If she timed it right, she could use the sea’s motion to throw herself at him. All she had to do was get him to let go. The Goddess would do the rest. Wait for it…

      As the ship tilted toward the side with the broken rail, she pushed against the mast and threw herself, shoulder first, into Cartwright.

      His sword jammed into her side. Funny—her brain must’ve still been catching up as she felt no pain, just stabbing cold. Didn’t matter. He lost his grip on the rope.

      She rolled them both across the deck and over the side of the ship, and they plunged into the sea. Having lost her bearings on where the surface was, she shoved Cartwright away. He was the Goddess’s to deal with.

      The downward yank that followed was no surprise. The Goddess was keeping her word and drowning Tarien.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Chapter Nine

      

      

      Ever was floating inside her mother. Calm, peaceful. It felt like her earliest memories of being small, which were so long ago that they were hazy. Did she get to start over now, reborn? But she still remembered everything—Tarien’s horrified face as Ever ran into the sword and the depth of her own utter failure to get to Geoff before it was too late.

      How many people had died on the sea? On the land? She needed to know if Tarien was alive—if her crew lived.

      Ever opened her eyes—she had eyes—and stretched out her hand. Even though the water was dim, only touched by moonlight, she could see. She looked down at the rest of her body…a bare human torso with a long fish tail where her legs should have been. Mermaids were human legends. Funny. Her mother’s idea of a joke, perhaps? “Mother?” She could breathe water like she used to but had a voice that worked under the waves.

      Sorry to have scared you, my love.

      Who was this gentle-voiced goddess?

      The sea was calm. It’d been storming so hard when she… “Did you destroy the ship? What about the people of the bay? I’m sorry I couldn’t bring Geoff to you before the time limit.”

      But you did. Your human did.

      Tarien! She must’ve done it—thrown Geoff from the ship! “Is she alive?” As Ever asked her question, a bubble floated from below, and she kicked her tail to swim to it. Tarien floated, asleep inside. Breathing.

      Ever hugged herself with relief.

      Tarien still wore the ripped-up breeches, jacket, and shirt she’d stolen from the fisherman, but she didn’t appear to be bleeding, and the bruises and puffiness on her face from the blows with the guards were gone. The tentacle-shaped marks Ever’s mother had left on Tarien’s forearm weren’t there either.

      She’ll wake when you take her to the surface. I healed her wounds.

      Something odd was going on with Ever’s mother. She was acting…kind? Ever pushed Tarien’s bubble upward. She’d feel better when Tarien woke—when she could make sure she was okay.

      Ever’s head broke the surface as she scanned the horizon. The shine from the full moon drew her eyes to where calm waves lapped against a rocky island. Sitting on a rock was her mother, wearing a human form.

      Ever spun, looking for the Justicar. Had it sunk? No, there it was, a long way off. It was hard for her to tell its distance away on the flat water, but it was still afloat without its central mast.

      She’d recognize the ship next to it anywhere. The False Lady had its planks over to the New Fed ship. Her crew must be boarding, perhaps looking for Ever.

      She reached for Tarien, and as she pulled her above the surface, the bubble burst. Tarien’s head fell forward, and Ever caught her on the shoulder, cradling her. The tail made treading water easy.

      “Hey.” Ever kissed Tarien’s forehead.

      Tarien woke with a start, her brown eyes wide. “Ever!”

      “I’m here.” Ever smiled and hugged Tarien close, her heart feeling lighter with every breath. They were both alive. Her mother hadn’t sunk the False Lady or even the New Feds’ prison ship. “How do you feel?”

      “How do I feel? You’re the one who ran yourself through! I was afraid you’d died.” Tarien pushed Ever back, treading water, and ran her hands over Ever’s torso. “What—oh!” Tarien had found her tail.

      Ever shrugged. “I guess I’m both now—from the sea and of the land.” What did this mean for her future? Would she be able to walk on land? Could she go with Tarien and the crew on the False Lady?

      Tarien must’ve seen her worries, because she smoothed the lines on Ever’s forehead with her thumb. “You’re alive. That’s what matters.” Tarien cupped Ever’s face and kissed her again and again.

      Come, daughter.

      “Your mother?” Tarien’s brow knitted. Ever’s mother looked different from how she’d appeared before. Her hair shone white and wavy like the moonlight on the water, contrasting with her dark-green skin.

      “Let’s get some answers.” Ever wondered about so many things. She floated on her back, pulled Tarien onto her chest like an otter, and glided them along the surface to the small island.

      When they reached the rock where Ever’s mother sat, Tarien hesitated before climbing on—no doubt because of the last run-in she’d had with Ever’s mom.

      The Goddess sat silently for a moment before speaking. “I gave much of myself to that man. Traded a literal piece of myself to extend his life.” Ever’s mother’s voice was quiet, like the gentle lapping of the waves against the rocks. “I remember now—I gave him my rational sense. My practicality. Because I knew that in loving a human, I was leaving sound judgment behind. When he took my power and left me, I acted in ways that weren’t me.”

      “Who are you now, then?” Ever asked. It’d been so long since she remembered her mother not being as fickle as the weather over the sea.

      Her mother smiled and touched Ever’s face. “Someone who loves you enough to give you freedom to be both. You’ll always have a home with me. But you’re free to make your own life now.”

      She wasn’t going to force Ever to stay! But how was Ever supposed to walk on land—or the ship—with a tail?

      “Ever!”

      She looked up to see Millie and Pierre in a small boat, rowing toward them. When Ever turned around, her mother was gone.

      “Mom?” Ever asked.

      Tarien pulled her into a tight embrace. “We’re alive. We’ll figure it out.”

      Ever’s throat choked around her response. She wasn’t a goddess and didn’t know anything about magic. How was she supposed to navigate life in this form, halfway between land and sea?
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Epilogue

      

      

      Tarien paced a circle across the deck of the False Lady. Every nerve in her body screamed that they needed to get out of port. “What did they say?”

      Pierre bowed with a flourish. “Thanks to the funds and supplies we reappropriated to the good people of Graylinn, they’ve officially ousted the New Federation and the mayor and have appointed a new council.”

      Thank the Goddess. Stomping out the reach of the New Feds after the disappearance of the Hierophant had been slower going than Tarien had thought it’d be, even with extra help. After that night, they’d freed all the other prisoners on the Justicar, and a few of them even joined their crew.

      “Tell her the best part.” Jacques elbowed his lover.

      Pierre tapped the tips of his white-silk-gloved fingers together. “Ah, well, yes, they want Jacques and me to serve as representatives of the tailoring trade. When we’re not sailing, of course.”

      Tarien stopped pacing. “They know who you sail with, and they still asked you to help govern?”

      Jacques flipped his long black hair over his shoulder. “Technically, they know, but they don’t know. What matters is our aliases have completely clean records.”

      Tarien would try not to overthink that. “Sure. Fine. We’ll work your return into our schedule.” She turned to Millie. “Are we good to hoist anchor?”

      Millie crossed their arms. “Impatient much?”

      Tarien looked out to sea, toward Ever. “We have several stops to make, and during this upheaval, it’s important to keep moving.”

      “You just want to see her.” The corners of their mouth curled upward, and they put a hand on Tarien’s shoulder. “I want to see her too.”

      Tarien gave the orders to leave and had begun to assist the crew when she heard a familiar voice carrying on the wind.

      “Tar! Hey!”

      It sounded like Ever, but she wasn’t supposed to swim into the port—she and Tarien had agreed it would be dangerous for her and would make her too easy of a target for fishers and sailors who wanted to capture something magical.

      Tarien followed where she thought she’d heard Ever and leaned over the side.

      Ever’s golden hair bobbed in the water, and she waved a hand. A mixture of relief and annoyance flashed in Tarien’s chest. Seeing Ever again would always be a thrill, but dammit, she shouldn’t be so reckless.

      “Toss me a rope, and pull me up!”

      Tarien sighed. “Hold on.” She recruited Millie to help, and the two of them heaved Ever up and over the side. Ever’s blue-green tail sparkled in the sun—just as stunning and magical every time Tarien saw her.

      “I’ll go grab the tub,” Millie said.

      The tub had been Pierre’s idea—rigging up a claw-foot tub with locking wheels so that someone could push Ever around the ship when she was aboard. It was a bit ridiculous, and water sloshed when the ship hit any waves, but it was a working solution for Ever to be with Tarien and the crew.

      Ever grasped Tarien’s forearms and pulled her in for a quick kiss. “No need! I learned something new. Been practicing.” She closed her eyes. “Wait for it. Okay, now. Whoa.” Ever pushed up like she’d meant to stand but fell.

      Tarien caught her, wrapping an arm around her waist, and glanced down. Ever had human legs.

      “You discovered how to change your shape!”

      Ever threw Tarien a determined smile as she tried to gain her footing. “Yep! I figured out this walking thing once, so I can do it again. Turns out my mom wasn’t lying—I can live on both land and sea. Just takes practice.”

      Practice was fine—everything took practice. Practice trusting again. Practice being a good partner. Practice being a fair co-captain.

      Tarien kissed Ever, pure giddiness swelling from within. This seemed too good to be true.

      But maybe she could, this one time, assume that the worst wouldn’t happen. After all, they were alive and together, the ultimate impossibility.

      When Tarien noticed the crew gathering, she pulled off her jacket and tied it around Ever’s bare waist. “Not that they haven’t seen you walk around naked before.”

      Ever gave that sparkling laugh Tarien loved so much.

      Tarien grinned, closing her eyes under the bright-blue skies. They’d have work ahead of them to rid the bay of the New Federation, but today’s sea was calm, and she and Ever were surrounded by the family they’d built.
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        For the sea, from this wannabe mermaid.

      

      

      This cove is probably my favorite along the coast. Tucked away, down a windy road off the Slí Cheann Sléibhe, with sheer cliff faces that look out across the Atlantic, it’s the most peaceful of places. Sunlit, even on this coldest of December days. A haven of sand and stone, sheltering me from the day to day.

      I come here a lot.

      Perhaps if I were someone different—more outgoing, more vivacious—I wouldn’t find myself alone here on the regular; I’d be down the pub with all the rest of the villagers, or out with family and friends. Not hidden away at the farthest point of Ireland. It’s a quiet life, in a quiet village, and one that suits me. And if I’m a little lonely sometimes, at least the life I’ve chosen is calm.

      Besides, if I wasn’t who I am, I wouldn’t be standing on a beach asking Manannán mac Lir to wash up the prettiest shells for me to peruse, to wash, to take home and make into pretty decorations for tourists to buy.

      Tourists love anything that seems quaint or from the “true Ireland,” not realizing that the truth of Éire is in her wildness. Hills of green make up part of my country, but she’s found more in stone. The craggy clifftops, the carved etchings of New Grange, the pebbles that scatter her beaches.

      But you can’t sell a beach, or at least, we wouldn’t want to. And so pearlescent shells fill my pockets; Manannán never lets me down. Sea God, King of the Tuatha Dé Dannan, petty Ancient whose life is scattered throughout all four cycles of our history books, he’s never far when you call him, especially here, on the coast. Here the air breathes magic. Breathes power and nature and the very essence of that which we’ve lost. Sometimes, when the shells I’ve found are particularly beautiful, I make a small creation, just for him, and leave it on the beach.

      It’s always gone when I return.

      I daydream about what he must think when he finds these tiny little shell shapes on his rocks. About whether he takes them back beneath the waves to his underwater home in Tír fo Thuinn.

      But daydreams are just that, daydreams, and walking amongst the rocks and pebbles on this beach, I find myself feeling more lonely than alone.

      Alone is okay; alone I can deal with. Alone is being human in a wider natural world that finds your existence insignificant. It’s the order of things. The way things are meant to be, with us as tiny specks of sand on a vast beach. Usually that’s comforting, but today? Today I feel like I’m the only speck on the beach, all other sand gone. Just me in a barren wasteland.

      Lonely is hard.

      Kicking at a stone impetuously, I ask Manannán for someone, anyone, to keep me company. Someone who’ll make me smile, whose fire will ignite my own; for someone who’ll love the sea as much as I do.

      I don’t expect an answer.

      I’ve never had one before, but maybe the world is a little more magical today, maybe the path of Mag Mell a little less shrouded in mystery, but then I look up at a rock, and there she is. I blink once, twice, because she wasn’t there before, some shimmering woman with honey gold hair that falls about her shoulders in waves that mirror the undulations of the sea. She’s as luminescent as the shells I’ve been collecting.

      And that’s when I realize that she’s naked. Or half naked. Which is just asking for trouble on the Dingle Peninsula, this close to Yule. I swing my jacket off, and run over, ready to sling it around her shoulders and ask if she’s okay, but when she looks up at me, she steals my voice.

      Not literally, like in the Hans Christian Anderson fairytale, though she too has a tail.

      Fuck.

      She has a tail.

      Not a green, Disneyfied tail, but a sleek silver one, with scales that catch the sunlight like she’s caught my voice.

      “Dia dhuit,” she says, and I parrot the greeting back, the words not my own, before staring at her.

      We stay like that, for a moment, until I remember my initial reaction.

      “You must be cold,” I say, and offer her my coat, but she merely looks at it in confusion.

      “Sweet girl, why would you think that I am cold?”

      I gesture towards the sea, and as I do a wave crashes against the rock she’s sat on, and I get caught by the spray myself. It’s colder than you’d think, in all that sunshine. I shiver and she laughs sympathetically.

      It’s a throaty sound, deep, belying the slender figure in front of me. “Living in an underwater chamber for a year, now that is cold. But being part bradán as I am, my body adjusts accordingly. See?” And the hand that she places gently on my arm is warm, and I feel her heat even through the layers of my clothes.

      “Who are you?” she asks, and I try to stop my face from flaming as red as my hair.

      “Oh, I’m no one,” I reply, and then add, because my tone sounded more self-pitying than I intended, “I work in the village up the coast. Create art from seashells.”

      “Well, no one the artist,” she says with a funny little half-smile. “Do you have a name?”

      “Niamh,” I reply, and when she repeats it, I feel as heady as I’ve ever felt.

      “I know a Niamh. She stole a man away to Tír na nÓg. How curious.” She sits up more fully, elongating her neck until she can look directly into my face. It feels like she’s searching for something. “Her eyes seem as sad as yours. What has happened in your life, Niamh the Artist, to cause you so much sadness?”

      “Less sadness,” I say, “And more just life in general.”

      “Life in general?”

      I don’t know how to explain it, how waves of depression crash over me when I least expect it, threatening to drown me beneath their depths. I barely understand it myself sometimes. “It’s just who I am, I think.”

      She looks at me thoughtfully, and I fight the urge to look away, to hide the vulnerable part of myself that she brings to the surface. “I can understand that.”

      “Yes?”

      “Yes. Which is why, I suppose, my brother-in-law thought that now might be the best time to find me a girl with sad eyes.”

      “I beg your pardon?”

      She extends one hand for me to take. “Lí Ban, sister of Fand, sister-in-law to the curmudgeon himself, Manannán mac Lir.”

      I stare at her, her proffered hand extended between us. “Lí Ban…the mermaid saint?”

      That throaty laugh again, and as she snatches up my hand in hers, she presses it to her lips. “Ah yes, I forgot that that was how they explained me away.” Her lips caress my skin and even when they’re no longer pressed against me, I feel them there still. Branding me. “I am no saint, Niamh the Artist. I am a mermaid, a woman, a Goddess to some, but no saint. In any sense of the word.”

      She looks wicked then, and my mouth goes dry. All of a sudden I’m hyperaware of her nakedness, her breasts a perfect handful, sea spray glistening on her skin. My head feels dizzy, and all I want to do is kiss the salt from her skin and worship her.

      “Shall I do like your namesake, Niamh, and steal you away?” she asks.

      I want to say yes, to promise this woman with wind in her hair and water on her scales that I’d do anything for her, but something holds me back. Pulls me back.

      “Why?” I ask. “You barely know me.”

      “The Veil is failing,” Lí Ban said. “The shroud that’s kept us separate from your world growing ever thin, and we’ve seen you, in Tír fo Thuinn. Watched you pledge your allegiance to Manannán, offer him your oblations. I’ve seen you, Niamh the Artist, comb this beach for beauty and magic, and seen you take joy in the sea’s offerings. And what am I, but an offering from the sea?”

      A sea’s offering. A someone to make me smile.

      “I’d rather someone who gives of themself, than is given away—sea or no sea.”

      Her hands fix on my collar and pull me close until I can see her breath on the cold air. “If I did not wish to be here, not even Dagda himself could force me. Come, Niamh, take your offering.”

      I slide my fingers into her hair, cupping her head in my hands, and kiss her with all the adoration that I know how to give. Her lips are soft and warm, and she kisses me back with a fever that threatens to set me alight.

      When I lift my head, we are both breathing heavily, and she pulls me back to her after a fraction of a second. “I am not done with you, Niamh the Artist,” she breathes against my lips. “I intend to make you a canvas, with the ocean as my palette.”

      One wave of her hand and everything quietens, only the sound of the sea still insistent on the shore.

      “Lí Ban?”

      “I cannot redraw the Veil, but I have some of my old powers,” she says, and I feel it then, thrumming the earth, pounding the shore with the waves. It’s in every atom of the air, filling me up each time I take a breath. Magic. “It will prevent anyone from seeing us if we do not want them to.”

      “Do we not want them to?”

      She smiles. “I would like to love you, here, caught between sea and shore. Would you like that?”

      “Yes,” I breathe. “Yes, I would.”

      “Then I would like to prevent anyone from seeing us like that. I want to love you beneath the sea and the sky, with only the world to see us as we are.”

      The air shimmers where her tail is and when I look, I can’t tell whether legs have replaced her tail or not; it’s all a haze, but a haze that allows her to stand and take me in her arms.

      I cling onto her, dropping my head so I can curl up. It’s somewhat of an experience, being held in a mermaid’s arms, with the smell of salt and the wash of the sea breeze ghosting my skin.

      The sand is soft as she lies me down, and something something passes over me, and the sand is no longer a threat to my hair or clothes, almost as if I’m hovering above the ground. But the waves lap against my feet, gently this time, and then rush up to meet Lí Ban’s scales.

      Reaching out, my hand pauses, a question, and then as she nods I touch her, running my fingers up and over the swell of scales where a human’s hip might be. They are soft to the touch, almost feather-like in the sensation, not cold or slimy like one might assume. And warm. Her scales are as warm as the rest of her.

      Gently, I trace her side, up up to where the swell of her breasts make my pulse race and my heart beat faster. She moans then, a dusky sound that sounds like midnight in the very depths of the ocean. “Yes, Niamh, my artist, just like that.”

      Emboldened by her reaction, I trail my fingers along her skin until they reach one perfect peak. I tease her nipple, rolling it gently beneath my fingers and then lean forwards to take it in my mouth.

      Lí Ban rewards me with another moan, and buries her hands in my hair, pulling me closer. With another wave of her hand my clothes are cast off and raising my head, I blink blearily into the sunlight that is her smile.

      It is no longer cold. When the sea kisses my legs, foam stroking my thighs, I am warmed. Despite her tail and her talk of sea gods, it is this that convinces me of this as reality the most. Only she could make the Atlantic Ocean warm for me.

      “Lí Ban,” I whisper, reverent in my adoration of her.

      With one finger, she lifts my chin, pulling me away from her breasts so that I can meet her eyes.

      “You, Niamh the Artist, are beautiful.” She runs her fingers up my legs and walks them along the expanse of my belly, soft and undulating beneath her touch. “And I shall make art out of you; should you like that?”

      “Yes please,” I say again, barely keeping a pleading tone from my voice. “Please turn me into your art.”

      Her touch is insistent this time, painting my skin with kisses, with seawater, with everything. It feels as though the sea itself if touching me, caressing me. Parting my legs and moving my arms and shifting my hair until she can lean down and kiss her mark onto my neck.

      I have never felt more alive.

      One hand moves my face, so that I look at her as she touches me. There’s that haze again, around her hands this time as she makes me into her art. She wasn’t joking about using the sea. It dances across me at her beckoning, hitting precise points that make me so wet that I don’t know where I end and the sea begins. Wave endings trickle across my clit, over and over, so gentle and soft that I can’t even quite edge, and I begin to doubt that I will ever reach the dizzying heights that her touch promises.

      She laughs, and I realize that she’s seen my frustration.

      “Don’t worry,” she says. “Making art with me always has a happy ending.” And then one large wave crashes over me with such force that I fear I may splutter to the surface.

      I squeeze my eyes closed, waiting for the wave to retreat, and when it doesn’t, I start to panic, hands reaching upwards until Lí Ban kisses me.

      Perhaps this is it. Perhaps this is where I end, in the arms of a mermaid, beneath the waves.

      But instead, I find that I can breathe. Each breath like life anew, more fresh than any I breathed on land.

      Glancing down, I gasp at the vision laid out before me.

      Lí Ban has made me a harness out of tiny shells; thousands of them, strung together with individual droplets in a sight so beautiful it almost takes my breath away again.

      I cannot speak, the sound swallowed by the water around us, but when I kiss her, she knows, she can tell.

      With a flick of her wrist, the waves draw back and I am left on the sand, shimmering in a web of her making.

      “What thinks you of my art?” she asks, her words bright with laughter.

      “Far more exquisite than anything my clumsy hands could make.”

      Her eyebrows draw together then, fast. “No more of this dismissiveness,” Lí Ban barks, her words an obvious order. “I shall not have my artist denigrated in such a manner.”

      Taking my hands in hers, she kisses each fingertip. “You are precious, Niamh, even if you cannot see it. The greatest treasure by far.”

      I long to reach for her then, but the water rope is surprisingly strong, and despite trying, I cannot move. But she notices and with a sweet kiss, the ropes fall back until all that is left are shells, decorating my body like swirls of tattoos.

      Lí Ban leans down to me then, but doesn’t kiss me. I lean to breach the gap between us, but one firm hand holds me in place.

      “No no, sweet girl, art doesn’t move.”

      With a sigh, I lean back and watch as she shimmers out of her salmon scales and stands and stretches above me. I can’t help but watch her, the way her body moves in the sunlight, water glistening on her skin, and long for that skin to kiss mine.

      She straddles my leg and I feel the wetness of her cunt press up against my thigh. Shifting slightly, I press upwards and she grinds down, hard, eyes falling closed as she revels in the sensations of it.

      This time I do move my hands, placing them on hips that were previously covered in scales, and smile as her skin dimples with my fingertips. I move her then, sliding her back and forth on my leg until she’s so desperate I can feel her desire dripping on my thigh.

      “Please,” I say, as my hands urge her hips upwards. “Please Lí Ban, let me drown in you.”

      She doesn’t need much urging. Moving up my body, she pauses when her thighs are either side of my head, her pussy tantalizingly just out of reach. “Niamh?”

      “Yes, Lí Ban?”

      Bracing herself with one hand against the cliff face, she looks down at me. “You truly wish to taste me?” She sounds uncertain, unsure, for the first time since she appeared on the beach.

      “Truly,” I say. “I can think of nothing I would like more.”

      A flush dances across her face as she ducks her head and slowly lowers herself onto my face.

      She tastes of salt and a tang that is entirely her and the sea all at once. I lick and suck on her clit, and then she is grinding down against my face, using my mouth and my tongue to chase the pleasure she desires.

      And I drown in her.

      All there is in this world of mine now is salt and tang and the sea crashing against the shore, hitting my feet and legs and cunt over and over again as Lí Ban rides my face and calls out my name for the whole universe to hear.

      As her thighs tighten about my face, I realize just how close she is, and redouble my efforts, losing myself in her until in a cry of delight she floods my tongue and falls, loose-limbed, upon the sand next to me.

      When she kisses me, she doesn’t blink at her own taste, deepening the kiss, fisting her hand in my hair so fiercely I think I might come myself.

      But not yet, not until she moves between my legs, her tail back, glinting as it splashes back and forth amongst the waves.

      “Come with me,” she says, and shifts my body until I’m half on shore, half in the sea, and then she goes down on me.

      Her left hand is wrapped tightly around my wrist, but the other is otherwise occupied and I don’t know where to focus my attention: where her tongue is teasing my clit, where her fingers are filling me up, or where her hair is fanned out across my stomach.

      It’s silky when I touch it, and when she adds a third finger to join the two already inside me, I entangle my fingers in it and caress the top of her head.

      If anything is art, it is this, the two of us half-submerged in water, the sea kissing our thighs as much as either one of us could do. Human and mermaid, intertwined beneath the sky.

      Her thumb nudges at my clit and then she does something with her tongue that sends me skyward, floating and falling apart all at once. My orgasm, when it crashes over me, is accompanied by a wave that covers us both.

      I’m not scared this time though. I know I can breathe.

      And beneath the waves, as I come down from that first, glorious orgasm, she sits up to look at me, tail curling beneath her, and works even more fingers into my cunt. First her fourth finger and then her thumb, and then she’s floating above me, tail moving to keep her in one place as her knuckles knock at my entrance.

      The waves draw back as she kisses me, and when I can speak again, fresh out of the water, I don’t speak, I scream.

      “My beautiful artist,” Lí Ban whispers, “taking all that I can give.”

      I’m almost crying now, the pleasure cresting and waning so quickly that I don’t know if I’m having one long orgasm, or a thousand small ones. I’ve never felt so full, never felt more alive, never felt more connected.

      I am the sea and the sky and the rocky cliffs that overlook us both. I am the air that I breathe and the sand beneath my fingers. I am everything and nothing all at once and it is far more than I could ever have imagined.

      And that’s when I cry, gasping sobs that wrack my body as I climax.

      When I am empty again, I cry harder, and Lí Ban allows the sea to wash her up so that she is next to me on the beach, and she pulls me in close, arms cradling me as I cry.

      She doesn’t tell me to shush, doesn’t ask me why I’m crying so, but just holds me in her arms until I quiet.

      “You are mine,” she tells me. “You are mine for as long as you would like to be.”

      I blink up at her, barely understanding.

      “Ah,” Lí Ban says, realizing that I’m still dazed from… Well, from her. “I should give you time to think, perhaps?”

      “No,” I say, surprising myself with my assertiveness. “You say that I am yours? Well you are mine too, Lí Ban, mermaid saint.”

      She pulls a face at that, but laughs too, the sound caught by the wind. “I cannot promise you a life here, though,” she says. “There are many things I can promise you—adventures, joy, the sea—but not a life on land. Not a life,” she adds carefully, “amongst humans.”

      I look up at the cliffs behind me, at the road that would wind my way home, and know that there’s nothing much left for me there. Shells in a trinket shop by the sea. Some acquaintances. “I don’t really live my life amongst the humans anyway,” I say.

      Lí Ban looks at me seriously, as if assessing how much I really understand of what I’m promising of myself, of what I’m leaving behind.

      Sitting up, I take her hands in mine. “You said that you saw me take joy in the sea’s offerings?”

      “Yes.”

      “Well, that is where I have gotten all my joy. Without the sea, without shells in my hands, or the sand beneath my feet, all color drains out of my world. I pass through my life in greyscale, merely waiting for the moments when the ocean’s blue fills it with color. I have no family to speak of; acquaintances, rather than friends. I have isolated myself so well that this beach is the one place that feels truly like home.” I pause. “That’s not true. This beach and you.”

      There is hope in her eyes now. I intend to fan the flames of it further.

      “I love the sea; I long for adventures; and I need the joy that you bring into my life. I cried before because I realized how empty my life had been. Please, I am yours. Don’t throw me away.”

      Fisting her hand in my hair, she pulls me close so she can kiss me, and then Lí Ban meets my eyes and I know. I know that she will keep me.

      Beckoning at the sea, she has it lap over me shallowly, swirling her fingers in the salty water until at last she smiles and I feel that haze descend upon me, as clearly as when I’d seen it cover her.

      I feel the scales before I see them, knitting together and unfurling up the lower half of my body until I shimmer with scales, the way that she does. Kissing me, Lí Ban beckons the sea towards us again, and this time when the water rushes over me, I can feel it in my tail. Feel the currents urging me this way and that. Calling to me.

      The sea is calling to me.

      I take her hand, and when a huge wave crashes over us this time, I follow Lí Ban, my mermaid, into the deep.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About Ali Williams

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Ali Williams is a queer author who writes steamy paranormals as Ali Williams and fluffy and spicy romances as Ellie Rose. Her books are kinky and neurodiverse, and always have a Happy Ever After!

      When she’s not writing, she can invariably be found reading in her princess tent, traipsing round the South Downs with her girlfriend, or swearing at her PhD on romance novels.

      She believes with all of her sapphic heart that writing romance is an act of rebellion and that academia will be so much better when studying diverse HEAs is naturally part of the curriculum.

      

      
        
        Find out more at: https://www.aliwilliams.org

        https://linktr.ee/claficionado

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            For the Love of the Sea

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          AOIBH WOOD

        

      

    

    
      
        
        The Lure of the Sea

      

      

      Thalassa first feels the ship’s passage as distant vibrations, rippling a subtle current that caresses her in silky, curving emanations. It still cruises across the surface far away, only a tiny portion slicing through her liquid world. They’re likely running for safe harbor in the small archipelago to the west. They won’t make it.

      Thalassa has little compassion for the sailors, but for their families left on dry land, she mourns for their impending loss. For Thalassa knows loneliness, deeply and beyond measure, it claws at what used to be her heart.

      Only yesterday, she once again begged Marisara for a companion, someone to love who might love her in return. Marisara sighed in exasperation, a tremendous and slow susurration of gasses from deep below, and said, “The sea does not love, daughter.”

      “Liar,” Thalassa shot back and then wept a brief eddy that flowed away, chaotic and disruptive. For a time, to show her displeasure at her mother, Thalassa pooled herself far away from her sisters, sliding deep into an underwater lake, a depression in the sea floor full of heavy, gas-saturated liquid. She remained there, sulking like a child and pining over the deep longing that would not relent. And so, Marisara did eventually come to her and wrap around her in great swirling currents drawn down from shallow tropical waters heated by the summer sun.

      “’Tis true, daughter. The sea does love,” Marisara admitted, finally. “You and your sisters, each did I create, and each do I love. But also the bitterness of loss do I know. I beg you to forget them and let the companionship of your sisters and me be enough.”

      Thalassa nodded her rippling nod and resumed her duties with as much zest as she could summon. Which brought her to this moment and a particular task she had been set.

      She lifts her lips to the surface and blows a misting of water into the sky. That waft of vapor becomes a cloud. Soon, one becomes many, and the chaos of a storm erupts in the fiery summer air of the southern mid-latitudes, helped along by the burning sun. Yet she isn’t done—not yet. Thalassa pulls a warm, thick current from further west, and the storm explodes into a typhoon, spinning across the world in an ever-tightening spiral.
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        * * *

      

      It is only a few hours later, high atop the crow’s nest of the Calypso’s Fate, that the lookout, Jorrie, narrows her dark brown eyes, gazing westward into the black clouds hovering just above the water and stretching across the entire sky. The crimson sunrise heralded rain, but this—this is far more than anyone anticipated. The massive tempest barrels eastward with an eerie velocity that seems almost unnatural, as if guided by some unseen force directly toward the “Fate,” its sheer power striking terror into Jorrie’s bones, driving to her marrow.

      It’s an eater of ships, a churning beast stretching across the entire visible horizon. Already, Jorrie sees the mountainous waves beneath the oncoming front are capped with white. Streaks of lightning fire into the sea and flash among the blooming cloud tops leagues above.

      “Mother Marisara, Daughters of the Sea,” Jorrie pleads, clasping her hands, having no room to kneel in the crow’s nest. “Please spare our lives.”

      For the first time, Jorrie questions her decision. All she ever wanted in her short life was to be on the ocean, free and sailing across its rolling surface. And when she finally gathered the courage to cut her hair, don boys’ clothes, and adopt a false identity, Jorrie lucked into a position as a landsman under Captain John Sterling. For weeks, she wore an almost permanent grin, so much so that the other sailors took to calling her “Smiley.” Distantly, of course, she knew the risks, as one might know that a neighbor’s dog might bite them or that one might contract a horrible disease one day, but she never once considered she would face her own death.

      That understanding now plants a consuming blot of fear in her mind. They’ll all likely drown in the briny deep, and even the renowned seamanship of the great Captain Sterling will avail them nothing. The Calypso’s Fate will sink beneath churning waves, and soon.

      Jorrie’s lips, now cold and splashed with the driving rain of the storm’s cyclonic front, form the words for another short utterance. “Mother Marisara and her daughters, I pray to you. Spare us.”

      Of course, there’s no answer, nor does she expect one. So she grabs the lanyards securing the guard rail, and holds on for all she is worth. She doesn’t even bother to try to escape the crow’s nest as the hatches are battened below. It won’t matter. The storm is upon them now.
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        * * *

      

      Submerged beneath the waves, gently flowing in a deep gyre, Thalassa hears something faint. A prayer, a woman’s prayer, drifting gently upon the waves. She dismisses it. It’s none of her concern. Besides, women don’t sail on merchant ships. The superstitions of ignorant men keep them away as harbingers of bad luck. “Nonsense,” she thinks. “There is no luck. What is is what must be.”

      In less than an hour, the vast typhoon swallows the “Fate,” lofting her high on a rogue wave that strikes her broadside and athwart her keel, capsizing the wooden ship and splitting wide the hull.

      Aboard ship, Jorrie, for all her efforts, is thrown by the momentum away from the ship to strike the sea some fifty feet below her, the impact knocking consciousness from her head and the breath from her lungs.

      Thalassa sits silently and watches as the bodies float past, around, and through her. Men all, as she’d suspected. The voice was a figment of her⁠—

      She pauses. The sea knows all that it possesses, the contours and curves of every ship, the jagged shapes of every bit of lost cargo or treasure, knick-knack or bric-a-brac that passes into her depths, right down to the tiny imperfections molded into a single piece of eight.

      So, as the swirling currents sweep a body through her, Thalassa instantly knows it’s a beautiful young girl dressed in a sailor’s uniform.

      She panics—her entire swirling body shifts and moves, pulsing with wonder, anticipation, and curiosity.

      She flows into action with speed far beyond that of the swirling maelstrom above, drawing up a deep current to the surface that pushes the girl’s body and flips her face up. With exhausting effort and deep anxiety squeezing at some ineffable part of her, Thalassa guides eddies and currents to carry the woman through the storm. With each trough that passes, the sailor’s lungs are flooded with water. Through each rise and crest, Thalassa heaves it out, leaving the girl sputtering and coughing—but alive.

      Desperately, Thalassa abandons the storm to its course, and with a final grueling effort, she deposits the girl on the beach of a small islet amid an archipelago far west of the “Fate’s” demise.

      Only then, in the bright sunlight, does she draw the bits of herself together into a semblance of a body and look down, seeing the woman with her eyes for the first time. If Thalassa had breath, it would have caught in her throat.

      Even covered in grit and sand, bound in the tattered sailor’s uniform, the unconscious girl is captivating. Soft, sun-kissed olive skin flows over firm musculature and graces her with a face that could melt the frozen expanse of the northern caps with its warmth and beauty.

      A feeling wells within the elemental that she scarcely understands. She tries to hold her shape longer, but the sun’s relentless heat makes that impossible, rapidly evaporating her surface and releasing the delicately balanced tension. With a light splash, Thalassa is forced back to the surf, her borrowed form dissolving. She gives in, reluctantly, to the insistent pull of Marisara. Yet, as she flows backward with the outgoing tide, a silent promise echoes within the watery depths around her: I will come back for her tonight.
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        * * *

      

      Jorrie coughs, her mouth tangy and parched with the brine and salt of the sea. Gentle, cool surf licks at her bare heels and kisses her ankles while a soft cushion of wet sand embraces her body, contouring to her back and filling her short hair with gritty residue. A light breeze tickles at her lashes as she cracks an eye to the tender cradle of a moonless night. The stars, glittering and myriad, pierce the veil of darkness as the voice of the sea fills her ears with the distant call of the surf.

      She’s alive.

      Soft fingers tug at strands of her hair, leaving traces of glistening wetness in their wake, but when she rises and looks, there’s nothing. Just a beach swathed in pitch, too dark, even for her sharp eyes, with nothing but starlight above. So she drops down and scuttles away from the insistent rhythm of the falling waves until her hand finds something other than sand, a palm frond strewn against a large volcanic rock. She finds the rock carved with a large divot, in which her fingers brush against a tiny pool of water.

      She dips her fingers further and brings them hesitantly to her salt-cracked lips. The water is fresh, with only a touch of salt, more likely from her coated fingertips than the pool itself. Still careful, she lowers her head and sucks in a mouthful of the liquid, finding it cool and refreshing and fresh. She drinks more deeply, desperate to quench the thirst that burns her throat.

      “Are you quite alright?”

      Jorrie lunges backward, spluttering in surprise at the strange feminine voice. She topples painfully into the trunk of a large palm. There’s a tinkling, watery sound that she thinks might be laughter.

      “Who’s there?” Her eyes search the blackness for any sign of movement.

      “You should know. You begged for my help.”

      “Marisara,” She gasps, her hand flying to her breast. She throws herself to the sand in obeisance.

      “Guess again. I’m not my mother.”

      The soft tenor voice reaches Jorrie like a murmur from beneath the sea's surface, as warm and inviting as the tropical waters of the lagoon. Within it, she detects a faint elemental cadence that calls to mind the sounds that wooed her to sleep as a child: vast tumbling waves, the hiss of bubbling sea foam spilling across the sand, and the rumbling of thunder over storm-tossed waters.

      Jorrie glances up from her hands and knees, intrigued and searching the inky dark for the source. She sees nothing, even though the voice sounds as if it is right in front of her. Then, something wet and cold touches her face, and she jerks away, only to be met with more laughter.

      “You need not be afraid. I will not harm you.”

      Jorrie narrows her eyes, squinting into the darkness. “Why can’t I see you?”

      “Because it is dark.” The reply is almost perfunctory, yet it has a gentleness, almost girlish. “There are many such pools of fresh water around. And come sunrise, you will find a pile of dried wood under an outcropping of rock down the beach, untouched by the storm so that you may start a fire if you wish.”

      “Why?” Jorrie asks, pain on her face, her hands rubbing together as if she’s trying to rub away some invisible stain.

      “Why what?”

      The young sailor imagines the woman cocking her head in confusion, and her reply is slow, anguished. “Why me?”

      “Why not?” Again, the answer is perfectly flat, devoid of any emotion other than curiosity.

      “But my crew. Are they here somewhere?”

      The question is met with a protracted silence. “No.”

      “But why did you save me?” Jorrie asks once more, her voice laced with anger and no small amount of confusion. There’s no response, only the soft brush and whisper of the wind through the fronds above. Shakily, Jorrie calls out a few times but still hears nothing.

      Finally, stunned and exhausted, she lies down on the beach, listening to the surf for long hours and questioning her sanity. Had it happened? Had she actually heard the voice? She’d heard stories of sailors driven mad by marooning, but certainly, it hadn’t been long enough for that.

      Hidden within the lagoon, Thalassa watches, swirling inside with deep and confusing emotions. She worries. To save a human in a shipwreck is permitted, but abandoning one’s duty for it is not. She grew the storm but did not guide it, and her mother would want to know why. Fear causes her to tremble, sending shimmering ripples across the gentle waters of the lagoon, but she can’t bring herself to pull herself away, not yet. It isn’t until the young sailor woman finally settles, and the regularity of sleep breath mingles with the rhythm of the flowing surf that Thalassa flows back into her charge to face the consequences of what she has done.

      When Jorrie wakes the following morning, the sky is bright and clear, and the air is stifling and becalmed. She doffs her jacket and shirt, securing them to the sand with a large rock, leaving only the bandeau of cloth binding her breasts to manage her modesty, such as it is. A box lies on the beach, soaked through and stamped with the emblem of a trading company. Jorrie recognizes it immediately as the company that had chartered the “Fate.” With a pang of guilt and sorrow, Jorrie pushes the small crate to the sparse tree line, and then, pushing aside her feelings, she takes time to survey her surroundings.

      She stands on the largest portion of an atoll. A vast open ring of broken, rocky teeth juts from the water, all that remains of what was likely a massive volcano. The deep, tranquil lagoon is turquoise at the edge but abruptly turns black at the center, demarcating the steep drop-off into the submerged mountain. On the other side lies a narrow, shallow opening guarded by a jagged coral reef upon which the waves dash themselves in a constant battle between the ravages of the brine and the stony skeletons of the corals.

      Fish, crabs, and mollusks make their home in the shallows, scuttling about, swimming to and fro, or clinging to rocky outcrops devoid of sand. A strand of seaweed hangs from the rocks about halfway around the lagoon across what looks to be slightly treacherous but traversable rock. Jorrie would swim to it if only her terror of the creatures of the deep didn’t keep her feet firmly where she could easily see the bottom. It was a strange phobia for a sailor, but there it was. But then again, a sailor spent most of their time on or below the deck. If one is in deep water, in her estimation, something has already gone terribly, terribly wrong.

      And yet, through all of the walking and gazing and pondering her plight, thoughts of Thalassa continually plague Jorrie, intruding at inopportune moments while she tries to formulate a plan to escape the island, fruitless as it may be. So, as the sun sets beyond the rise behind the beach, she gathers the firewood the Daughter of Marisara mentioned, proving beyond doubt that her earlier experience was real. Of course, she doesn’t know the first thing about starting a fire without a match, so she sits down and stares at the wood pile. “Now what?”

      She tries rubbing sticks together, but that doesn’t work. Wracking her brain for other ideas or things she’s heard, Jorrie finally drops to the sand, frustrated, tired, and scared. Tears fall over her lashes like rain as she places her face in her gritty, sandy palms, passing the time in grief. When her tears are cried out and her eyes swollen and red, she lays back on the sand and waits. Perhaps the creature, Thalassa, might return. The thought gives her a weird sensation in the pit of her stomach that she’d only felt once before, the day she’d stepped onto the “Fate” for the first time.

      Given how abruptly the water elemental departed the previous night, she’s far from confident that the creature will return. Still, she finds herself strangely hopeful as the sliver of the waning moon gracefully pierces the horizon line beyond the reef.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        The Atoll

      

      

      Jorrie is startled as a wave crashes on the beach nearby. She was staring at the pile of firewood again, still dumbfounded. She doesn’t know the first thing about surviving in the wild, hunting, or even fishing. Before joining her ominously named ship, she was a maid for a family of modest means. Give her a baby, and she knows precisely what to do, but this—it’s beyond her.

      “Open the crate,” Thalassa speaks into her ear, appearing only as a darker silhouette against the night sky beyond. A trickle of moonlight streams through Thalassa’s form, undulating and distorted. She’s extremely close, and, on a whim, Jorrie reaches out to touch her.

      The creature does not move, seemingly rooted to the sands, as Jorrie’s finger approaches closer and finally passes through her watery exterior.

      For Thalassa, the feeling is strange, like having someone reach in and caress your insides, not unpleasant, perhaps even a little thrilling in a way. There is a sense of connection in the touch. Not a sensation, per se, but a joining that her mind refuses to quantify. Then it hits her. It’s her pulse. The flow of Jorrie’s blood through her fingertip sets up a light resonance in Thalassa’s watery skin. It feels—strange, almost indefinable, but it is there, and her body quivers slightly with it, the flow of water within her moving in time with it.

      Jorrie jerks her hand back, feeling the cool wetness of flowing water, but then she reaches out again, unable to stop herself, stepping closer and touching Thalassa’s face. Her fingers meet the edge of the elemental’s form and sink into her as though plunging into the sea's surface. The coolness is immediate and enveloping, a sensation that seems to echo the endless depths of the ocean itself. Soft rivulets and currents flow past her fingertips in time with her racing heart. A slight tickling sensation licks at her skin as tiny pebbles and bits of sand brush her fingers. She lifts her other hand, reaching tentatively with it, but Thalassa glides backward out of reach, leaving Jorrie unable to decide where to look: at her hand or Thalassa’s shadowy form. And she frowns, feeling as if she’s just lost something.

      “I’m sorry,” Jorrie stutters gracelessly. “I’ve never felt anything like that. I just—I hope I didn’t hurt you.”

      “No,” Thalassa replies, and this time, the answer glitters with the hints of an unseen smile as her “body” seems to ripple with the word. There’s a pause. “I am no longer used to being touched in that way.”

      “No longer?” Jorrie’s curiosity is piqued as Thalassa’s initial words finally register, and she grabs a fat rock to break open the crate.

      Thalassa adds nothing else. Instead, she watches Jorrie smash the crate and pull out the few valuable items: an axe, a ball of waxed twine, and several sheets of folded canvas. Unlike Jorrie, Thalassa’s “eyes” see as well in the dark as the light, and she has other senses, too. Every rustle of wind and air on the surface of her body tells her something. But it is the vision of this half-naked woman reaching in and setting aside the implements of her survival that holds Thalassa’s attention, the ripple of muscle under her skin, the arch of her back, the way her hands cradle each item briefly before setting it in the sand. Without thought, Thalassa glides forward and reaches out, pausing momentarily just as Jorrie is in reach.

      “It’s okay,” Jorrie says, her back still turned and her attention still seemingly focused on the gifts of the deep. “It won’t hurt, will it?”

      “It is only water.” Thalassa reaches forward, the pressure of the water in her fingers just so, allowing her to touch Jorrie’s shoulder with some semblance of solidity. She’s surprised at how rough Jorrie’s skin feels, porous and rife with infinitesimally small bits of dry skin and sand. The watery fingers fill the space between them, pressing into Thalassa’s very being and contouring perfectly against the skin, filling every imperfection, no matter how small. It fascinates her. And again, there is that pulse beneath the skin. She flattens her palm against Jorrie and feels it everywhere. And once more, the currents within her body syncopate with it, push-push, push-push, push-push. A slow smile spreads across her face.

      Thalassa finally withdraws, realizing she’s been touching Jorrie so long that the woman is holding stock still, mid-motion, and looking at her. She turns her gaze away toward the lagoon. “I’m sorry. I should not have come.”

      A hand lands ever so lightly on the liquid surface of Thalassa’s shoulder, and Jorrie’s calloused fingers sink slightly within. “No, I’m glad you did.”

      Thalassa inverts her form with fluid grace, suddenly finding herself closer to Jorrie than she intended. The heat of Jorrie’s body radiates into her liquid form unevenly, swirling in the currents that flow within her into chaotic movements. Bits of warmed water collect in what should have been her cheeks, a phantom blush of spirling motes that betrays her feelings. She shifts to quell the rippling of her surface, but it persists, a visual echo of an internal tremor. She feels—confused. The longing that had long been her heart has dissipated in Jorrie’s presence, only to be replaced by something else, a feeling she can’t name. Her insides bubble with it like foam.

      Jorrie says nothing of the waves that shimmer through Thalassa, if she can even see them. Instead, her eyes narrow, squinting into the darkness as if she might discern the details of Thalassa’s aqueous face.

      “Why are you so sad?” The words are a soft murmur as Jorrie moves her fingertips to brush Thalassa’s cheek.

      Caught off guard by the question, Thalassa’s hand flows to her face, overlapping with Jorrie’s. “Am I?”

      “It seems so.”

      “What does it feel like?” Thalassa deflects, shifting the attention away from her feelings.

      “Liquid silk,” Jorrie whispers in response. “Do you know what silk is?”

      Currents flicker in Thalassa’s face as her lips contort into an arch smirk. “Yes. I know what silk is. And what it feels like, to you, that is. What you describe, it sounds—nice.”

      The declaration tugs a little at Jorrie’s lips, curving the corners of her mouth. The childish grin brings that same churning and warming of water through Thalassa’s entire being.
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        * * *

      

      Jorrie watches as Thalassa moves back toward the surf. “Wait!”

      “A moment, only. You must be hungry.” Seconds later, she returns, ghostly and shimmering, gliding across the beach, where she drops a fish at Jorrie’s feet. “Now, let me help you get a fire going?”

      Jorrie raises a thick eyebrow. “Um, you’re made of water, so I’m keen to see how you manage this.”

      Thalassa’s mouth shifts into a smirk. “First, I am of the water but not made from it. This is only one of innumerable forms I can conjure. Secondly, I am not going to manage this. You are. I think the phrase is ‘teach a man to fish.’”

      Jorrie snorts, glancing down at the fish. “I think you skipped that lesson.”

      “You do not know how to fish?” Thalassa’s voice is incredulous. “What kind of sailor does not know how to fish?”

      “The new kind,” Jorrie responds sheepishly. “This was my first voyage. I had just signed on with Captain Sterling. We were returning to our home port.”

      “I see.” So, she is a landsman—uh—woman. She fell from a great height, probably the crow’s nest, Thalassa surmises from her memory of the woman’s impact on the water. She suspects that Jorrie hadn’t the good sense to scramble down the rigging when quarters had been called for the storm. Or perhaps they forgot she was up there. Either way, that oversight, ironically, saved her life. Had she been below decks, she would’ve drowned long before Thalassa noticed her. “Pick up that bit of dried wood and make a point with the axe, then use a second bit to create a taught bow-like implement.

      Jorrie does as directed. “How do you know all of this?”

      “I know many things. Now come, there will be time for questions later.”

      Thalassa instructs Jorrie in the fire bow and then waits, watching intently as Jorrie makes several attempts. At each failure, Thalassa gently guides her technique until a bit of dried palm frond smolders. Then, in short order, the woman builds a serviceable fire.

      “Yes!” Jorrie cries when the fire is finally going on its own. “I did it!”

      “You did,” Thalassa comments proudly.

      Jorrie glances back and gasps. Before her stands a masterpiece of sculpture, a figure carved from the water itself, a tall and full-figured woman in a phantom dress, every curve perfect, every fold of the dress moving as it should, and within, currents flow, swift and rhythmic, mirroring a pulse. Firelight dances inside, imbuing her with a magical glow. Particles of sand and small stones, suspended within her watery body, glitter like a swarm of fireflies caught in a moonlit dance.

      Jorrie stands in awe. “Gods!” She breathes. “You’re—You’re beautiful.”

      This time, the phantom blush pools in Thalassa’s cheeks as whorls of sparkling sand, and it feels as if invisible tiny fish are squiggling around her insides. Her glassy lips curl upward in a shy smile.

      “Three things,” Thalassa says after Jorrie has made a full circuit of her form, admiring it from every angle, “will ensure your survival here. Freshwater, which I can provide. Fire, which you now know how to make. And finally, fishing. You will have to spear your food.”

      “Like I said⁠—”

      “Yes. You do not know how. Unfortunately, I have matters that need attending. Cook your fish. I will return tomorrow night, and we will set about making a spear and getting you properly trained to fish.” With that, Thalassa begins to flow away. She’s almost at the water when Jorrie calls to her.

      “What do I call you?”

      Thalassa pauses and turns back, “I am called Thalassa, but I prefer Tallie.”

      “Tallie?”

      Thalassa pauses for a moment, her thoughts stumbling with unbidden memories. Finally, she answers, almost absently, “It was my name once, long ago. And I liked it. At least, I think I did.”

      “Everyone calls me Jorrie, short for Jordana,” the young woman says with a grin. “And thank you.”

      “Jordana. Do you know what that means?” Tallie says, one corner of her mouth lifting.

      Jorrie shakes her head. “No, but somehow I suspect you do.”

      “It means ‘downward flowing,’ like a river or a falling current. It is a beautiful name.”

      Cheeks flaming, Jorrie looks away. “Thank you—for your help, I mean.”

      “You are welcome,” Tallie replies, then adds, almost as an afterthought, “Jorrie,” as she slips beneath the waves.

      Over the following weeks, Tallie visits Jorrie nightly and even sometimes during the day. In daylight, though, she stays within the lagoon to continually feed water into her form and stave off evaporation. Occasionally, she brings small items from the depths or floating on the ocean surface: a cup for water, a bucket for a rain catch, and fresh clothing, which Jorrie mostly ignores. She neglects to tell Jorrie that much of this last came from the dead. Tallie thinks it best to keep that to herself.

      She teaches Jorrie things, as well, such as how to read the currents by watching the surface and understanding the smell and taste of the air when storms approach. Some nights, she watches Jorrie as she sleeps, admiring her physique. A holdover from her human days, she knows, but she can’t help but admire her. And for a time, the camaraderie is enough for her.

      In the meantime, Tallie goes about her work, creating and guiding her storms, moving currents, and guiding plankton to feeding grounds. But Jorrie is never far from her thoughts; when she is away, she feels something within her, something old and long forgotten—an emptiness. It is more than the vague sense of loneliness she feels almost daily. It is something greater, and she finally finds the word she is looking for after several weeks have passed. She misses Jorrie. She misses the young woman and her company. But even that is inadequate, and she wonders if Jorrie feels the same.
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        * * *

      

      “So,” Jorrie says as she stands a month later on the rocks of the atoll, her spear poised and loosely bound to her arm by a bit of twine. “How did you come to be this way?” Her spear launches through the air, passing harmlessly through Thalassa’s body, narrowly missing the fish just behind her, stuck in a swirling concavity that Thalassa has formed around it. It’s not very sporting, but this is a training session. Jorrie is abysmal at spearfishing still, in Tallie’s estimation.

      “You threw too early that time,” Tallie says, then addresses the question. “What do you mean?”

      Jorrie pulls in the makeshift spear and then places a hand on her hip. “I am well aware I threw too early. I’ve been feeding myself for some weeks now. I’m just not trying very hard because the fish is cooped up in that little whirlpool.”

      “It is called a gyre,” Tallie teases.

      “And what I mean,” Jorrie grunts, as she hoists the spear for another attempt, “is—well, your name. And how you said you weren’t used to being touched ‘any longer.’ How you know so much about things like survival and starting fires. You were human once, weren’t you?”

      The elemental pauses, becoming deathly still and losing her concentration. The tiny gyre dissipates, and the fish darts off, only to end up on the tip of Jorrie’s spear a split second later. Jorrie looks at her with a cocky, triumphant expression as she reels in her prize. Tallie sticks out a watery tongue, then speaks. “Yes, I was once human. But that was a long time ago.”

      “How long?”

      Jorrie’s probing question sets Tallie off emotionally, and she lowers herself into the water slightly, allowing the gently undulating surf to hide the tremor of uncertainty in her form. “More than a hundred of your years, I believe. Though I am not sure. There is a place on the coast, a tiny village between a tall flat table mountain and a rocky promontory on the southernmost edge of the southernmost continent. It had a name, but I do not remember it. I was born there.”

      Jorrie chuckles. “That’s where I was born. But it’s not a village anymore. It’s been a bustling port for generations. You have been out here more than a hundred years, Tallie. More like, three hundred.”

      Three hundred years. The words echo in Tallie’s mind as she mulls it over. A flood of both pleasant and unpleasant memories returns to her, mostly the latter. The accident. The horrible treatment at the hands of the surgeon. The bullying. The misery. The soft feel of the wind on her skin. Her body gives a low moan as it vibrates with the emotions that follow.

      “Tallie?” Jorrie prods. “Are you okay?”

      Tallie nods slowly. “Yes, it has just been a long time, and my life, my human life, was not always pleasant.”

      “We all have our scars to bear.”

      Tallie looks at her friend, for that is how she has come to think of her. “Why did you say it that way?”

      “It’s just an expression. It means that we have all seen hard times. I don’t know why I’m surprised that a daughter of Marisara would be any different. Probably because I don’t know much about you.”

      She’s quiet for a moment, then Tallie presses on over the precipice of the conversation and into the abyss of her past, recounting the turbulent and unpleasant times. “I was born and named a boy. But I never felt that way. My body felt wrong. I was often teased for being weak or emotional or uninterested in the pursuits of men. I preferred needlework and cooking. Women’s work, they called it. I enjoyed the company of women far more than that of men. And I⁠—”

      Jorrie drops down to the rocks. “You what?”

      “I preferred their company at night as well.” The words are tinged with the embarrassment that Tallie feels, and she knows Jorrie can hear.

      With a grin, Jorrie places her hand out, her fingers stroking the liquid surface at Tallie’s neck. When she speaks, Jorrie’s words are tender. “It’s okay. So do I.”

      Tallie just nods and looks away for a moment, her features turning bashful. Then she looks back into Jorrie’s pretty eyes and continues. “In my adolescent years, I fell into the water, was pulled out to sea, and dashed across the coral reef at the edge of the long jetty. I was injured. I survived, but the things that would have made me a man were lost from the injury.”

      Her body loses its cohesion for a moment, fluctuating in surface appearance between what she had been that fateful day she dove into the water, skinny and frail, and what she had become through Marisara. Eventually, the fit passes, and she reclaims the comely form she has adopted for her visits with Jorrie, that of a mature woman in a long flowing dress. “One of my sisters rescued me. And for reasons I cannot yet fathom, she laid upon me the kiss of the sisters, pressing her saltwater lips to mine. Afterward, I was changed in ways that had nothing to do with my injuries. At night, I dreamt repeatedly of the sea and my sister, Atlantia. I often woke covered in saltwater, as if I had been swimming in the tides. I tasted the brine on my lips, both salty and full of a strange sweetness, like eating an oyster with a bit of lemon, perfectly balanced and beautiful. But, most of all, the temptation to return to the water became almost irresistible until two years later, it finally overwhelmed me, and I dove from the jetty into the rip current. The rest is shrouded in a mist. Mother took me, remade me, releasing me from the prison of my own body. And this is what I became.”

      Jorrie is sitting now, and tears streak her dirty cheeks.

      “Why do you cry? It was so long ago.”

      The young human paws at her eyes, but the tears still gush forth, falling into the lagoon. “Because I understand. Because I hurt for you. I never minded being a woman. I like it. But I was forced to dress and act as a man to have the life I wanted. It was very lonely, and yet I can’t imagine how awful it must have been for you.”

      Tallie slips across the water and seats herself on the rocks. Here, touching the water, she is able to maintain her form despite the glaring sunlight. She reaches out and wipes Jorrie’s cheek with a finger, drawing away the tears into herself. She imagines that she can feel their sorrow as their salty taste slips within her. She hopes that taking them will diminish Jorrie’s sadness. Why, she cannot say. But seeing the young woman sharing in her pain, feeling it in this way, it hurts. “Do not cry for me, Jorrie,” she says finally. “It is over.”

      Jorrie nods and tries to dry her eyes.

      “Tell me of your own life.”

      Jorrie describes her mediocre existence, forced into being a maid and caring for children by the poverty of her station. Fending off the predations of the master of the house. Dreaming of sailing the seas. Tallie listens to her in rapt attention, saying nothing but nodding periodically so that Jorrie knows she is paying her words heed. Jorrie describes her desperate escape from that life, cutting her hair, binding her chest, dressing as a man. She speaks harshly of having to avoid being naked with the other landsmen and what they might do to her if they found out. Before they threw her overboard, that is. And how every day was both a joy at being free from her gender-constructed prison and a terror at being discovered. “All I ever wanted was to sail, and now—” She looks around, and Thalassa moves closer.

      Jorrie turns to her, and Tallie sees the need in her eyes, the want, the loneliness. And as Jorrie purses her lips, Tallie reels back, jerking away, sending ripples across the entire lagoon. “No! Jorrie! You must not.”

      The younger woman looks away. “I’m sorry, I just thought⁠—”

      “Have you not heard a word that I have said?” Tallie’s voice trembles with the sounds of schooling sardines twisted into a ball to protect themselves from the predations of dolphins and sharks. “My kiss is deadly. To kiss me is to suffer from a hunger for the sea that cannot be sated, save casting yourself to it. And with no place for you among the sisters, you would simply drown.”

      “I’m sorry. I⁠—”

      Abruptly realizing the other woman’s hurt, Tallie reaches out and touches her face. “No, it is okay. You did not understand.” Then she dons a naughty, wicked grin. “We must not kiss, but there are other things we can do. Come, enter the water.”

      Jorrie raises an eyebrow and lowers herself tentatively into the water. “What are you going to do to—me?” That last word comes out as a soft sigh as gentle, silky, feminine hands slide across her naked hips. “Oh, that,” she breathes. “I’ve never—” She stops speaking as something soft and fluid, almost tentacular, wraps around each thigh and pushes them apart. Then Tallie touches her at her core, and a soft moan escapes her lips.

      “Tell me,” Tallie says softly, a whisper in Jorrie’s ear. “Is this okay?”

      Jorrie clamps her lips together and moans again deep in her throat, bobbing her head in agreement. Every part of Jorrie’s body is alight, and it’s as if a dozen hands and, well, other things she can’t identify, gentle and warm, are brushing against her.

      Jorrie wraps her arms around Tallie and finds her warm and surprisingly solid, like a firm pillow coated in warm water. “How are you so warm?” Jorry breathes as she feels a rush of heat run through her own flesh.

      “Far below, there are vents of steam. I’m pulling on their heat,” Tallie hisses. “Now, shush.”

      Over the course of the following hour, Tallie works Jorrie to the edge of extreme frustration until, thoroughly flustered, the young woman begs for more. Finally, Tallie relents, letting Jorrie rise to the heights of pleasure until the waves of sensation threaten to drown her, and Jorrie is left sagging and heaving for breath on the narrow shelf where she sits.

      When Jorrie finally opens her eyes, Tallie can see within them the same longing she has felt for so long. The need for love and acceptance and companionship, someone to care for and who cares for her.

      Just being so close to Jorrie as she pleasured her has dragged to the surface an intense desire that Tallie had long kept submerged. She longs to get closer, and she wants so desperately to kiss Jorrie, to love her as a human woman would, to feel her skin in the way a woman would. Something she’s never had. And yet, that bond seems to be swelling within her, for this human woman. It’s maddening.

      They stay in the water like that for a while longer, silent and still, before Jorrie retires to lay on the beach to dry and de-prune her waterlogged hands and feet.

      “So,” she says lazily a bit later, her eyes drooping slightly. “What was it you were saying about kissing?”

      Sighing in a contradictory mixture of contentment and extreme vexation, Tallie continues. “Seven there are, and seven there must be. If one of my sisters should abandon the sea, perhaps Mother might bring you to us, but that is unlikely. I was the first made in thousands of years, or so I am told. I don’t know who the missing sister was or how I was selected to take her place, but it is beyond rare.”

      “You’ve seen this?” Jorrie asks, sitting up and looking at Tallie. “Someone die from the kiss that way.”

      Tallie pauses, quiet for a long moment as she considers the question and its ramifications. “No. But it’s the only logical outcome. Seven there are, and seven there must be.”

      “And yet somehow, when you dove into the water, there were six.” Suddenly, Jorrie's eyes widen, her gaze darting past Tallie in shock. "Oh, my God!"

      In an instant, Tallie shifts her focus to her rear. The sight of a colossal, island drowning wave hurtling toward the atoll steals her voice. She propels herself back into the welcoming arms of the ocean, shooting as fast as she can beyond the reef and becoming one with the oncoming tidal force. Her mother, Marisara.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Marisara’s Lament

      

      

      “Mother, stop!” Tallie shouts, echoing the reverberations of thunderous whitecaps breaking to the shore as she propels all that she is and summons every current she can muster against the rogue wave. To her shock, the wave falls and subsides before reaching the atoll, leaving an eerie silence and a dread presence in the water, an immense mass that hovers, waiting to plummet into depths and drag Tallie with it.

      Finally, with the rumbling crash of a deep-sea landslide, Marisara speaks. “Oh, good! I have your attention. You have not complained in a month about wanting companionship, and now I see why.” There is a pause, and then slightly softer, but only slightly. “I told you. I begged you to let this fascination go. You cast yourself to me. Did I not change you? Did I not caress your battered body, take away your pain, and transform you into the creature of feminine power that you were always meant to be? Have I not loved you enough?” The pained cries of injured whales and battered seals reverberate through the last question.

      Tallie trembles with a fear that pierces the heart of her being, the depths of her soul. And another emotion, long forgotten, worms its way inside her with piercing intensity: guilt. All that her mother says is true.

      “Well?” The impatience in that one word is the edge of the tempest that threatens to break and swallow all in its path.

      “Yes, Mother,” Tallie replies softly, her words the faint murmur, almost lost in the depths.

      “You are my daughter, and I know you. To forbid is to invite. Of that, I am well aware, but I will warn you. To love a mortal is to court ruin and heartache. And I see that blooming love within you, like the algae in the spring deltas of the mighty rivers. Before you return to this place, because I know that you will, I ask one simple thing that will take almost no time at all. Go to Atlantia. Speak to her.”

      Her mother’s currents wrap around her then, and she speaks with the gentleness of sea foam gasping away upon the sand. And it breaks Tallie’s heart. “I told you to leave it be, not just to protect you, but to protect me. Seven there are, and seven there must be, but when you cast yourself to me, there were but six. I cannot speak of it for the pain.” She hesitates, and Tallie feels a depth of loss pouring through her like a churning vortex whose tail runs to the bottomless depths of the deepest trench.

      “Go,” Marisara’s final words echo, riding the resonance of whale song. “Speak with Atlantia. And do not abandon your duties again.” With that, her mother’s presence draws away.

      Despite her mother’s words, though, Tallie first returns to the atoll, if only briefly, finding Jorrie sitting on its shore, shivering slightly in an unseasonably cold wind that has abruptly blown in from the north.

      Tallie beckons Jorrie to start a fire and get warm, and her charge obliges. Then she gives Jorrie a brief wan smile that fades quickly as she speaks. “That was Mother. I must leave you. I have demands on me that I must meet. I will return shortly.”

      Worry skirts the edges of Jorrie’s face. “Are you in trouble?”

      Tallie’s lips form a smirk. “No more than usual.” And then she is gone, flowing away once more to rejoin the sea. But the event has left its mark, and Jorrie, watching Tallie leave, begins to wonder about her circumstances.

      “A pet,” Jorrie mutters to herself. “I feel like a puppy brought home that the mother wishes to be rid of.” And as she gazes across the tepid seas, she wonders for the first time if maybe Tallie might have orchestrated her stranding.
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        * * *

      

      “What brings you here, sister?” Atlantia intones in a spray of foam and wind as she whips the sea into a frothy, chaotic mass just off the eastern islands of her tend.

      “Mother said I should ask you how it is that when I was—when I became her child—” She hesitates and lets out a soft sigh that flows before her as a cloud of whirls. “How it was that there were only six daughters instead of seven?”

      Atlantia pauses momentarily, and the seas calm slightly. Then she speaks with the mournful wail of the gale winds in the palms. “Before you, there was Pacifica, the daughter of the great western sea. She fell in love with a human. I cannot say what attracted her to such a fleeting creature, but her heart was certainly dizzy with dreams of joining him on shore.”

      Atlantia turns her attention back to the ocean waves, whipping them further.

      “And? That can’t be all there is to the story.”

      “You are young, Thalassa. I have been with Mother almost since the beginning, when she was known only as the spirit of the sea, and men quaked to go near her. We are immortal and serve Mother at her whim. In return, she guides us, and we can see all there is to see. We share in her magic. We can know all that is hidden and lost beneath the waves, a world far larger than that of mortals. And we are loved. I love you, and she loves us all.”

      Thalassa says nothing. She knows all of this. And yet, still, the hurt within her is undiminished. The loneliness has returned now and holds her fast.

      “Tell me, Thalassa. What is it that Marisara wishes you to learn?” Atlantia’s words are soft and gentle.

      Thalassa remains quiet, unwilling to express herself. There is a trembling within her. Embarrassment, perhaps. Or fear. She is unsure. She moves deeper into a soft layer of warm water between two northern-bound currents.

      Atlantia ceases her work and slips down to join Thalassa, compressing her massive bulk effortlessly into the sliver of deathly still water where Thalassa hides. “You have found the love of a human.” It isn’t a question, and the words linger in the salty brine untouched by the flowing waters around them, haunting and dark.

      Thalassa finally speaks. “You came to me. You saved me. But then you kissed me. Why did you do that?”

      There is a long pause like the calm just before the winds earnestly push toward shore. “I do not know. I did not wish you to drown and felt the scars covering you. I believed you in need and thought our world could be yours. I also think, perhaps, that I wanted you to know that you were not alone. And—I missed Pacifica.”

      “But the kiss of the sea, our kiss, changes us…them…humans, I mean.”

      The water moves slightly, not a confirmation, but not a denial.

      “You knew,” Thalassa accuses. “You knew what I would become, drawn to the sea, obsessed with seeing you once more, haunted by the dreaming of our mother, forced to cast myself to the tides or be dragged into madness.”

      Surprisingly, Thalassa feels a ripple within her as Atlantia’s form collides with hers gently, enveloping her and intertwining, merging like a river flowing into a delta before finally giving way to the ocean’s vastness. And within that flow, Thalassa feels Atlantia’s heartbreak and regret as the older daughter speaks.

      “Thalassa, my love, the humans say that we have no memory, no love, no feelings. But, as you have learned, that is untrue. They cannot fathom the depths of who and what we are, and you are so young that you do not yet understand your destiny.” Atlantia’s words are gentle, but as always, the larger sister’s words bloom within Thalassa like the echoes of the smoking stacks far below stretching across the great rift. “That morning, as you tumbled into the water, dragged far out to sea by the currents, your body broken on the reef, I heard your cry. I felt your pain. For there is no thing that we do not know completely once it enters our domain. We can feel not only its form but, for the living, their very souls.

      “You were broken. Born into a body you despised. Pained by your own existence. How could I not begin your change? How could I not bring you to us? In a way, I loved you already.”

      Thalassa pauses, a cold, skeptical part of her refusing this answer, but still, Atlantia did speak the truth about the pain that Thalassa had brought to the water, the hurt with which she had burdened her older sister. She felt the truth of her older sister’s words within the microcurrents and softness of Atlantia’s body shifting within her own.

      “I wanted you to be whole,” Atlantia finishes finally, after a long moment. “But that is not what Mother wishes you to learn.”

      Trepidation and sadness flow through Thalassa then, shifting and moving like a sprinkling of breakers at low tide when the moon tugs her away from the shore. Her beloved moon.

      Atlantia speaks again. “Pacifica found a way to become mortal once more, for we were all as you at first. In the northwest, just south of our sister Krio’s frigid realm, is a cavern. Within is a sorceress. Pacifica visited her. When she returned, she was changed. Days later, she vanished.

      “Mother, bereft, searched high and low across every one of our domains throughout the world until she spied her. She walked on land, human once more. And mother watched as the man she had fallen so in love with first welcomed Pacifica, then spurned her when he grew tired of her. Pacifica cast herself once more into the depths, begging for forgiveness as she drowned. Mother forgave her, but returning Pacifica to her place was not within her power. And so, she was lost.”

      “What followed?” Thalassa asked, keeping her voice as neutral as she could, though she knew the worry and anxiety she felt would be obvious to her sister, as obvious as Atlantia’s feelings had been to her. The lesson was clear. To return was to court ruin, and death would be certain in the end.

      “Mother blew such storms as to destroy the lands of men all around the sea and far inland, but that did not satisfy her rage. She called to her Mother, the Earth, to bring forth an expulsion of rock and rage so vast that it darkened the skies for years, bringing such men to heel. Mother Earth, always unhappy with the selfish creatures prancing about upon her surface, was only too happy to oblige. Only a handful of humans survived her rage. And they still tremble, terrified of her, despite their reborn civilization.”

      Thalassa felt a ripple through her, a caress of love and understanding. “The first years are hard,” her sister told her. “At times, we feel lonely, but in time, you will understand that in the vastness of the sea, we are far from alone. From the kelp beds to the great cetaceans, we learn and grow and find new fulfillment far from the physicalities of our old lives. It is rewarding. But—and perhaps Mother would not want me to tell you this—it is your choice. Though, should you choose to return to land, you may not become one with the sea ever again.”

      Thalassa takes to heart all that Atlantia says and remains nested between the currents with her for quite a while. That feeling of oneness she shares with Atlantia gives her pause, as does the story. Then, with appropriate exchanges of love and the shifting of tide and current, Thalassa bids her farewell and returns to her smaller stretch of the ocean, far to the southeast.
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        * * *

      

      Jorrie sits quietly on the beach. The fish she eats is decently cooked, and the waves are quiet. A few small squalls had blown across the island since she last saw Tallie, but none had been powerful, just a few heavy rains refilling the caches of fresh water about the island and dousing her.

      “I missed you.”

      Jorrie startles at Tallie’s voice, nearly dropping her fish. “I thought you’d left me for good.”

      “No. Why would you think that?”

      “It’s been sixteen days. I thought perhaps you weren’t coming back at all, or—or perhaps something had happened to you. That maybe you were in more trouble than you let on.”

      Tallie’s form shimmers in the moonlight, a vibration that Jorrie has learned to read as nervousness. “My sister’s domain is far away. The currents take time, as do our conversations and relations. I apologize if it seemed long to you. How has the fishing been?”

      Jorrie’s self-effacing laughter is light, and a shy, crooked smile appears, though it does not reach her eyes. “Not terrible. I’m still well-fed. And a crate of lemons washed up on the beach, which was a wonderful surprise. Your doing?”

      Tallie shakes her head. “No.”

      Jorrie can’t help but notice how much more fluid and clean the gesture is. It’s almost as if the more time they interact, the more humanlike Tallie’s body becomes. She is so captivating and strange and so generous of spirit that Jorrie hesitates for a moment to ask what is on her mind, but then she stands and moves over to sit on a large stone, taking a last bite of fish before tossing the rest to the crabs. “I need to ask you something.”

      Tallie glides over and reforms, appearing to sit in a chair. She even seems to be crossing her legs beneath her watery dress with one tantalizingly shaped calf showing. “What is it?”

      Taking a moment, Jorrie tears her gaze away from the gorgeous figure. “Did you strand me here?”

      There is a pregnant pause that terrifies Jorrie, but she doesn’t speak, waiting for a response.

      “Yes and no,” Tallie replies quietly.

      Jorrie’s head snaps back, and she narrows her eyes at Tallie. “What does that mean?” Her words are a whisper.

      With a sigh like distant, far away breakers, Tallie answers. “Part of my duties are to maintain the balance of all things. I create storms. Those storms are often fierce at this latitude, fed by the warm, moist air and the beating sun. Your ship was caught in one such storm.”

      “But the people, my comrades, you killed them?”

      Tallie shook her head. “No. Your ship happened to be in that place at that moment. It is the way of things.”

      “Couldn’t you have pushed the ship aside? Stalled out the storm? Helped us in some way?” Tallie’s voice is accusing and dark.

      “Yes. I could have. But it is not for us to interfere with the affairs of men. What is swept into the storm is what must be swept into the storm.”

      “But you rescued me? How does that square with what you just said?”

      Tallie reforms back into a standing woman and stares out to sea. “It doesn’t. I heard your prayer, and when you entered the water, you passed through me. I became aware of what you were, so I—” She stops, realizing that Jorrie is staring at her in horror.

      “You saved me just because I’m a woman?” Jorrie’s voice begins to rise. “What about the Captain? What about my bosun? Those were good men! Gods! You’re a monster.” She is screaming now. “I didn’t deserve to live any more than they did. They had families. I had none! People are in mourning for them. How could you?”

      “Stop!” The word is thunderous, like an earthquake. “I am what I am. I do what I am bid to do. We are the daughters of Marisara. It is not for you to judge.” As soon as the words are out, Tallie sees the terror in Jorrie’s eyes and is filled with regret. But just as the marid, once it has seen the angels, cannot unknow the future, Tallie cannot unsay what she has said—or how.

      “So, what?” Jorrie asks miserably. “I’m your pet here? Your prisoner?”

      “No, it is not like that. I was lonely. I—” Tallie’s form quivers and shakes.

      “How many?” Jorrie says, dropping back down to the rock.

      “How many what?” Tallie asks, her voice now just a whisper in the soft breeze, the ripple in her surface now dangerously close to breaking her hold on her form.

      “How many ships have you blown off course to keep them away from this island?”

      Tallie draws away, her eyes wide, mouth open in horror. “None. I would never do that. You have to believe me, Jorrie. I would not keep you stranded here.”

      “But you could have guided such ships to this island and seen me rescued.” Jorrie’s voice is once again full of stabbing accusations.

      Tallie lowers her eyes to the sand. “Yes.” The ripple through her has stilled to nothing, and her form seems to sag slightly.

      “And how many have passed near enough that you could have brought them here?” Jorrie asks, feeling the cold, piercing wound of betrayal.

      “Seven,” Tallie admits, moving away just a little more.

      “So I am your prisoner,” Jorrie affirms, her expression dejected and cold.

      Tallie moves closer and reaches out. “No, if you wish⁠—”

      “Don’t touch me,” Jorrie growls. “Go away from here and don’t return. If you have any respect for me, you’ll leave me alone.”

      Tallie’s eyes widen with surprise and hurt, and her brows furrow. Strange tears fall across her eyes, giving them an aquamarine glow. “I will find you a ship,” she says softly, heartbreak filling her words as she slips silently away into the lagoon and vanishes.

      Tallie lingers in the lagoon for long hours, unable to bring herself to leave as she listens to Jorrie’s anguished sobs. Eventually, Jorrie’s tears subside and Tallie hears a pained whisper in the dark.

      “I’m sorry, Tallie. Please come back. I didn’t mean it.”

      Tallie knows, then, what she must do though it will break her mother’s heart.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Of Loss and Love

      

      

      The tiny atoll is not far off the trade lanes, and Tallie finds a ship almost immediately. With a massive pull of the currents, she pushes the ship gently off its course, guiding it slowly and carefully toward the atoll until it is within sight. The smoke from Jorrie’s fire is visible, and Tallie watches as the ship alters course toward the tiny islet, eventually dropping anchor and launching a longboat.

      Desolate and alone, she dives into the vast world current that pushes its way around the planet. She follows it across the narrowest portion of Atlantia’s realm and up past the northwestern continent as it winds quickly up the coast and back across the north, finally ending in the frozen seas of Krio. But she doesn’t acknowledge Krio as she passes, only noting that her sister pushes forth more bits of ice into the northern sea today. Krio gives Tallie a gentle, curious tug with the currents, perhaps wishing to speak, but Tallie ignores it. Along the north edge of the largest continent, she finds the cave Atlantia described.

      It is a dark place, and unlike the rest of the sea, it seems full of menace and spews forth foreboding emanations full of sulfur and gas.

      “Come inside, child,” a voice calls from within, rattling and thin, like shells sliding across submerged sand. “Come. Come.”

      Tallie ventures forward. She has come this far. She won’t turn back. She cannot hear the weeping of her sisters and mother as she slides inside the swirling cauldron of hot water and molten earth that is the sorceress’s cavern.

      “Thalassa,” the voice says as a small form appears, hunched, stooped like an old woman. “I have watched you, and I have waited. I know what you seek.”

      “To be human once more. But not as I was.”

      “Yes.” The voice carries the hissing sound of steam venting from below. “But come above where we can speak, and I can see you. My eyesight isn’t what it used to be.”

      Tallie rises in the water until she breaks the surface inside a pocket of rock, fed with air from a hole some thirty or so feet above. Within, the water laps on a rocky shore, and beyond, a shrouded figure now sits on a basalt throne. And Tallie’s body shivers.

      “Just a bit closer,” the figure says. Its voice is no longer frail. It’s lyrical and sweet, like the air through woodwinds; underneath, however, Tallie can hear the rocky sounds of pushing magma and the low squeezing of lava beneath the rocks.

      Tallie moves up onto the shore, and the figure resolves into that of a tall, shapely woman with fiery red hair and white skin. Her deep blue eyes pierce Tallie as they observe her, laid as they are above a thin, sharp nose and full black lips. She wears a black dress, and her flesh is shot through with veins of glowing orange.

      Screwing up her courage, Tallie advances.

      “That’s far enough, elemental, daughter of Marisara,” the woman commands. “You may call me Undine, and we have much to discuss. Such boons do not come freely. You must give up something in return.”

      Tallie is suspicious, but she holds her form still. “What is your price, witch?”

      Undine snorts mirthlessly. “I am no mere witch. I am magic itself from which the nightmares of men are made, and you’d do well to treat me with proper respect.”

      A strange vibration rumbles within Tallie’s form, shaking water from it. She backs away quickly to the shore’s edge, drawing in more water lest she be trapped in the open air. “What is it you want?”

      “Not quite,” Undine smiles wickedly, then she stands, a black onyx staff gripped in her right hand. “What is it you want, your majesty?”

      Tallie maintains her form despite her fear and speaks slowly. “What is your price, your majesty?”

      “Why, your magic, of course. All that you are as a daughter of Marisara will become mine.”

      Eyes narrowing, Tallie shifts her form, drawing in more water and girding herself for a fight. “My magic is Mother’s. If I give it to you, she will be yours as well. Is that not so?”

      The sorceress stalks forward, her steps crunching across a beach that Tallie can now see is made from the bones of creatures that have died here, most of it ground almost to dust. “Does it matter? It won’t be your problem anymore, and you can have what you desire most: companionship, a lover, someone to care for. A small price to pay, some might say.”

      Tallie remains rooted at the shore’s edge as the sorceress closes to within just a few feet of her. Well within striking distance of her staff. Tallie has no idea what it might do to her, but she knows instinctively that she should fear it. She moves a little further back, giving herself space and a few moments to think. If she gives up her magic to this creature, Mother and her sisters would be, at best, Undine’s slaves. But she can have Jorrie. She can have a home and a life and all that she had wanted so long ago. She can be free of it all. Free to come and go as she pleases. Free to be with Jorrie.

      As much as she loves her mother and sisters, she can’t help but think of Jorrie and the life she wants.
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        * * *

      

      Jorrie sits watch at night on the small merchant ship. Unlike Captain Sterling’s ship, they have no qualms that she is a woman. The men are kind and respectful and even appreciate that she has some modicum of seamanship. Compared to her last vessel, this ship is positively tiny, and she wonders at the courage or desperation of these men to cross the sea in such a little craft. The crew numbers only ten, eleven with her aboard, and they are bound for Jorrie’s home port. With no other survivors from her ship, she can make up whatever story she likes if needed, just as she did with the crew that rescued her. But few people pay much attention to small merchant ships or who arrives with them. It’s all about the cargo. Added to that, there is no Jordana on the “Fate’s” departure manifest, and the logs and rutter went down with the ship.

      For now, though, she sits on the poop deck alone. The ship became abruptly becalmed during the day and into the evening, unmoving. It is unlikely to last. Far off, a small squall line advances on their position. Fortunately, it is nothing so imposing as the storm that had sunk the “Fate.”

      Her thoughts aren’t on the men, or the storm, or even what awaits her on shore. She thinks of Tallie, and her heart aches. Tallie was kind and generous. She saved Jorrie’s life. She, it seemed, faced her mother’s wrath on Jorrie’s behalf if the dissipating tidal wave were any indication. And, when confronted, Tallie had obviously pulled this ship into sight of the atoll. At least, Jorrie believes so based on the testimony of the sailors on board. Jorrie probably could’ve asked to leave at any time, and Tallie would have brought someone. But she hadn’t even considered it. She’d been happy in many ways, simply being with Tallie and talking, listening to her tell stories of the sea and the things she’d seen, and learning to spearfish and start a fire.

      Mostly, though, Jorrie misses Tallie’s mere presence. While on the island, Jorrie hadn’t felt the first hints of fear or loneliness, except inklings perhaps when Tallie was away. Now, here she is, barely two days from home, and tears threaten to overtake her as they have every night since her rescue. The flutter of butterflies she felt when she tried to kiss Tallie is gone, replaced by a dismal emptiness.

      “Are you alone?”

      Jorrie stiffens at the sound and turns around to find Tallie standing motionless behind her. She jumps forward, throwing her arms around the elemental and trying desperately to pull her close, but all she gets is wet as her arms slide through Tallie’s body. “I missed you, and I’m sorry.”

      Tallie shakes her head slowly. “No. You have nothing to be sorry for. You were right. It was unkind of me to keep you on that tiny atoll for so long.”

      “No. It’s not like I asked to leave.”

      Tallie says nothing, but she puts a touch of distance between them.

      “Where did you go?” Jorrie asks, feeling a sudden sense of foreboding. She knows this is the last time she will see Tallie.

      “I went to see a sorceress who could return me to being human and bring me to you.”

      “You mean—” Jorrie says, her heart beating faster.

      Tallie shakes her head again. “No. The price was far too high. I could not do it. I just came to say goodbye.”

      Jorrie swears she can hear an almost human-sounding sob escape from Tallie’s lips. And that is all it takes for Jorrie’s eyes to betray her, tears flowing like rain over her lashes.

      Stepping forward, Tallie takes Jorrie’s face in her watery hand and brushes her thumb across Jorrie’s cheek, pulling the line of tears away. “Do not cry. You will find someone, I am sure. Someone who fulfills and loves you and will grow old with you.”

      “But what of you?” Jorrie asks, her voice cracking in sympathy. “I think I⁠—”

      Tallie puts an aqueous finger to Jorrie’s lips and shushes her. “I do, too. But sometimes such things are not meant to be.” Then she presses her lips to Jorrie’s cheek.

      “But you said—” Jorrie begins.

      Tallie gives her a tight smile. “Only if I kiss you properly.” With that, she moves away, her form sliding over the deck and back into the water.

      Jorrie wails such a wail of despair that it carries not only across the waves but far beneath. Tallie, heartbroken, returns to her duties to the southeast, but she carries in her devastated heart the knowledge that she has done right by her sisters and her Mother.

      Marisara watches silently as Tallie slips away, and for only the second time in her entire existence, she weeps for one of her daughters—and her lover.
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        * * *

      

      Jorrie walks south along the shoreline past the old cabins and the dilapidated houses north of the broken jetty. Her dress catches on every bramble and bush she passes, occasionally tearing in places.

      She spends her days working as a fishmonger. But every night, she comes to the ancient pile of rocks jutting into the sea, hoping to glimpse her beloved Tallie.

      And every night, she falls asleep on the rocky shore and has to hurry home to her small hovel to be ready before the sun. Tonight, she ventures out to the edge of the jetty to watch the setting moon, large and bright, over the water, Tallie’s moon.

      She remembers the flash of moonlight as it streamed through Tallie’s body. She recalls with amusement how the elemental woman terrified her that first night. She even laughs. Then she touches her cheek and the strange blue mark left behind by Tallie’s kiss, and the loneliness again burrows into her breast, choking off her breath and bringing burning pressure to her eyes. She drops down, sitting dejectedly on the rocks, and cries her desperate tears of misery.

      Tallie didn’t save her from obsession by not kissing her properly, she realizes. It didn’t matter. She bursts with longing, not for the sea, but for Tallie. And as she lifts her head to wail her grief again, as she has done innumerable times before, she spies something on the waves, a stillness. The water running past the jetty is a flat disturbance in the surf, pulling away from the shore rather than flowing toward—a riptide.

      With the tearing of fabric, Jorrie quickly removes the threadbare dress and hurls it aside, then offers a swift prayer. “Mother Marisara, I pray to you. Please do not leave me in this state. Take me into your arms and reunite me with the one I love or let me drown.” Perhaps it is folly. Maybe she will, in fact, drown. But she believes in her heart of hearts that Tallie will come. She will save her. And with that, she leaps forward and dives into the swift current.

      Moments after entering the freezing surf, she realizes her error. The water is biting cold, and her arms quickly become numb. The current drags her toward an angry, rocky shoal just beyond the jetty. She’ll be dashed upon the rocks. Tallie isn’t coming.

      Jorrie pulls against the riptide with all her might, but it’s useless. The rocks draw closer until the exhausted woman collides with a large outcropping and is knocked senseless, sinking deep along the rapidly falling continental shelf beyond.
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        * * *

      

      “Wake up,” a voice says, strangely resonant and deep, like the falling of rocks and the crash of waves upon the shore.

      Jorrie comes to herself, feeling strangely disconnected. There is no pain, no feeling. It takes her a moment to get her bearings. Instinctively, she knows what she is, what she has become, and the power she wields. She moves, flowing through the water with ease, darting around. She is alive, alive in a way she has never known. She senses things far away and deep below. Rocks and stones, fish and old crates, shipwrecks. “Am I dreaming?” She asks, and her voice is an emanation, carrying the soft swishing of sand and creatures scrabbling at the rocks of the shoreline.

      “No. I am your mother, now, my daughter.”

      “But—”

      “Seven there are,” Marisara says gently, and Jorrie hears a touch of exasperation mixed with amusement in Marisara’s voice. “And seven there must be. But now, there are eight. And I have no idea what to do with you, but we will find something. Perhaps you can manage the river deltas. For now, though, go. Go Jordana and be with Thalassa. And see if you can pull her from that gods be damned underwater lake.”

      “Yes, Mother,” Jorrie squeals, likely startling every dolphin for miles around, and she does as she’s bid, shooting off to the northwest, following the great global current.

      And Jorrie does find Thalassa just days later, hunkered as small as she can manage in a pit of gas-laden water. Slowly, tentatively, she approaches the underwater lake. “Tallie?” Jorrie feels a shifting of the currents as Tallie moves.

      “Jorrie?” Tallie’s voice is harsh and stinging with sorrow.

      “Yes, my love.”

      Tallie can barely believe her senses. “But—how?”

      “Sometimes the sea takes pity on poor sailors,” Jorrie answers, amusement flowing from her, geyser-like and bubbling.

      Without another word, Tallie springs from the lake, engulfing Jorrie, twisting and moving, feeling her form join with Jorrie’s. Together, they flow and mingle, each part colliding and moving apart like the whirling and flowing currents joining and parting across the sea, and they are happy.

      In time, Marisara places them together in the great inland sea just north of the equatorial region. It isn’t a terribly peaceful place with the constant shifting of land by an angry Mother Earth. There are also the occasional storms they must summon as needs be, though they are mild.

      But in the peace and calm, when their duties flag, the two lovers sometimes spirit off to a faraway atoll in the southeastern sea. And if you are near and look carefully on a bright moonlit night, you may spy them sitting on the beach, two watery figures in a tight embrace, their lips pressed together, bodies mingling like flowing rivers of light. But be forewarned: all who witness their love are touched by a yearning as endless as the ocean horizon and as profound and unattainable as the fathomless deep. It is an insatiable desire for the love of the sea.
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          THERESA TYREE

        

      

    

    
      It was a stormy night when my grandfather the king called me to his bedside. The summons surprised me, as it was well after dinner, and with the state of his health I’d assumed he must already be asleep. The crashing of the waves and thunder must have called him from sleep like a siren. He always loved them. If he wished to see me, it would be to enjoy it together and perhaps to tell a story.

      He told stories from his seafaring days during storms.

      I rose from my evening repose and wrapped a robe around my nightgown. Some would think it improper for me to let the king see his heir in her sleeping attire, but my grandfather never stood on ceremony with me. From the day I’d moved to the castle as his adopted granddaughter, he’d endlessly proved the rumors about his forthright and kind disposition true.

      I opened the secret passageway behind the bookcase that led from my quarters to his and went up. The passage came out in his bedchamber behind a large painting of the sea. One would think he got his fill of the ocean living in a seaside castle, but my grandfather never seemed to tire of it. The ship in the portrait rode the curve of a wave, weaving between great purple-black tentacles that reached for it from the waters below. The scene always made me think of mermaids and krakens, the sorts of creatures other sailors told me I shouldn’t want to meet if I knew what was good for me.

      My grandfather never said such things. I always wondered if he had personal experience with them, since he kept the painting so close.

      He smiled at me when I entered, propped up against the many pillows of his large bed—the only throne he was sitting in constantly these days. Seeing him frail and bedridden by his illness brought me such pain. I thought I would have him with me to guide my hand as my advisor once I took over as ruler. But my lessons in stewardship were on rather more of a timeline than either of us had planned for.

      I went and sat by him on the bed, making myself comfortable. “You called for me?”

      “Yes.” He reached over to his bedside table and passed me a mug of cocoa. “The storm woke me, and I thought we might pass the time chatting until it quiets.” He took up his own mug and blew on it gently. “The storm also reminded me of a story that I have yet to tell you from my days on the sea.” His eyes glimmered fondly. “Would you like to hear it?”

      I sipped my cocoa to keep from seeming over-eager. My eyes flicked to the painted ship on his wall. “You know I would.”

      He nodded, pleased by my enthusiasm, and began.
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        * * *

      

      As you know, when I was young I was often out at sea. It was a place where I always felt at home. The weight of the world seemed to fall away on the water, under the great canopy of the sky. Much like our kingdom today, things like class, race, and sex didn’t matter on the deck of a ship—only how much rope you could handle and how high into the rigging you could climb. But when I was very little, I was reckless, and stubbornly stayed on deck during a storm. It only took one misstep to send me overboard. Water sank into my skirts, dragging me down faster than I imagined possible, and as the air fled from my lungs, I resolved to finally stop wearing them if I’d the good fortune to survive my encounter with the depths.

      Don’t frown at me like that, my darling. Skirts are all well and good for those who enjoy wearing them, and I’ve heard your lecture on the cooling system of a swishing skirt in summer more than enough times by now. But when it is winter and your skirt is wool and heavy enough to drown you, you must admit that they become more annoyance than worthwhile garment!

      Just as my vision was going dark, a mighty creature grabbed me and lifted me up. It tore my dress away from me and sped me towards the surface. I only remember what I felt and heard. The dark of the water and my choking kept my eyes from being much use. But I remember the way the creature wrapped themself around me, as if they were one long coil of muscle, and the beautiful song they sang. The voice was ethereal, unlike anything I’d heard in my life. Like a siren, it left me utterly entranced.

      Yes, dear child, more entranced than when the countess visited with that incredibly low neckline. You stared too, lest you forget. Though I take the fondness in your words more than the sting.

      As I was saying, the creature laid me down on the sand of a beach, and the song faded, as if its work was done. I spluttered the last of the seawater from my lungs and tried to get up, but failed. My body was weak from the experience, and I cursed it for being as frail and as delicate as my parents wished it to be instead of the robust, broad-shouldered thing I wished to be.

      The creature seemed to understand my feelings, or at least the curses I muttered about my predicament, because they laughed. It was a musical sound, and one that brought to mind the same feeling as the song. The creature raised a hand, and in the dim light of the stars reflected off the waves, I saw the creature backlit as a woman from the hips up. She touched my brow and stroked it while whispering words I couldn’t place but that sounded like the gentlest of lullabies. Suddenly, I was overwhelmed with the need to sleep. But before the tide of slumber claimed me, I felt her push something into my hand and say, “Wear this amulet, and it will transform you into whatever you wish to be. Your body is not a prison, but a castle, and you the prince inside.”

      When I awoke, it was morning. I thought the whole thing perhaps a dream summoned from too little oxygen and too much seawater—but the coral-like stone in my hand proved otherwise. My savior and sea sorcerous had been real.

      A search party picked me up not long after. I learned we’d been lucky not to suffer a single casualty to the storm or the rough seas. My return was also deemed a good omen, and due to both the streak of good fortune and my pleading, my parents agreed to let me go on more voyages.

      That night, I slipped a cord of leather through the middle of my amulet and stowed it around my neck.

      Well spotted, my dear. It is indeed the one I still wear to this day. You always did have a fine eye for the details. Here, why don’t you have a look at it? I won’t take it off—it’s brought me too much good fortune—but the cord is long enough that you should be able to turn it over in your hands without yanking me from my duvet.

      I know I don’t look it now, in my twilight years, but my savior’s words were true. You recall the portrait of me in the east foyer? That was the body I built for myself. For I wished to be strong enough and wise enough to be the next king of our people.

      Children like me weren’t typically chosen to rule in those days. We know better now. You are a testament to that, my darling.

      To convince my parents I could be their heir, I wanted to show them I cared for our people above all. Ours being a nation built on the sea, I did so by taking to the water once again.

      Ha! You’re right, my dear, it wasn’t a hardship.

      But those uncanny sea-faring talents of mine? It was more than a love of the sea that brought them to me.

      I heard the song again my first night out on the water. I was awake when I should have been asleep, tossing and turning with discomfort due to a horrible sunburn. Trading my long skirts and wide hats for the trousers of a sailor had made me so ecstatic that, in my excitement, I’d forgotten to purchase a new hat or seek shelter in the shade. My pain was pushed from my mind when I heard the song. It called to me in a way I couldn’t describe, and I rose and went out to the deck. I walked to the bow like a man enchanted, and it was only once there, just before I made good on my wish to leap into the mysterious fathoms below, that I found what she’d left for me. A pale clamshell caught the moonlight and stopped me in my tracks. Inside, I found a deep green ointment that smelled of vegetation and medicinal sea air. In a moment of inspiration, I smeared the ointment over my burns. The pain and the pull towards the depths were instantly relieved, and I dreamed of my savior and her beautiful voice until I woke to attend to my morning duties. My crewmates remarked on the miraculous recovery of my skin and got me a hat to keep the sun off the next day.

      On my next voyage, the song returned, this time leaving me a series of vials, each marked with a type of weather and a strong scent. From that time on, I could smell when the wind was fair or when a storm was coming on. On another, she left me a compass that helped me navigate even the roughest of waters. Sometimes it was simply a shell or a pearl, but each was enough to make me smile and break the pull to jump into the deep water below.

      Each time I heard the song, it felt as if it were calling to me—drawing me further and further out to sea until I might sink below the waves again. But I knew that couldn’t be what it wanted. After all, why had she saved me if what she wanted was to drag me back below the depths? Why leave all of these gifts if not to help me guide my people and care for them? Her first gift in particular made no sense if she hadn’t wished me to grow. I decided the song must be for something else. Each time I heard the song, I came upon a gift that broke the pull towards the water at the prow of the ship anyway. Even if my savior was a siren, she meant me no harm.

      But just because she meant me no harm didn’t mean that harm wasn’t being done.

      Mm, I can see by your look that you remember your history. Indeed, it is the mysterious sea foam plague that I speak of.

      I returned home after one particularly rough voyage to find my parents distraught. The number of citizens and ships they were losing was rising. People were disappearing from vessels for no known reason. And it was only the voyages I went on that seemed to be safe from these incidents. With no other ready ideas for how to keep our people safe, my parents beseeched me to think of something.

      I went to the people who I knew could help me best—my fellow sailors. What they told me scared me. Tales of mermaids, ghosts, songs, and storms. What they told me sounded all too much like my siren and her song—except the men they saw entranced and the storms they saw summoned never ended as well as my stories did. Instead, their stories ended with sea foam. Each and every one of them. A foggy morning, a foamy sea, and nothing left of their missing crew mates and sometimes, of their ships. Some were lucky to make it out with their lives. One or two of them even mentioned being dragged to safety by something that coiled around their bodies and heaved them out of the sea onto dry land.

      It was a conundrum.

      Once I’d gleaned all I could, I retired to my chambers and threw the windows of the balcony wide. The smell and sound of the sea was always a comfort to me—as it still is today, as you know. But that night, it only kept me swimming in my thoughts. I drew out my pennywhistle and played the song I’d come to know well, turning it over in my mind and in my heart.

      With a sigh, I resolved to leave the song behind me. I raised my pennywhistle to throw it into the sea—but it was then I saw something in the water.

      The sailors I’d spoken to told stories of a ghastly waif, a thing that was woman and not woman glowing nearly translucent in the light of the sea and moon.

      What I saw gazing up at me from the depths could only be captured by words like that.

      Like a shot of lightning in a sea storm, I bolted from my room to the beach below. I half thought of diving out of my window to catch the creature, but the thought of being in the water with a thing built to glide whip-like through the ocean when all I had were my clumsy arms, strong as they were back then, was terrifying knowing others never returned from their encounters with the half-woman I was chasing.

      All I found on the beach was a shortness of breath. I lifted my pennywhistle again and played once more, but all that came to me was the echoes of my own serenade. Frustration and anger stoked themselves in my chest, and I hurled the pipe away from me—regretting the act almost as soon as the instrument left my hand.

      It wasn’t the melody or the mysterious creature from the deep that I was angry with.

      It was my inability to see a way to save my people.

      When I returned to my room, a sliver of hope returned. Curled on the banister of the balcony, asleep and unafraid, was a seagull. In its mouth, it gently held my pennywhistle. I approached the bird gingerly, hoping not to startle it. It looked at me with intelligent eyes and offered me first the whistle, and then its leg. I took the whistle and then inspected the bird’s leg. A small scroll of something that felt like paper, but wasn’t, encircled the bird’s ankle. Slowly I peeled it off and read the words inscribed there. They weren’t in any language I’d studied, but somehow I gleaned their meaning regardless. And just like before, it was a gift.

      The note simply read, “Don’t be afraid. I will protect you. When the time comes, trust me and have faith.”

      Hm? You say I said something similar when I adopted you? Well, I hope I have lived up to those words. Child, you are too kind to toast to me—even if it be only with cocoa. Which you should drink more quickly now, before it goes cold.

      Back then, I clutched my amulet and tried to breathe. These words meant more to me than any of her other gifts. Despite how silly it may sound, I knew I was in love with my mysterious patron, and having cause to doubt her had given me a world of heartache.

      Reassured and resolved to set forth following her advice, I put together the smallest and most able crew I could. I wanted a fast ship, with people I could rely on—but by far the most important members were the cook and the doctor. A crew cannot sail on an empty belly, nor work with broken bodies.

      Haha! You make a valid point, my darling; no one can do anything without such support. You will be a fine ruler when I am gone.

      So supplied with food and medical care, I knew my crew would be able to scour the seas of our home until the threat was dealt with. The sailors and cook were easy enough to find, but a skilled doctor who was willing to go on a mad errand for an indefinite amount of time? That was a little more difficult to come by.

      I was fortunate to meet Chantara when I did. She was a fish out of water in my land with her eastern fashioned clothes and practice of medicine, but she applied with no thought to the difficulties she might face as a woman on a seafaring vessel. Of course she wouldn’t have faced such prejudices on my ship, but she couldn’t have known that when she applied. Perhaps it was her pride in those things that drew me to her. I remembered when I’d scuttled about the rigging with my skirts tied up around me, and her sari fondly reminded me of those days.

      It wasn’t until we were on the sea that I would understand what a valuable addition to the crew she was.

      One would have thought her dark brown skin would have held up well under the sun, but she created a cream for all of us to wear on our hides that made us resistant to its burn. She created a dark brew out of tea leaves and roasted beans that gave each of us the strength of ten sailors. And she could seem to talk about anything. Even the most skeptical of my crew was enchanted with her after their preliminary check-up. She was kind during my examination, not asking me anything about my body other than if I felt well, able, and as I wished. She took one look at my amulet, and smiled as if she knew what it was for as well. It made me want to speak more deeply with her.

      I found my chance not long after we’d set sail. The voyage had been calm and fair, which would have usually been a good sign, but left me feeling antsy. I was not out for the un-eventful trip sailors normally wished for. I was hunting. Like a whaling vessel with no sign of whales, I was worrying on deck with a long glass when I noticed her by the bow. She stood very still, regarding the reflection of the full moon in the water. The light was bright enough that it glinted off the gold accents of her sari and jewelry. The lustrous purple sheen of it was dimmed by the darkness, blending in with the black patterns of the fabric to make it seem as if her body was wrapped in the same dark water as the moon’s reflection.

      I approached her, but words stuck in my throat. She spoke to me instead.

      “Do you know what my name Chantara means, Captain Jordaan?” she asked me.

      “Just Jordaan is fine,” I managed.

      Don’t give me that look, I told everyone to drop titles with me when I was that age.

      She smiled at me. “In this land, everyone knows the names of your people. But it’s nights like this that make me remember the beauty of mine.” She turned her eyes back to the moon in the water.

      I regarded it and took a guess. “Would it happen to mean ‘reflection’?”

      She laughed and shook her head. “A good guess, and perhaps an accurate one for this stage of my life, but no.” Her eyes softened during her pause, and I felt myself waiting for her next words. “In the tongue of my people, Chantara means ‘moon water.’ It’s the magical moment when the moon is caught in the water and seems to make its home both there and in the sky. The power of transformation and unity.”

      “Is that why you went into medicine?” I asked, reaching frantically for a connection to keep her beautiful voice flowing.

      It reminded me of the song, child!

      She laughed softly. “Perhaps in a way. But regardless, it feels like a good sign to see the full moon reflected in the still water of the sea during our voyage.” We regarded the moon in silence together for a while—a silence that felt important to let drift between us, comfortable and steady like the lull of the waves. Then she turned to me and asked me to tell her more of what we were hunting. I told her everything I could, but admitted in the end that all I’d to go on was glimpses and hearsay.

      “I’m worried, however… That whatever I’m hunting is perhaps something I'm unwilling to slay…”

      Her smile turned melancholy as I said that. “Let me tell you a story from my home.” She leaned against the bow and fixed her eyes on the moon in the sky as she spoke. “Long ago in my homeland, there was a queen whose kingdom was built by the sea. Her sailors and her ships started disappearing. Her people began to grow hungry without the bounty that the ships brought. She resolved to do whatever it took to save her people, and so took to the ocean in a ship of her own—very much like you’re doing now.”

      I interrupted. “Did she win?” I bit my lip sheepishly.

      You know how I hate stories without happy endings.

      Chantara closed her eyes enigmatically. “Yes. She did. But she wasn’t able to live amongst her people after.”

      “You mean… She sacrificed herself? She died?”

      The doctor shook her head. “Died? No. No, she didn’t die. But she did sacrifice herself.” She pushed away from the banister then and claimed tiredness. “I shall finish the story for you another time. But only if you won’t take it to heart. Your story needn’t end like hers.” She went to bed and bid me do the same. I followed her advice, knowing I would need my strength for the hunt ahead of me.

      The next day began with mist that evolved into fog by evening and enveloped the ship. No matter which way we sailed, we were unable to escape it. As the light grew dim, a song that I knew floated through the mist, carried to us by the echoing sea air.

      My crew froze in their tasks, terrified. My doctor sprang from her cabin. She grabbed me before I could reach the prow of the ship. Her hand on my arm is the only thing that made me realize I’d been moving in the first place. The pull towards the sea was so strong. Stronger than ever before. But something was off about the song… It wasn’t the way I remembered it, though the melody was the same.

      “The mist, the song…” Chantara said. “There’s no mistaking it. Your quarry is here.”

      I was astounded she knew the song as I did. No one else I’d ever spoken to had heard it. I rounded on her and held her shoulders. “What do you mean? Do you know what this thing is?”

      The doctor lowered her gaze and then fixed me with fierce eyes. “You must order all of your sailors inside. Tell them to lock the doors, batten down the hatches, and close the portholes. They are to pair off and plug their ears however they can. It’s imperative they don’t listen to the singing.”

      I blinked at her, dumbstruck by this list of instructions. By the specificity of her orders, she knew what was out there in the mist. “And what about me?”

      She reached out and touched my amulet where it rested under my clothes. “You have made yourself impervious to the song. As I have.”

      Oof! Don’t pull so tightly on the cord, dear, you’ll strangle me. Yes, yes—no… Listen, don’t ask me to tell the story out of order. Finish your cocoa and let me unspool it. I’ve been practicing for ages to tell it just right. Give an old man some patience.

      Now where was I? Ah, yes.

      It was then I realized the woman I’d hired to care for my crew was more than just a doctor. I tore myself away from her and bellowed her order to my crew. They hustled inside; bewildered, but trusting in the serious tone of my voice. The mist was so thick I only knew they were safe by the sound of the doors slamming closed.

      The doctor pulled at my arm then, drawing me under a set of stairs and pressing me close to the wall to hide me. I opened my mouth to speak, but the words died in my throat when she pressed her finger to my lips and the heavy wet thunk of something landing on deck assaulted me. Terror shot up my spine in a quick series of glittering pops as the song I’d known since childhood reached my ears, louder than ever. My eyes slid to the side, and beheld a ghastly creature, white and translucent with eyes like black pits. She wobbled on webbed feet she didn’t seem to know how to use. She stumbled into a supply crate, and her perfect pale lips receded as she cried out to reveal teeth like a thousand knives. When she recovered herself and stood, she warbled the song I knew—but something was wrong with it. It was not the voice I knew.

      As she began the song again, Chantara leaned up against me and sang softly into my ear. The same song, but with the right voice.

      Love blossomed in my chest. I clutched her to me and whispered adoringly in her ear. “You… It was you who saved me all those years ago. You’re the one who sang to me…”

      “Half-right,” she whispered back. “I am the one who saved you—but this song came from the creature you see on deck. From her. Yennefer, the white wave… I tricked her out of her voice to give her legs. She and her sisters have been luring your sailors to their deaths with their songs to extend their own lives—for she is of the kind that tried to kill my nation all those years ago.”

      I was stunned. “You’re the queen from the story…”

      Chantara smiled sadly against my neck. “I was tricked. I ate the flesh of a mermaid in order to fight them. It gave me power, but…” She drew in a breath and closed her eyes. In a moment, her form changed and I held in my arms a woman from the waist up, but from the waist down coiled eight powerful tentacles, black and purple and gold like the colors of her sari.

      I tried to support her, but realized how little she needed my arms when one powerful tentacle coiled around my body. It was a familiar feeling—just like the way I’d been cradled as a child when I’d been saved from drowning all those years ago.

      More awkward thumping on deck broke me from my nostalgic reverie.

      Chantara signaled for quiet with another finger to my lips and maneuvered herself out from under the stairs. Her tentacles pushed her body higher into the air than she ever could have stood on human legs. She coiled herself back around me once she’d surveyed the deck.

      “She is moving about the cabins, trying doors. The locks will hold—I spelled them to do so—but she is searching for you.”

      “Me?”

      “You’re the one that got away, Jordaan. You’ve only become more desirable since she first saw you. She will live for many more years off flesh as magical as yours.”

      “But I am not magical.”

      She gave me a sad look. “You are.” She touched the amulet under my shirt once more. “With every gift I gave you, I kept you from her clutches… But I also wove more magic into you. I’m sorry. I didn’t realize it would drive her to such extremes.”

      I clutched her hand in mine. “I would have accepted your gifts even if I had known.”

      That seemed to strike her heart, and she rested her forehead against mine, as though I’d released her from a great strain. “That is well. For it is the magic that will protect you when you slay her.”

      “Tell me what to do.”

      Chantara pulled a dagger from the folds of her sari, wicked and sharp and carved of coral. “Drive this through her heart. It will be an easy task if you let her kiss you.”

      I went rigid in her grasp, and she soothed me with her touch.

      “Listen. You can seduce her. Her kind, they hunt with love. They sing to their prey and make love with them to steal their vigor and their breath. Then, when the light of morning comes, they melt away into seafoam and are reformed beneath the waves. But if you take this dagger and plunge it into her heart before she can feed on you, your waters will be safe. So will the rest of the seas. At least until another mermaid grows old and desperate enough to lead her sisters against you. But for now, this is enough.”

      I took the dagger from her and regarded it. “I will do it… But I’d rather my first kiss came from you instead of her.”

      Her eyes softened, and she pressed herself to me with all the delicious heat of a sun-warmed beach after the chill of the waves. Her mouth tasted of clove and salt and honey—like the salt water taffy of the markets on holiday—and it made me feel like I could do anything.

      So emboldened, I left the embrace of my doctor and went to the milk-white creature wobbling on her new legs about the deck of my ship, the dagger I would use to end her tucked into the back of my belt. She lit up when she saw me, and changed the tune of her song. I felt the magic of it wash over me, and knew, had I not been immune, it would have pulled me deeply under her spell. It was cloying and sweet, an intoxicant like venom to lull me to sleep while she worked to swallow me whole.

      The mermaid tripped over her own feet in her haste to get to me. I caught her, like a prince, and she clung to me, looking at me with a face that was human and not. It reminded me of the angler fish we sometimes found in the nets; unsettling in a way that is difficult to describe other than to say it is a facsimile that acts as a lure. Her face was wrong. Uncanny. Eyes wide and empty. Features schooled perfectly and also just off. As she reached for my face, it was all I could do to hold still and contain my terror. Her kiss was hungry—cold and slimy, tasting of brine and rotten seaweed.

      I channeled my revulsion into my blow. For all that she’d done to my people, and my ocean, and my savior. For making me endure such a kiss when the one I wanted was merely across the deck.

      She screamed into the kiss and tried to flee, but I kept her pinned to me as she struggled—one arm around her waist like a lover, the other pressing the dagger firmly into her back and through her heart. She tore at my shoulders with her talons and bit at my lips. I feared I would be shredded before she died when powerful tentacles ripped me away from her and threw the beast to the deck.

      Chantara supported herself with three tentacles, held me with one, and the mermaid with her remaining four. The mermaid tried to fight, but under the power of Chantara’s limbs, she was helpless. She died with a few choking notes, as if she were still trying to bewitch us with her dying breath.

      Chantara released her hold when the mermaid’s eyes clouded over. There were a few gashes on the tentacles she’d used to separate us, but she seemed more concerned with my wounds.

      “Marry me,” I said to her as she staunched the bleeding. “Come back with me to my kingdom. Be my queen.”

      She gave me the same sad smile she’d had on when she first told me her story. “I can’t. The mermaid flesh I ate to save my people has cursed me. I can’t walk on land for more than three days at a time. People would ask questions. You would lose everything you’ve worked for. And I… I can’t leave the sea unattended. If another mermaid should rise to hunt human flesh and extend her life, I must stop her. For everyone’s sake. …But especially for yours.” She stroked my face gently, and her eyes told me that my love was returned. “I would be lying to say a life with you isn’t one I would want. I’ve seen how you care for your people. How kind you are. How you’ve shaped yourself to fulfill your dreams. What I wouldn’t give to share them with you.” She closed her eyes and pulled her hand away. “But I’m afraid it’s my fate to simply be a sea witch. For the rest of days.”
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        * * *

      

      The king paused in his story, and I couldn’t hold myself back from interrupting again any longer.

      “Is she why you never took a wife?”

      The king smiled at me, and reached for a box on his bedside table. “Yes. And she’s also why it’s so important I tell you this story now.”

      The box was a clamshell, like the one he’d described receiving his miracle sunburn ointment in.

      “Dawn is swift approaching, and I must finish the tale soon. You see, what’s in this box will turn to seafoam if it ever sees the light of day, and I must eat it before the sun rises.”

      I eyed the box with concern, but jumped when a song floated through the open balcony window. “Who’s out there? There’s nothing but ocean below that balcony.”

      The king chuckled. “I told Chantara I would join her when I was sure I could leave the kingdom in capable hands. What she saw as a curse, I saw as a way to be with the one I love. She gave me this box to hold the mermaid flesh until I could relinquish dry land and help her protect the sea.” He lifted a piece of flakey white fish to his mouth and swallowed. He shuddered as though in pain, and looked at me with his clear blue eyes. “I know you’ll make a fine ruler, Ariel. Do your best. Do what’s right. Never do anything to hurt our people. And if you need help, turn to the sea.”

      With that, he threw off his blankets and ran to the balcony with strength I hadn’t seen in him since he’d fallen ill. I leapt up and sprinted after him, but he leapt over the edge before I could reach him. When I got to the banister and looked over, all I saw was a gigantic set of purple-black tentacles with gold patterns wrapped around a humongous turquoise fishtail—a fishtail the same color as the king’s eyes.
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      Spending her summer inside a hole in the center of Death Valley was not Doctor Kitty Mardell’s idea of a vacation. She was supposed to be on a beach in Maui with her cousin, but work had summoned her here. Was the Devil’s Hole secretly a speakeasy serving frozen margaritas? No, no, it was not. Kitty and her two assistants were there to gather mandatory field research on the Devil’s Hole Pupfish while her flesh melted off her bones. It was one hundred and ten on a cool day, and with every passing moment, the murky bath water simmering in the cave mouth below her seemed more and more inviting.

      Kitty huffed and turned her attention to the wildly gesticulating man in front of her. Rolling her eyes, she turned up the volume on her hearing aid to hear what nonsense Gerry had to say. Even with the hearing aid, Kitty was mostly deaf. Not only was she a woman in STEM, which was its own battle, but her parent’s genetics had blessed her with deafness. That and a love of aquatic life. She had forty percent of her hearing at birth. Now at thirty-two, she had only ten in her left ear.

      Kitty was grateful that some co-workers knew ASL and happily communicated that way. Gerry was not one of them.

      Gerry had been assisting Kitty for a month in the labs. Anyone with eyes could see he was becoming increasingly frustrated with Kitty’s disability...or maybe because she was a woman. The jury was still out on that one. The one thing Gerry ever did for Kitty was reinforce her lesbianism.

      “CAMERON HASN’T SURFACED YET!” Gerry scream-talked, purposely annunciating so Kitty could read his lips.

      I can hear you, moron, she couldn’t help but think.

      Kitty’s brow furrowed as she checked the time. Gerry was right. Cameron should’ve surfaced ten minutes ago.

      She pulled out her phone and quickly typed, “Is their tracker working?”

      “NO! I’M GOING IN TO FIND THEM!” Gerry puffed out his chest and pointed from himself to the water below.

      This idiot didn’t know the first thing about diving. But Cameron did. They were the resident diving expert for routine sample collection. Cameron was only supposed to be collecting silt samples and should be relatively close to the ten-foot line. They shouldn’t be this late. A cold stone of dread nestled in Kitty’s stomach. She’d liked Cameron. Even thought about asking them out but decided it was inappropriate.

      Kitty nodded and typed a quick message for Gerry: “Let me help you suit up.”

      Each member of the team had a suit for emergencies, but Kitty was the designated spotter. Being submerged underwater would require her to remove her aid. Plunging her into the deadly quiet—being in total silence—scared Kitty more than she liked to admit. Since before she could remember, she’d avoided submerging her head underwater.

      Strapping the oxygen tank onto Gerry’s back, Kitty grasped his arms and spun him to look at her.

      “Be careful,” she garbled like a drunken two-year-old. Kitty winced, hating her speaking voice. Gerry was shocked into silence for a heartbeat then broke into a grin.

      “You got it, boss,” he said before jamming the mouthpiece in and hopping into the hell water beneath them.

      Kitty paced back and forth, staring at her watch. Cameron and Gerry’s tanks had about forty-five minutes of oxygen in them. Cameron would be on what little reserve was in their tank by now. Something was seriously wrong.

      Kitty peered over the rail to see Gerry’s headlamp dwindle the deeper he went. She began pacing again, texting every number from the lab directory about the situation. There was little reception in the middle of Death Valley, and Kitty wasn’t confident that her messages would go through.

      As the minutes ticked by, Kitty opened up her family group chat and sent somber texts to her family, telling them that she loved them all.

      The forty-five-minute mark had passed, which meant Cameron was dead, and Gerry was likely on his way. After sending several more texts, pleading for the lab to send a rescue team immediately, she removed her hearing aid and pulled out her brand-new scuba suit. Kitty fought back tears while she stuffed her five-foot frame into the wetsuit. A few frustrated tears fell as she squeezed her thick thighs into the rubber material. She’d have to compartmentalize her grief for Cameron until after she rescued Gerry.

      With the heavy oxygen strapped to her back and the GPS locator taped to her arm, Kitty stood at the edge of the platform, her flippers jutting out in front of her. Gerry’s GPS was at a steady blip near the bottom of the cavern. Another spike of dread raced through Kitty. What was he doing at the bottom? Before she could think too hard about it, she fastened the mouthpiece and stepped over the lip of the platform, splashing into the warm water of Devil’s Hole.

      Kitty’s world went silent. She blinked rapidly, trying to see through the bubbles from her entrance into the water. She took an exploratory suck of air from the mouthpiece, grateful to find it in working order. Clicking on her headlamp and rechecking the locator, Kitty began to swim down. Tiny disks of blue flitted by her goggles. She belatedly realized it was a school of Pupfish investigating the newest disturbance to their waters. A smile tugged at her lips around the mouthpiece.

      Cute little bastards.

      She shooed the little fish from her vision and moved deeper into the cavern. A soft green glow ahead teased at the edge of her goggles. She kicked her flippers harder, her heart thundering in her chest.

      Maybe they’re okay!

      She rounded the corner, finding only an abandoned glow stick stuck between rocks. She took it with her and continued further into the blackness.

      The GPS locator insisted Gerry was just beneath her, but she saw no light coming from below. Kitty slowly approached, her own tracker hovering directly over Gerry’s. With the illumination from the glow stick and her lamp, she only saw the cavern floor’s stones below her. She found Gerry’s tracker jammed in the space between the wall and rocks. She moved to pluck it out but was suddenly and violently jerked forward. A current whirled around her and sucked her toward a small gap in the wall.

      Kitty furiously kicked against the current, desperately gulping air from her mouthpiece. Her hands scrambled for purchase on the surrounding rocks, but she slipped, pulling a slimy rock free and into her orbit. The current grabbed hold of the rock and promptly smacked it against Kitty’s head. Her vision blurred. She saw herself drop the glow stick before losing consciousness.
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        * * *

      

      Lights. That was the first thing Kitty registered. She blinked her eyes, patting her hand against her sore temple. Her fingers wafted a cloud of blood before her goggles. She’d expected darkness and remembered dropping the glow stick. Her headlight was broken from the rock bashing. Darkness was anticipated. It was anything but.

      A soft blue and purple glow came from her right side. She turned toward the light in confusion, belatedly realizing she needed to check her oxygen levels, unsure how long she’d been knocked out. When Kitty found the source of the glow, she froze. It was a woman. Part of one, at least. Her skin was pearlescent, nearly translucent. Two dark eyes sat on her thin, angular face, and black, inky hair floating behind her. She had no ears. Instead, there were two fin-like protrusions. Her breasts were bare, and her torso tapered into a muscular fish tail, ending in billowy fins. The light was coming from dots of bioluminescence all over her body. She looked like a milky galaxy with stars dancing across her skin.

      A fucking mermaid?!

      Kitty’s sharp expulsion of air gave away her shock. The mermaid tilted her head, studying Kitty. The creature reached out a hand, paper-thin webbing between each finger, and lightly touched the gash on Kitty’s temple. On reflex, she flinched. The mermaid smiled, revealing sharpened teeth.

      Holy shit, it’s going to eat me!

      “I will not,” the mermaid said. Except she hadn’t spoken with her mouth. Kitty heard the words in her head. Heard. Kitty reached up to her ears, attempting to make a noise with her equipment. No. She was still deaf.

      “Your hearing is deficient?” the creature asked as it drifted closer. Kitty swallowed the lump in her throat and nodded. The dark eyes moved to Kitty’s gash again. Purple! Her eyes were purple. “That is of little consequence. We can communicate with this.” The mermaid tapped her own temple.

      You can read thoughts?

      “Mind speak.” The mermaid nodded. Kitty’s heart banged in her chest. Being able to freely communicate with words was something she never thought possible. The mermaid tilted her head again, no doubt reading her mind.

      “You are wounded. Come. We can mend it.” The mermaid didn’t wait to see if Kitty followed. With a powerful beat of her tail, she shot through the water. Startled, Kitty kicked her flippers hard, trying to keep pace with the rapidly retreating creature. She quickly fell behind, to which the gruff mermaid returned and wrapped her arms around Kitty’s waist. The creature’s bare breasts pressed against Kitty’s shoulder blades. She hoped her heart rate wouldn’t give away how much that excited her. The mermaid tightened her hold before speeding off.

      Pressure from their acceleration crushed Kitty’s goggles against her face. She inhaled her precious oxygen at an alarming rate, fear squeezing her lungs.

      Oxygen! I’m going to run out of oxygen, she thought furiously at the mermaid.

      “No need to fret. We will rectify that,” the mermaid said with an air of tightness. She kicked her tail slightly harder. Kitty worked to slow her breathing, placing her trust in the ethereal being at her back.

      Soon, light cut through the darkness. More of the bioluminescence she’d seen running through the mermaid’s skin illuminated the scene before them.

      Kitty’s eyes widened. She recognized the towering constructs they were speeding toward. They were…buildings. As they approached, Kitty noticed the small touches of style. Personality. They weren’t just buildings but rather dwellings. Homes. She could see the flurry of more merpeople in the distance, but they abruptly cut to the left, rounding the small cluster of houses to a small cave beneath the little town.

      The mermaid slowed to a crawling pace and gently released Kitty onto a bed of kelp within the cave. Kitty nodded to her, quickly checking her oxygen gauge. Five minutes. She shot her eyes up sharply to the purple ones looking down at her.

      “Stay here. I will return.”  The mermaid slipped away while Kitty’s brain melted to goo.

      Mermaids? Syrenisapian?

      She shook her head, not sure if she was asleep at her desk writing mermaid fanfic or if she’d turned to dust in Death Valley from a lack of frozen margaritas.

      The creature returned, a bundle of supplies under her arm. She flicked her tail in agitation while attempting to set up jars that were dead set on floating off. She dug her fingers into a jar with mashed greens, smearing the poultice onto Kitty’s head wound.

      “I’m sorry. This may sting,” the mermaid said quietly just as Kitty winced. Once the balm was applied, she quickly pulled a stone necklace from a pouch. It mirrored the one she now had around her neck. The mermaid quickly clasped it around Kitty’s neck, pressing the stone flush against her exposed skin, and swam a foot back. The matching stones around their necks glowed brightly before fading.

      “You can remove your air-breathing tubes.”

      “Will I be able to breathe?”

      The mermaid nodded and pointed to the necklace. Kitty swallowed hard before pulling the mouthpiece from her lips. She was scared, but she didn’t have much of a choice. She’d been starting to get light-headed from lack of oxygen. She unhooked the tank from her back, her shoulders immediately feeling looser.

      If she was about to die, at least it was during a mind-blowing scientific discovery. Kitty took a hesitant inhale. The water sluiced through her lungs and back out without incident. Kitty gasped and looked incredulously at the mermaid.

      “How?”

      The mermaid tapped the stone again.

      “Soulmate Barnacles. Hosts of a pair of soulmate barnacles will forever be bonded. Sharing abilities between them. It is self-preservation. I shared my breath.”

      “What did I share with you?”

      The mermaid floated about, lost in thought. The water still whooshed in and out of Kitty’s lungs effortlessly. She removed her goggles, eyes blinking rapidly from the sting of the water. She glanced down at the necklace and realized it was suctioned to her skin.

      “That depends. What are frozen margaritas?”

      “Life. Frozen margaritas are life.”

      A soft tinkling sounded in Kitty’s head. She belatedly realized that it was laughter. The mermaid had laughed at her.

      “You’re funny. Based on the pictures I see, they are the makers of headaches and bad choices.”

      “Memories! I gave you my memories.”

      The mermaid nodded and smiled hazily as another memory flitted through her mind. Now that death had been avoided, Kitty stared at the creature before her in awe of its ethereal beauty. Light radiated from her skin and scales in the dark cave. Her inky hair floated about her face, small seashells and pearls adorning the strands. The paleness of her skin resembled porcelain everywhere except the pebbled nipples of her breasts. Those were soft pink and begged to be touched.

      Kitty shook her head at the thought and refocused on the mermaid. She’d settled at the cave’s mouth, tail dipping over the edge. Taking another breath of water, Kitty bobbed over to sit beside her.

      “What is your name?”

      “I am Cyrana. And you are”—Cyrana looked inwardly—“Kitty?”

      “Doctor Kitty Mardell.” Kitty offered a hand automatically. Cyrana looked down at it questioningly. Gingerly, she placed her own webbed hand in Kitty’s. “Thank you for saving me, Cyrana.”

      Cyrana smiled softly, and Kitty’s heart ping-ponged around in her chest. Cyrana grasped Kitty’s hand in both of hers, her sharp-toothed smile growing wider.

      “You are a researcher?” Cyrana’s purple eyes glittered. Kitty smiled, almost shocked by Cyrana’s excitement, and puffed out her chest.

      “I am. I study the sea and its creatures.” Cyrana seemed even more excited by that. “But I wasn’t alone. Two others were with me. I suspect they ended up here as well. Have you seen them?”

      A painful expression flitted across Cyrana’s face. She slowly nodded and averted her gaze.

      “Outsiders are not welcomed. It is our way. How we stay safe.”

      “Then, they’re dead?”

      “They are captive. I am sorry, Kitty,” Cyrana said, anguish swirling around her purple eyes. “I tried to stop them. I don’t agree with these customs. I’m…like you. A researcher. A knowledge seeker. I wish to learn from humans.” Cyrana looked away, burying her face in her palms. “Humans haven’t been seen in over fifty years. The rest are afraid. So they locked them up. ”

      “Cyrana.” Kitty placed her palm on the mermaid’s shoulder, calling her gaze back. “How are they breathing? Like me?”

      She shook her head and delicately touched the barnacle around Kitty’s neck.

      “There is another way. A creature that produces oxygen. Soulmate barnacles are…declarations. Not to be given lightly.”

      Kitty’s heart cracked wide open. She covered the mermaid’s hand with hers, holding it against her collar bone.

      “And you gave one to me? To save me?”

      “I could not bear to watch this injustice any longer. When you fell through the gap, I knew I needed to protect you.” Cyrana’s eyes glowed with affection, raising her free hand to cup the side of Kitty’s face. “Besides, I’m honored to be bound to such a beautiful creature.”

      Heat flooded Kitty’s face. Did a mermaid just say she was hot? Kitty’s brain short circuited and she started to sign that Cyrana was the most gorgeous being she had ever seen. The mermaid tilted her head in confusion at the hand movements. “What are those motions for?”

      “It’s called American Sign Language.” Cyrana sat and smiled while Kitty explained the significance of ASL and about her hearing loss. The two drifted closer, sitting knee to tail.

      “I would love to learn. But first, perhaps we should rescue your friends?”

      “Absolutely…but how?”

      “Let me worry about that.”
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        * * *

      

      “Everyone will notice you’re human in that ghastly plastic skin. Remove it,” Cyrana huffed as she attempted to peel the wetsuit off Kitty.

      “Wait, wait I have legs. Kind of a big hint, no?”

      “That’s why I have this.” Cyrana held up the woven sheath. The two had snuck into what Kitty only could assume was Cyrana’s home from a back entrance in the cave they’d been in. She hadn’t had much time to look around before Cyrana shoved her into what seemed to be a “swim-in” closet.

      “Chop, chop human.”

      Kitty rolled her eyes at her and hesitatingly unzipped the front of her wetsuit, exposing her breasts. Red stained her cheeks, feeling a set of amethyst eyes boring into her. Kitty shimmied out of the suit, baring herself completely before the mermaid. She attempted modesty, covering her bits with her arms.

      “Beautiful.” Cyrana swam closer, eyes tracing her shape. She slipped behind her to gawk at her ass. “Oh. I like this,” the mermaid said blatantly, poking her butt cheek with a finger. Kitty jerked away, backing up into a wall.

      “O-okay can I cover myself please? Humans don’t like to be naked.” More tinkling laughter reverberated in Kitty’s head. Cyrana handed Kitty a black wrap for her chest.

      “Why would you want to hide all that?” Cyrana tied the wrap behind Kitty’s back and untied her curly red hair from the ponytail. She started to weave some shells in between the strands of her hair before moving on to constructing her tail. Cyrana tucked the blanket around Kitty’s hips, wrapping the black blanket tight around her legs. She used a few cords to bind her legs together, finally replacing the black flippers.

      Glancing in a mirror, Kitty could admit, she looked the part…if you’re squinting and thirty feet away. It’d have to do. Cyrana caught her eyes in the reflection and smiled warmly. She inched closer and placed her webbed hands on Kitty’s shoulders, gently stroking with her thumbs.

      “You are gorgeous, Kitty.” Cyrana’s hands slipped down her arms to settle about her waist, teasing the skin just beneath the makeshift tail. “Though I find your bare flesh more appealing.” A blush crept along Kitty’s skin.

      Okay, Cyrana was definitely hitting on her. And she was super okay with it. Maybe this summer vacation wasn’t so bad after all. Kitty mustered her courage and turned to face the mermaid at her back.

      “Maybe I’ll let you explore it after we rescue my assistants.” Kitty inwardly cringed at her shitty flirting, but Cyrana outright grinned in response.

      “I couldn’t think of a more delectable subject to study.” Liquid heat coiled in Kitty’s belly.

      “Careful. Or I’ll think you want to eat me again.”

      Cyrana laughed and ran her lips along the side of her neck, setting Kitty’s skin ablaze.

      “Only if you ask nicely.”
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        * * *

      

      Several awkward flirtations later, Kitty found herself wishing she hadn’t skipped the gym so often. Practicing the dolphin kick quickly had her core muscles whimpering. It was no wonder Cyrana had such sculpted abdominals. Cyrana resigned to pull Kitty through the water after her incessant whining, sticking to the outskirts of the city.

      Kitty could see other merpeople swimming in the distance. The scientist inside her begged to observe the merfolk, but she would have to settle for questions answered by the increasingly agitated Cyrana. Yes, there were mermen, though some were able to change their gender if necessary. Yes, females carried younglings in the womb for approximately eleven months. No, they did not worship deities. Yes, merfolk were omnivorous. No, she could not ask anymore questions.

      “Okay, okay. Last one. What exactly is the plan?”

      “Kitty,” Cyrana sighed, pulling them beside a colorful coral garden. “We’re going to see the Queen.”

      “A mermaid Queen? How exactly am I supposed to pass for a merperson in front of the Queen? Besides, based on human monarchies, we won’t be allowed to simply chat up a Queen.”

      “We only need to get into the palace. I can handle the rest,” Cyrana said simply, flicking her wrist.

      “Pfft. Okay, Cyrana. What are you, a mermaid princess or something?” Cyrana grimaced and glanced away, suddenly focused on the seahorses bobbing in a seaweed bed. “Oh my god, are you a freaking mermaid princess?!” Purple eyes looked back apologetically.

      “I’m Cyrana Melody Swiftfin, Crown Princess of Llorya,” she said softly, gesturing around them. She clasped her webbed hands and winced a smile at Kitty. “Surprise?”

      “What even is my life?” Kitty slapped her hand against her forehead.

      Cyrana flicked her tail and excitedly said, “Oh! I know! Frozen margaritas!” Mischief danced in the mermaid’s eyes while Kitty choked on a laugh.

      “Alright, Your Highness, lead the way.” Cyrana took her hand, lacing their fingers together, the pads of Kitty’s fingers brushing up against the webbed membrane. Kitty felt the blush creep over her cheeks when Cyrana’s thumb softly drew circles on her skin. Cyrana smiled and, with a powerful pump of her tail, had them shooting through the water.

      The palace was an architectural wonder. The expanse of the structure was a type of coral canopy sitting before a rockface. Like the rest of the town, it was illuminated with bioluminescence. Kitty reminded herself to snag a piece of the wild glowing coral before she left. How coral could survive in the darkness was baffling. But then again, she was currently holding hands with a gorgeous mermaid. Nothing made sense anymore.

      More coral gardens decorated the front entrance. Tiny fish flitted in and out of the colorful stalks as they swam by. The closer they got to the main entrance, Kitty could see the rock face was carved into, making types of rooms. It was beautiful, sure, but more than that, it was genius. The intelligence of the merfolk continued to astound her.

      Two guards bobbed at the palace entrance. Spiked conch shells adorned their shoulders. Armor, Kitty realized. The guards, one male, and one female, frowned deeply when Cyrana approached.

      “Princess, how did you get out again?” the female grumbled. Kitty was surprised she could hear the guards speak in her mind. Cyrana smiled and ignored her question. The male guard studied Kitty’s hand, still clasped in their Princess’.

      “Rayja, I need a formal audience with my mother.” Cyrana dropped Kitty’s hand, not so discreetly, and gingerly pet the soul barnacle on her throat for a moment. Both guards looked at the necklace sharply and nodded once before guiding them through the doorway.

      “How can I hear their mind speak?” Kitty asked Cyrana. She made sure to focus the question toward her, unsure if the guards would hear it. Cyrana smirked and waited to answer till they were brought to a waiting chamber embedded in the rock.

      “Mind speak is similar to human speech. Anyone close enough would be able to overhear a conversation. Although, with you, you can speak directly to my mind.” She tapped the barnacle. “Mind link.”

      Kitty looked down at her barnacle, gingerly petting the hard outer shell with a finger.

      “Versatile little guys.”

      “You have no idea.” Cyrana floated closer, grasping Kitty’s hands again. “Before we go in, you need to brace yourself. Your friends will be there. Caged.”

      “I’ll be okay.” Kitty squeezed her hands back. Cyrana looked down at their hands wistfully before looking into Kitty’s eyes with a pained expression.

      “There’s something else.”

      “Princess, the Queen will see you now,” the male guard announced. Kitty steeled her nerves before Cyrana sighed and followed after him, tugging Kitty along in her wake. Kitty was getting the hang of the dolphin kick now. Her muscles still protested, but she could pass for a mermaid. Sort of.

      The hall they’d been led down opened to an antechamber. Seashells dotted the rock surface walls, a giant glowing anemone swayed from the ceiling, and clownfish flitted in and out of its dancing arms. Color surrounded them. Merpeople of all shapes and sizes meandered along the sides of the chamber, decorated in gems and shells. All eyes turned to Cyrana and Kitty.

      “Cyrana. What is the meaning of this?” A stern voice filtered through Kitty’s mind. The mermaid queen glared at her daughter and the interloper beside her. If Cyrana was breathtaking, the Queen of the mermaids was a goddess. She dripped in jewels and pearls, giving off a bright purple hue. Her eyes were sapphire blue, her skin the same semi-translucent as her daughter’s. The Queen’s hair was styled in tight braids piled atop her head, pearls studded throughout. A crown of shells and white coral sat at the base of her hair. An angelic, royal beauty.

      “Mother, I’ve come with my Bonded to formally request you release the humans,” Cyrana said, tightening her grip on Kitty’s hand. A few merpeople glanced at the corner of the room, to the right of the throne, mind-speaking softly to each other. Kitty’s eyes followed theirs, and her blood ran cold. Cameron and Gerry sat in a cage of what appeared to be the ribcage of a large animal. Horizontal bars of coral prevented them from escaping the wide bones.

      Gerry was staring at the ground, but Cameron had noticed the commotion, eyes finally falling on Kitty. They jumped to their feet, a strange gelatinous-looking creature plastered to their back.

      “Bonded?!” The Queen’s outraged tone had Kitty snapping her attention back. Cyrana’s tinkling laugh filtered through the room. She turned to Kitty.

      “Show them your legs,” she said quietly. Kitty untied the cording from her legs, kicking free from the binding. She made sure to keep the shroud covering her pelvis. Gasps went up in the chamber. The Queen narrowed her eyes on Kitty.

      “A human?” she snapped, her furious glare on her daughter. “You bonded with a human?”

      “It was my choice to make.” Cyrana looked at Kitty and grinned. “Best decision I ever made.” Kitty smiled back, not exactly sure what she meant. “My bonding aside, the other humans, are you really going to allow them to sit and rot for decades like the two males before?”

      Something sparked in the back of Kitty’s mind. She vaguely remembered that two men had disappeared in Devil’s Hole in 1965. They never found their bodies. Adrenaline surged through her at the discovery.

      “The men, are they still alive?”

      “No, they passed many years ago,” Cyrana said quietly before addressing her mother again. “Give them a forgetting solution. Send them on their way. There’s no need to be cruel.”

      “Even if we release them, there’s still the matter of your Bonded.”

      “Kitty is a researcher, like me. She could contribute here.” Cyrana sounded hopeful, but the realization had finally hit Kitty.

      “Can’t I leave? Why can’t I leave, Cyrana?”

      The mermaid went still beside her. Cyrana glanced down at Kitty with an apologetic frown.

      “Oh, Kitty… I’m sorry. I tried to tell you before. The soulmate barnacles. If either host removes one, both barnacles and hosts will perish.”

      “So, you decided to trap me here without discussing it with me?”

      “There wasn’t time. I couldn’t let you die.”

      “We’d known each other for all of five minutes. You very much could have.”

      “Kitty, you were the most beautiful woman I’d ever seen with a very short timeline. I couldn’t take that chance.” Cyrana grasped her hand and pulled Kitty against her chest. Kitty attempted to have clean thoughts. “Haven’t you noticed my flirtations?”

      “Yes. I’m just notoriously terrible at flirting back.” Cyrana grinned wide and tilted Kitty’s chin up. Their lips crashed together in a rush. Cyrana’s tongue pushed into Kitty’s mouth, tangling with her own.

      It wasn’t until an aggravated “Ahem” that they broke apart. The pair wore flustered smirks. Kitty could check off underwater make out sessions from her bucket list. Cyrana slipped an arm around Kitty’s shoulders.

      “We can talk it out later.”

      “Deal.”

      “Are you two finished?” The Queen’s tone was icy as she tapped her fingers against the arm of her throne.

      “Sorry, Mother. Yes. Back to my point. Your soon-to-be daughter-in-law is a human. It would be disheartening to see a monarch jailing the friends of her own inner sanctum, no?”

      The Queen tsked and rose from her throne. She swam before them, scrutinizing the red-headed girl beside her heir. She sliced her gaze back to Cyrana.

      “If I agree to release the prisoners with the aid of a forgetting solution, then”—the Queen turned her head back to the human—“Kitty, was it?”

      She nodded meekly.

      “Then Kitty must learn our ways and find a way to seal the gap once and for all. I will not allow another human into our territory.”

      “It shall be done,” Cyrana said with finality. The Queen smirked at her daughter’s obstinance.

      “Very well then.”

      With that, the Queen turned her back on them and swam off, exiting the antechamber. The bystanders all went about their business, mind speaking boisterously within their individual cliques. The female guard, Rayja, approached them, insinuating they should follow her. Cyrana smiled at Kitty and grabbed her about the waist, twirling them around in the water. She pulled Kitty against her in a tight hug which Kitty responded to in kind. Cyrana took her hand, kissed her palm, and pulled her along as she followed Rayja.

      Rayja waited beside Kitty’s imprisoned assistants, issuing strict instructions on how much potion they should consume and how long it would take to go into effect. Cameron held Kitty’s gaze, quickly signing, “You’re straight up marrying a mermaid?!”

      “Seems like it. But you will forget about everything.” Cameron stared back, a frown etched on their face. They glanced around at the merfolk, a wistful look in their eye.

      “I’m not happy about that, but thank you for coming for us,” Cameron signed before the male guard reappeared, ushering the two humans from the cage, all while brandishing an honest-to-god trident. The guards flanked their posse, often stopping to wait for the slower-swimming humans. Gerry and Cameron still had the gelatinous-like creatures plastered to their backs. As the two of them moved, the creatures seemed to fizz with the expulsion of excess oxygen. Kitty knew she’d be studying those things later.

      Their group eventually reached the gap they’d been sucked through. Rayja first went to Gerry, jabbing a needle-like apparatus into the meat of his arm. She moved to Cameron and copied the motion.

      “You will both have ten minutes to surface before the serum will take hold. The slugs on your backs will expire once they’re exposed to dry heat. You needn’t worry about them. Their bodies shrivel drastically, so they shouldn’t send off alarm bells. We’ll leave you to say your goodbyes to Lady Kitty.” Rayja nodded to Cyrana and situated herself and the other guard a yard back.

      Gerry shot forward and encircled Kitty in a crushing hug. Cameron was next. Limited on speech and time, the two quickly wriggled through the gap, leaving Kitty, the only human in a literal sea of merfolk. Cyrana grasped Kitty’s hand and guided her to her new home, the guards trailing after them.
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        * * *

      

      “Kitty? Where are you?” Cyrana entered their home in a tizzy, draped in a gauzy dress that flowed around her.

      “Kitchen, Cy!” Kitty had mastered her mind-speak fairly quickly, according to her mermaid fiancée. She smiled unabashedly, realizing that today she would become her wife.

      “Are you seriously working on our wedding day? You’re not even dressed yet!” Kitty rolled her eyes with a smirk.

      Law Enforcement’s search for Kitty’s body had thankfully not pulled more unsuspecting humans into Llorya, giving her the time she needed to come up with a solution, but every day counted. Even today. Kitty was putting the finishing touches on her makeshift kiln in the middle of their kitchen. She’d found the right ingredients to create a concrete to close the gap in the months she’d been betrothed to a Cyrana. All she needed was to blast the shit in the tiny underwater volcano she’d found, hence the kiln.

      “The wedding is in four hours. I’ll be fine. What the hell are you doing here? I shouldn’t see you before the ceremony.” Cyrana tilted her head in confusion, so Kitty elaborated. “It’s a human superstition. It’s bad luck.”

      “Humans are so weird. But I’m here to give you your wedding gift.” Kitty blanched as Cyrana flitted into the other room. She’d been so preoccupied with her concrete that she hadn’t considered a present. Cyrana returned with a tall seaweed-wrapped cylinder.

      “It took many tries, but this was the best batch by far. And don’t worry about a return gift. I know you’ve been busy.”

      Kitty guiltily took the parcel and promised her she’d make up for it on their honeymoon. Cyrana flushed pink at the idea. Kitty giggled and peeled the seaweed away from the gift. It was a corked glass bottle with a light green liquid sloshing within. It seemed more viscous than the water they lived in.

      “Well? Try it!” Cyrana’s tail flicked impatiently. Kitty cautiously uncorked the bottle and took a swig. She recorked it as the liquid rolled around her tongue before happily gliding down her throat. Kitty’s eyes widened in shock as recognition hit her.

      “Oh my god. It tastes like a margarita.” Cyrana beamed and took the bottle from her, stealing a sip herself. She smiled dreamily. “How?!”

      “There are mollusks that mother farms. They have a twinge of poison, which causes mild intoxication when ingested. Although it is harmless to the body. The rest was a kingdom-wide effort…do you like it?” Cyrana threaded her webbed fingers through Kitty’s.

      “I love it. And I love you.” Kitty rested her forehead against Cyrana’s.

      “I love you, too. Now, go get dressed,” the mermaid said, pushing Kitty into their bedroom, where her wedding gown floated on a hanger. Kitty grinned to herself as she quickly dressed and swam off to marry her mermaid princess.
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      Captain Kalliope Silvertongue surveyed the port city she once called home before pirates kidnapped her and murdered her family. Pirates were also the reason she carried the title Captain rather than prisoner these days, but she hardly expected anyone to believe that. Her little town looked much the same as she remembered. A few new buildings and a tavern had sprung up, and it seemed the church had been rebuilt with a far more luxurious appearance. But the rest brought back memories of her youth.

      I wonder how much they had to tax the people to make all those changes, Kalliope thought, snorting to herself.

      She gripped a rope in a calloused hand, overseeing her crew as they spilled out of her ship, the Lotus. People tensed at the sight of them, but her crew didn’t brandish their weapons. No, this was merely a stopping point on their journey, a chance to trade, feast, and touch land if only for a couple nights.

      For Kalliope, this stop meant far more.

      “Ship’s secure, Captain,” Reginald, her first mate, called up to her.

      Kalliope smiled down at him. “Well done, Reggi. We got a guard in place?”

      “Aye, aye, Captain. With rotating shifts planned.”

      “Good.” She swung onto the rope and descended from the mast swiftly, landing at his side with the loud thunk of her boots. A burst of colorful feathers flew past her face before coming to settle on her shoulder. She reached up and stroked her parrot’s soft breast feathers. “There you are, Tempest. Find any treasure?”

      Tempest squawked then held out his foot. He dropped something shiny into Kalliope’s hand: a necklace with a ruby encased in gold. “Ahh, you spoil me!” Kalliope laughed. She fished a walnut out of her pocket and handed it to him. “I have some errands to run,” she said to Reggi. “Though I expect to be back by nightfall. Send Tempest to find me if anything goes amiss.” She took the parrot from her shoulder and passed him over.

      Reginald gave Tempest the stink eye, watching as he tore into his walnut with far more gusto than necessary. “If he don’t peck out me eye first.”

      Kalliope chuckled. “He knows he won’t see walnuts for the rest of his life if he does that.”

      Tempest squawked indignantly and dropped a piece of shell onto the deck.

      Kalliope scritched his head one more time before she turned to go.

      Reggi caught her wrist. “Captain…please be careful. These may not be the same waters ya remember swimmin’ in when ya were a youngin’. Don’t want anything happenin’ to ya.”

      Kalliope thought to make a joke, but she couldn’t ignore the seriousness in his eyes. She nodded and patted his shoulder. “I’ll be vigilant…so long as you promise to have some of that ale of yours ready for me by the time I get back.”

      Reggi scoffed and swatted her hand. “Away with ya.”

      Laughing, Kalliope descended the ramp and stepped onto her homeland for the first time in fifteen years. It was a surreal sensation. She’d only been a teenager when she’d gone on a voyage with her parents. That was the last time she’d set eyes on the village.

      The port bustled with sailors and merchants. Fishermen waved their freshly-caught bounty in the air, spraying some patrons with salt water. Stalls selling silks, jewelry, food, tools, books, and more lined the walkway, beckoning the sailors to spend their coin. A fortune teller read the palms of her clients, while, nearby, a fire mage performed tricks, tossing flaming balls around his head with a flick of his finger. A few children slipped through the crowd, snatching purses or fruit and bread.

      A young girl bumped into Kalliope’s hip. She felt a tug as the little thief tried to cut and steal her purse. But Kalliope had a thin chain attached to it and her belt. When the thief tried to run, the purse flew out of her hand and back to Kalliope’s side. The child spared her a wide-eyed look before she darted toward a baker. Her dirty fingers grabbed a pastry as she passed.

      A large hand swung down and caught her arm, jerking her to a halt. The flaky bun bounced across the cobblestone, leaving splotches of cream behind. The merchant yanked the girl up and glowered.

      “No street rat is stealing from me today!” he spat at her.

      The girl whimpered and struggled to pull free. “I’m sorry! Please, let me go, Mister. I was just hungry.”

      The merchant shook her again.

      Before he could say another word or lay a hand on her, Kalliope strode over and caught the same arm holding the girl. “There’s been a misunderstanding,” she said and squeezed so hard he was forced to drop the child. The girl fell, but Kalliope swept out her other arm and caught her, stopping her from crashing to the stone. “I sent the girl on an errand to fetch some pastries. Your family’s baked goods are renowned, and I wanted to make sure they didn’t get sold out before I got to them. She was meant to toss coin onto your stall, but I seem to have forgotten to give her some. I think she didn’t want to disappoint me.” Kalliope twisted the merchant’s arm over, causing him to gasp in pain. She slipped payment into his palm. “For your trouble.” A few more coins jingled as they joined the first. “And for a few extra pastries.”

      Kalliope released him.

      The merchant scrambled back, clutching the coins while also cradling his arm. He opened and shut his mouth as if he might curse her out, but he held his tongue when he looked down at the payment. He fingered the coins and slowly pocketed them in his purse. “Yes, well, next time, tell the little rat to explain herself instead of stealing. She almost lost a hand.”

      “My good sir,” Kalliope said in a polite tone laced with cool, calculated rage. “I assure you that if you had removed my errand girl’s hand, you would have paid for it with yours.” She leaned forward and arched an eyebrow. “If I remember correctly, Ozzie, you once pilfered from tables yourself.”

      Ozzie paled. He glanced around, searching for anyone who might have heard. But the other merchants were far too busy with their wares to care. “How do you⁠—”

      “Just bag up the pastries, Ozzie, and stop wasting my time.”

      The baker flushed. He turned and quickly scooped five pastries into a woven sack before tossing them to her. “Who are you?”

      “Merely a traveler,” Kalliope replied. She gripped the girl’s shoulder and guided her away from the stall. The poor child trembled beneath her touch. Kalliope brought her over to a quiet area with a bench and a couple of trees. Thankfully, no one else was about. She helped the girl sit and crouched down. “You don’t have to be afraid. I’m not going to hurt you. What’s your name?”

      The girl swallowed hard. “S-Sarah.” She shrank back. “What are you gonna do with me? I gotta work off the debt, right?”

      Kalliope shook her head. She opened the bag and pulled out a pastry. The girl’s snarling stomach betrayed her ravenous hunger. “My family didn’t come from money,” she explained as she placed the bun in Sarah’s trembling hands. “Sometimes, my father had to resort to thievery just to keep us fed. But he always paid back double once he could. We all fall on hard times. You just hope your fate changes, or you change your fate yourself.” She nodded to the food. “Eat.”

      Sarah looked from it to Kalliope then back down again until her grumbling stomach won. She devoured the pastry in a few quick bites. While the girl licked her fingers, Kalliope pulled out a second treat. She bit into it, enjoying the savory sweet, nutty filling against the buttery, flaky crust. She handed the rest of the bag to Sarah and then reached into her coin purse.

      “Do you have a family, Sarah?”

      “Yes. My two little brothers, and my older sister. She’s sick. Me and my brothers…we try to get food and money for her.”

      “That’s commendable,” Kalliope said. “Especially for someone so young.” She pulled several coins out and handed them to Sarah. “Take these to feed your family and to get medicine for your sister. And”—she withdrew another coin from an inside pocket—“bring this to the ship with the banner of a lotus flower. Show it to the big man on deck, then tell him what you need. He’ll get supplies for you.”

      Sarah’s mouth fell open in shock. “You…you really want to help? You don’t even know us.”

      “Well, I didn’t say it would be for free,” Kalliope said, adopting a stern tone. When the girl froze, Kalliope chuckled and shook her head. “You can repay me by answering a question.”

      “O-okay?”

      Kalliope leaned forward and whispered softly. “Do you know Ms. Jayda Ray?”

      Sarah scrunched her brow and scratched her head, thinking. “I don’t know a Ms. Jayda Ray.”

      Kalliope’s heart sank.

      “But I know a Mrs. Jayda Tillman.”

      Her heart fell again, but for a different reason. “Tillman?” she asked with more anger than she intended. “As in Barret Tillman?”

      Sarah squirmed in her seat, nodding. “Yeah. Sissy says they got married before my mama and papa died in an accident.”

      Kalliope frowned, not liking the sound of that. It struck a little too close to home. “An accident?” she pressed.

      Sarah fidgeted with the satchel and glanced down at her hands. “Mama and Papa were helping to rebuild the church after Mr. Tillman bought it. Part of the roof collapsed on them. Mama died right away. And then Papa…he died a few days later.”

      Kalliope pressed her lips tightly together. It sounded like something a Tillman would do. Their hands were stained with more blood than even some of the most savage pirates she knew. And now Jayda was trapped with one of them. “I’m sorry for your loss, little one,” she said, softening her voice despite the anger burning inside of her. She passed Sarah a second special coin. “Give that to the man on the boat, too. He’ll provide further help. Now, can you tell me where Mrs. Jayda lives?”

      Sarah licked her lips and pointed up the hill into the village. “There’s a big red and black cottage near the church. She lives there.”

      Kalliope closed her eyes and tried to imagine the cottage. Was it new? Or was it the one that once belonged to Jayda’s parents? Had they given the house over to Barret as part of Jayda’s dowry? It didn’t matter. What did was the fact that Jayda was still here.

      And married to the worst man she’d ever known.

      Kalliope quickly shook herself from her thoughts and offered Sarah a warm smile. “Thank you. Now, run along. You’ve earned this reward for answering my questions. Off with you. And don’t let me see you stealing from another stall, understand?”

      “Yes, Ma’am!” Sarah said. She hopped off the bench and scurried away. She cast one more look back at Kalliope before she disappeared into the crowd.

      Kalliope pushed herself to her feet and dusted her hands.

      Tillman.

      Of all the people that Jayda had to marry (or had been handed off to), it had to be Barret Tillman. Bitter memories flashed through Kalliope’s mind. Barret’s smug smile as he cornered young women and loomed over them. Most melted to their knees at the sight of his smile. Jayda had quaked. And Kalliope, well, she’d wanted to punch that smug look off his face!

      He spoke with a silver tongue to sway people to his side, and his good looks distracted both men and women from seeing the monster inside. He was much like his father, a power-hungry tyrant who thought everything, including women, was for sale. So long as he could throw money at it, he could get anything he desired.

      Jayda had refused his advances again and again, which he’d taken as a personal challenge. And Kalliope had stepped in as her devoted friend and knight in shining armor. At the time, Kalliope had only known how to use her fists, but now, her cutlass did her talking and negotiations for her when words ran dry.

      “Well, friend,” she said, squeezing her blade’s hilt. “It seems we’ll be greeting an old enemy. You may yet taste blood this trip.” She wanted answers, and to make certain Jayda was safe.

      Though, what if Jayda was happy with Barret? It had been fifteen years since they’d last seen each other. It was possible Barret and Jayda had changed. Would Jayda even recognize her? Likely not. Kalliope had left dressed in scraggly clothes with short-cropped reddish hair, an unmarred freckled face, and a timid smile. Now? She strode through town wearing a beautiful emerald and gold captain’s coat, her flaming red hair left to flow freely down her back. Two scars decorated her right cheek. And her boyish body had filled out deliciously. She’d also grown more powerful, more confident.

      How could she expect her beautiful friend to have stayed the same?

      Nerves nibbled at her stomach. Kalliope stopped in her tracks, suddenly wondering if it was fair for her to disrupt what could be a happy family for Jayda. And what if Jayda wasn’t glad to see her, but rather furious that Kalliope hadn’t returned sooner?

      Unfortunately, Kalliope hadn’t had a choice for several years, and as time had passed, she’d found it harder to return home.

      I have to do this. I have to know she’s safe and happy. It was all she’d ever wanted for her friend.

      The cottage rose like a beacon, beckoning her with its black and red colors. A few apple trees bearing the mouth-watering fruit decorated the front yard. A cat chased a mouse and got lost in the vibrant array of roses, petunias, lilacs, and marigolds.

      It looked like something out of a fairytale, likely created by Jayda’s hand. Kalliope hardly thought Barret could make anything so beautiful. Inwardly, she hoped that it demonstrated the sort of life Jayda was living now, and that the gorgeous display wasn’t just for show.

      She wrapped a firm hand around her cutlass for support and marched her way up to the front door. After a moment of hesitation, she knocked firmly and waited, hoping to be greeted by her best friend. What would she look like now? Would her hair still be as black as onyx, her skin tanned by the sun and the hours she worked in the garden? Did she still favor long, flowing dresses with floral hems? Did she still refuse to wear shoes outside so she could feel the cool earth underneath her naked toes?

      And did the fire of adventure still burn in her eyes even after all these years?

      The door swung open, and all of Kalliope’s hopeful thoughts vanished. “Barret,” she said cooly, her voice dripping with disappointment.

      The man leaned against the door frame, dressed in a bold red and gold shirt and dark pants and boots. He wore his blonde hair tied back, giving Kalliope a better look at his chiseled jaw. Other girls swooned over his features. Kalliope still wanted to punch him. “Well, that’s a fine greeting,” he said with a smirk. “Who are you?”

      Kalliope arched an eyebrow. He didn’t recognize her. Well, it had been a long time, and she wasn’t the scrawny street urchin she used to be. “I’m looking for Jayda. I was told I could find her here.”

      Barret straightened, his eyes growing hard. “It’s proper to introduce yourself. Otherwise, I might as well shut this door in your face.” When he made to do just that, Kalliope took a step forward and stuck her boot in the way so he couldn’t lock her out.

      “Kalliope Silvertongue. Though you might remember me as Kalliope Jasper.”

      “Jasper…Jasper,” Barret said, stroking his chin. Suddenly, a cruel smile slithered across his face. “Roran Jasper, that’s your father, isn’t it? One of the local beggars who frightened women and children.”

      Kalliope clenched her fist. “He was a fisherman, and he fed the people of this village, even though he hardly received a fair cut of payment because of all the taxes your family imposed on everyone.”

      Barret snorted and cocked his head to the side. “Hardly my family’s fault if yours couldn’t keep up on their payments. Your father was lucky he received even half, especially with the catch he’d give away without charging people. That was money out of my family’s pocket.”

      Kalliope ground her teeth angrily, thrown back to all those years ago when she’d watch her father feed a starving family who couldn’t pay for the fish. He always tried to catch extra from his expected quota just in case someone couldn’t pay. Sometimes, when his bounty was low, he’d pay for the fish himself, even if it meant his plate went empty that night. He always made sure Kalliope and her mother were fed. He’d had a kind heart, and sometimes she wondered if that was what had been his downfall.

      “Your family had more than enough,” Kalliope retorted, dragging herself from the memories. “And if he gave fish away, it was because he’d caught extra.”

      “Any surplus should have gone to us, not to people who couldn’t pay,” Barret said in a way that suggested she was an idiot for thinking otherwise. “Where is your father anyway? Trying to steal from his clients for more beggars?”

      “He’s dead,” Kalliope said curtly. “Both my parents died when pirates attacked our ship. I was the only one to survive.”

      She didn’t expect pity from Barret. She wasn’t even sure if he knew the word. But she thought he might have enough humanity to pretend to be sorry for her. Instead, he clicked his tongue and gave her a look over.

      “So, your parents die by pirates’ hands, and you decide to become a pirate yourself?” He pitched his voice low and grinned. “Were you the pirate who killed them? And here I thought you couldn’t sink any lower.”

      Kalliope swung her fist before she could stop herself. A sharp right hook snapped Barret’s head to the side and sent him staggering backwards. Her knuckles burned in pain, but she ignored them as she stormed after Barret. “You don’t get to talk about my family like that, you scum. I might have been afraid of you when I was a child, but no longer.” She could take him. He might be bigger than her, but she was a trained fighter now, and she was much stronger than she’d been before.

      Click.

      Something cold pressed against the back of her neck, causing her to freeze. Smoke blew and curled around her face, threatening to make her sneeze.

      “That’s far enough, girl,” said a deep baritone, graveled voice. It took a moment for Kalliope to recognize who it was. “That’s no way to treat the man of the house.”

      John Wagmire…one of Barret’s lackeys, and part of another well-off family. He’d been a short, pudgy child with too many blisters to count on his face. She turned her head slightly to try to get a look at him, but he just shoved his pistol harder into the back of her skull.

      Barret wiped blood from his split cheek and scowled at her. “Bitch! Still the same stupid whore who put her nose where it didn’t belong. You dare raise your hand to me? I could have your head for that!”

      “You lay a hand on me, and my crew will tear this village apart,” Kalliope hissed. “Starting with you.”

      Barret’s face flushed crimson. The pistol dug deeper, and Kalliope readied her hand to draw her blade and sever John’s wrists.

      A soft voice made them all freeze.

      “Barret, darling? What’s all the—oh!”

      Kalliope’s heart skipped a beat as Jayda walked into the room. For a brief second, she saw her childhood friend standing there: a young girl with loose-flying hair, garbed in colorful, flowy dresses, and barefoot. But then the image faded, and she was greeted with a very tired looking young woman. A red dress hugged her body, a black corset bound so tightly it had to be hard to breathe. Her breasts stood out teasingly, more milky than tanned, like she hadn’t seen the sun for a long time. Makeup covered her face, giving her luscious red lips and pink cheeks, but there was something about the makeup that didn’t feel right. It was fake in Kalliope’s eyes, and it almost looked like more was caked on in different sections of her face, as if trying to conceal something.

      Heeled shoes stuck out under the dress. And the way she stood…it wasn’t with her back up and firm with confidence. She slouched a little forward, her once smoldering eyes cooled, dull. She looked timidly at Barret then to Kalliope, her brow furrowed as if she was trying to figure something out.

      Barret looked at her sharply. “I’m dealing with an intruder in our home,” he told her. “Go wait in your room until I’m finished.”

      Jayda frowned deeply, inspecting the wound on his face. Then her gaze went to Kalliope and took her in. Her eyes widened. “K-Kalliope?”

      Kalliope’s expression softened immediately. She smiled at her long-lost friend. “Hey, li’l Lotus,” she said, calling Jayda by a nickname Kalliope had made up for her when they were children. Jayda had always been enamored by flowers, but the lotus was one she’d dreamed of seeing. She’d only ever seen sketches in books.

      “One day,” Jayda had said, “I’m going to sail the world and find those flowers! And you’ll come with me, won’t you?” she’d begged Kalliope.

      Kalliope had just chuckled and nodded, looking down at the open book in Jayda’s lap. “Of course. You’re not going exploring without me.”

      “There’s no one I’d rather have by my side.”

      The memory made Kalliope’s eyes mist a little. She looked at her friend, imploringly, hoping to see the fire return to her lovely eyes.

      But Jayda looked away, her cheeks turning red. “So, you’ve been alive all this time?” she asked.

      Kalliope blinked in surprise. “I…yes, but it’s not so simple. I was⁠—”

      “Enough,” Barret growled. “You’ve darkened our doorway long enough. Now, leave us before I turn you over to the authorities, pirate.”

      “Pirate!” Jayda cried. She took another look at Kalliope and shied away. “That’s what’s become of you? You joined those monsters? You know they pillage villages, steal their women, kill their husbands!”

      Barret reached for Jayda and pulled her close, stroking her hair. “There, there, I’ll protect you from her. She won’t lay a hand on you.”

      Jayda flinched as Barret tightened his hold.

      Kalliope’s blood boiled. “Don’t touch her, you son of a—” John grabbed her arm and moved the pistol beneath her chin.

      “Just get out of here!” Jayda snapped at her. “I don’t even know why you came. You don’t belong here, Kalliope.”

      The words were like a slap to the face. Kalliope staggered a little, her eyes growing wide in shock and hurt. “But…I came back for you.”

      Jayda swallowed hard. “You came too late. I’m married now. And I don’t appreciate you striking my husband. Go away.”

      “But—”

      “I said, leave!” Jayda turned to Barret and caressed his cheek. “Let me see to your wound, my love. Thank you for protecting me.”

      Barret’s anger simmered. He smiled and grasped Jayda’s chin much too tightly for Kalliope’s liking. He kissed her and bit her lower lip. “Wait for me in our room,” he ordered in a sultry voice.

      Jayda bowed her head and hurried off, her heels clicking on the wooden floors.

      Barret wiped some of the makeup from his lip with his thumb. “There’s nothing for you here, pirate. John, show her out.”

      John yanked on Kalliope’s arm. With the pistol so close to her chin, she didn’t resist and followed him outside. She was too stunned to speak or do anything. Jayda had recognized her…and had turned her away. How could she? Yes, Kalliope had been gone for a long time, but she’d never stopped thinking or caring about Jayda. The hope of seeing her friend again had even kept her alive during the worst of it! But to be cast aside like she was some sort of common criminal? It left a wound deeper than even her cutlass could.

      The warm sun felt like it was mocking her as she was shoved out of the house. Her boots skidded a little in the gravel and she looked back at John. His face, still portly, bore scars from years of burst pimples. He raised his nose at her, cigar hanging from the corner of his mouth, and slammed the door.

      Kalliope stared for a long moment. It felt as if a hand had reached into her chest, ripped her heart out, and stomped on it until it was a pulverized mess. This can’t be the end. This can’t be how we part ways, she thought to herself.

      Taking a shuddering breath, she walked away and searched for the nearest tavern.
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        * * *

      

      Three tankards into a rich honey mead, Kalliope didn’t feel any better. She sat at a table, nursing her injured heart with alcohol and a thick stew. The food tasted ashen in her mouth, and the mead was only slightly better. Still, she let herself wallow in despair and drain the third tankard dry.

      I don’t get it. She’s always hated Barret, and binding dresses, and clothing like that. He made her look like a damn trophy. This can’t be what she wants.

      She rubbed her face with her hand and motioned to the tavern keeper for another tankard.

      Kalliope closed her eyes and rested her head in her hand, going over the whole thing again. She could have approached that better, and punching Barret, while it had felt wonderful, was not a great way to endear herself to Jayda. Why would Jayda stand up for him? Had she grown to love him over the years? How long had they been married? They were all questions she wanted to ask, but Jayda had made it very clear she wanted nothing to do with Kalliope.

      This was not the homecoming she’d expected.

      Something thunked in front of her. “Well, don’t ya look like ya just got dragged in with the fish.”

      Kalliope looked up at Reggi, Tempest perched on his shoulder. The bird hopped onto the table, his talons clicking on wood as he walked over to her and nuzzled her cheek. Kalliope stroked his warm feathers and kissed him on the beak. “That bad, huh?”

      “I’ve seen plague victims who looked better.” He pushed a tankard toward her. “Drink some of this.”

      Kalliope grabbed it gratefully and took a large swallow. She blanched and looked inside the cup. “Water?”

      “Figure we don’t need our captain drinkin’ herself into a stupor tonight,” Reggi said with a shrug. “By the way, a kid came round with your insignias. Got her food and supplies and sent Vera to check on the sister. Lass probably only has a few weeks left, at best.”

      Kalliope frowned. “I was afraid of that. They won’t have anyone to watch over them once she dies.”

      Reggi gave her a look. “You thinkin’ of adding to the ranks? Much as I like helpin’ the wee ones, we ain’t a charity ship. We’ll probably put them in more danger than if they stay here.”

      “Yeah, here they just have to worry about starving and having their hands cut off by merchants.” Kalliope scowled at the tankard and took another drink. “I’ll think about it. Might be someone in town who would take them in.”

      “Hm, but that ain’t the reason you’re guzzling your drinks,” Reggi guessed. “Meeting with Jayda not go as planned?”

      Kalliope barked out a laugh. She stretched her hand, her knuckles a tiny bit bruised from punching Barret. “I’m not sure I knew what to expect, but it wasn’t this,” she said. She elaborated on the whole incident between herself, Barret, and Jayda. As she played it over, she was even more ashamed of her reaction to Barret. She was better than that. She shouldn’t have let him get to her, even if he’d deserved a right hook for a very long time. “She told me to leave. I thought she’d at least be happy to see me alive, but she was more worried about tending to Barret.”

      Reggi grunted. He stroked his chin thoughtfully and squinted his good eye. “Could be she wasn’t allowed to show ya how she really feels. If this bloke is as deplorable as ya say he is, maybe he’s taught her to keep her mouth shut.”

      Kalliope felt the hair on the back of her neck rise. She hadn’t thought of that in the heat of the moment. It made sense, though. Jayda had come from a richer family; there was a decorum she’d been forced to follow regardless of her feelings. Men had made advances on her, and all she could do was politely decline. Kalliope was the one who’d put up her fists to defend her friend. She ran her thumb along her lower lip. “She looked to be wearing a lot of makeup. Wouldn’t surprise me if she was concealing a shiner. And if that’s the case…” Her hand tightened around her blade.

      “Oy, belay those thoughts,” Reggi warned in a low tone. “I know ya want to go rescue your lady friend, but if ya stick the business end of your blade into the royal ass, he might bring his blokes down on us, and we don’t want no fight, Captain, not if it can be helped. We came here to rest, not start trouble.” He paused and wrinkled his nose. “Been afloat with ya too long. Never woulda uttered those words in the past. I’m a pirate for bloody sake.”

      Kalliope laughed under her breath. “Well, you’ve got Captain Ivy to blame for that one. She lived by that code until the day she went to Davy Jones’s locker.” She raised her tankard in respect and guzzled the water down.

      Ivy had arrived like an avenging, bloody angel in Kalliope’s life not long after her parents had been killed. Kalliope had served as a captive on a pirate ship for about a year before Captain Ivy seized it and rescued the captives, most of them children. She’d taken Kalliope under her wing and taught her the ways of the sea. Now Kalliope served in her stead. Both age and a pirate’s wicked blade had caught up to Captain Ivy, someone she had looked to as a second mother. It seemed fitting that the only thing that could bring Ivy down was the scourge of the sea: the Fire Raven.

      How Kalliope loathed that pirate even more than the ones who had taken her birth parents. He’d killed Ivy right in front of her eyes, and had it not been for Reggi, she might have joined Ivy in death. She’d heard word the Fire Raven was lurking around this port, which had helped solidify her decision to return home. So far, the rumors proved false.

      “I miss that froggy laugh of hers,” Reggi said with a chuckle. “Ah, been too long since she left us, but at least she put us in good hands. So long as my current Captain don’t start up a war.”

      Kalliope rolled her eyes. “I’m not that foolish, Reggi. I make wiser decisions than that.”

      Tempest offered a beaky cackle as he climbed up her shoulder and started preening her hair.

      “Oh, you think you deserve a scritch for that?” she teased the bird and tickled his stomach until he squawked and mouthed at her fingers. “But if you’re right, and he’s abusing her, I can’t just leave her here.”

      “Ya plannin’ on swoopin’ in and kidnappin’ her?”

      Kalliope grunted. “Don’t tempt me.”

      The old pirate lifted his hands. “I’ll stand by your decision, Captain, so long as it don’t threaten the lives of your crew.”

      “Crew comes first,” Kalliope agreed. “Family comes first.” She glanced at the window, noting just how far the sun had sunk beyond the horizon. It was getting late. Maybe she could try again before they left. Maybe Jayda would⁠—

      “A round for me and my friends here!” a hated voice rang out.

      Kalliope looked sharply to her left.

      Barret stood with his arm around another man she didn’t recognize, and three others behind him. They laughed boisterously and sank down onto the bench of a trestle table. A tavern maid, breasts spilling out of her dress, brought fresh tankards over for the lot. Barret licked his lips. He reached out and pulled her into his lap, causing her to giggle and squirm playfully.

      Kalliope shared a look with Reggi. “Think you can keep an eye on him while I go have a talk with Jayda?”

      “Hmm, be quick about it, Captain. I’ll send Tempest to find you when he leaves.” He squinted at the men and smirked. “Actually, think I’ll give ’em a drinking challenge. Don’t look like they can hold their liquor.”

      “You just want an excuse to get drunk,” Kalliope teased.

      Reggi pulled his hat off his balding head and pressed it over his heart. “Ya wound me, Captain. I’m just servin’ the cause.” He swept Tempest up and rose from his seat. “Ya need a distraction anyway, don’t ya?”

      “Thanks, Reggi.” Kalliope pulled her jacket up around her face and tipped her hat down as Reginald strode toward Barret and his men.

      “Ya gents look like ya could use some more ale. How ’bout we see who can drink the other under the table?”

      Kalliope didn’t wait to hear the response. She slipped away and took another exit, escaping into the night. Reggi would keep them busy as long as he could, but she might not have much time. Once she didn’t feel eyes on her, she picked up the pace and ran back to the floral home that likely served as a prison for her best friend.

      The lights burned low when she arrived, suggesting that Jayda might have already gone to bed. Kalliope stuck to the shadows and crept along, making her way toward the garden. She started to count the windows, wondering which one belonged to Jayda, when a noise startled her. She turned sharply and caught movement at one end of the garden.

      There, beneath the moonlight, sat Jayda in a simple-sewn blue gown. Her hair swayed in the wind, held away from her face by a ribbon. Gone were the corset and heeled shoes. Her bare feet brushed over the grass and dug into the cool dirt.

      Kalliope’s heart pounded in a way it hadn’t in years. This was her Jayda, not the painted, corset-wearing damsel she’d seen inside.

      She straightened her coat and brushed it down a little before approaching slowly. She glanced around, checking for any guardians who had accompanied Jayda outside. But it seemed she might have slipped out alone.

      Once Kalliope was close enough to keep her voice low, she spoke. “Did you mean it when you told me to leave?”

      Jayda gasped and jumped to her feet. She whirled around in alarm, her beautiful eyes growing wide at the sight of her. “What are you doing here?” she hissed. “If he sees you⁠—”

      “My man’s keeping him busy so we have time to talk,” Kalliope said. She walked closer, searching Jayda’s eyes. “Did you mean it when you told me to leave?” she repeated.

      Jayda rubbed her arm and looked away. “Yes.”

      “I don’t believe that,” Kalliope murmured. She stopped in front of her friend and reached out, catching her chin gently. She lifted Jayda’s head. As the moonlight caught her face, it revealed a deep bruise around her eye and her lip. “Jayda⁠—”

      SLAP!

      Kalliope’s head snapped to the side as Jayda struck her.

      “How could you?” Jayda whispered furiously. “How could you just leave and never tell me what happened to you! Fifteen years. Fifteen years, Kalliope! All this time I thought you were dead!” She shoved Kalliope’s hand away and stepped back.

      Kalliope swallowed. “I’m sorry. I…I didn’t have a choice at first, and then I was at sea so long, I was never able to write to you. And even if I had, you wouldn’t have been able to write back to me. I never knew where I would be.”

      “You could have at least told me!” Angry tears filled Jayda’s eyes. “You were my best friend, and you just disappeared.”

      Kalliope’s shoulders fell. “I didn’t mean to be gone so long. My family…” She sighed. “We were attacked by pirates. My parents were killed, and I was taken captive until another pirate rescued me and brought me up as her replacement. The moment I had a chance to come back here, I took it. I swear, Jayda. I came back to find you.”

      Jayda’s face paled. “They…they were killed? By pirates?” She flushed. “And still you joined them! They’re blood-thirsty savages, and you’re one of them now.”

      “We’re not like that!” Kalliope insisted. “We take out the pirates causing trouble in coastal ports to keep them safe. Including this one.”

      “And yet you come and attack my husband,” Jayda said with a sniff. “Some peacekeeper you are.”

      Kalliope opened and shut her mouth. She could defend her actions. She could tell Jayda that Barret had deserved it. But somehow she didn’t think her friend would listen. “I lost my temper. You know how Barret is. He⁠—”

      “Oh, I know very well how Barret can be,” Jayda growled. “I share a bed with him after all.”

      “Why?” Kalliope whispered, reaching for Jayda’s face. Her friend flinched at first, but then stood still as Kalliope cradled her cheek in her warm hand. “Why did you marry him?”

      “I had no choice,” Jayda said. “My mother grew ill and passed, so it was just my father and me running the business. He didn’t want to see me end up a spinster, and he wanted my wealth to take me somewhere, so he married me off to Barret.” Her voice caught in her throat as she played with a small necklace. “He died shortly after. I’ve been with Barret since the moment I came of age.”

      “Jayda…” Kalliope shook her head and rubbed Jayda’s cheek with her thumb. “I’m so sorry. I never wanted this for you.”

      “Then why didn’t you come back?” Jayda drew away, brushing tears from her eyes. “You promised we’d sail the world together, but then you disappeared. Those dreams are long gone.”

      Kalliope snagged Jayda’s hand before she could retreat. “It doesn’t have to be that way!” She pulled her friend closer. “Come with me. I can still show you the world. You don’t have to stay here with this bastard.”

      Jayda sniffed, tugging on her wrist. “It’s too late for me. I belong with Barret. And you belong to the sea. We’re of two very different worlds. He’ll never let me go.”

      “He won’t have a choice if you’re with me,” Kalliope vowed. She cupped Jayda’s cheeks and gazed into her beautiful eyes. “Please. I can’t leave you here. Not with him. I should have come back sooner, I know. But I’m here now. And I can’t let you go. Not ever again.”

      Jayda stared at her for a long moment. Kalliope waited, hoping the fire would reignite.  But all that remained was despair. Jayda took Kalliope’s hands from her face and pushed them back toward her. “You’d decide my future for me too?”

      “What? No! I’m giving you a way to escape!”

      “To belong to you instead. I don’t even know you anymore, Kalliope. How do I know going with you won’t be even worse than living with Barret?”

      Kalliope staggered back. “How could you say that? I’d never do anything to hurt you! I care about you, Jayda.”

      “A little too late,” Jayda replied in a cool, tired voice. She looked toward the house and stiffened. Suddenly, she shook her head and brushed past Kalliope. “Sometimes it’s better to stay with the devil you know. Barret has provided me with a home, shelter, food, and pleasure. What more could a woman want?”

      Kalliope stared at her friend’s back in disbelief. How could this be happening? Not only was Jayda not happy to see her, but now she was comparing her to that monster? She would never hurt Jayda.

      But how could Jayda know that, especially after Kalliope had disappeared for fifteen years? Maybe Kalliope didn’t know her friend anymore either. Her Jayda had been so full of life and wonder. This one? Her lackluster eyes would haunt Kalliope in her dreams. “That’s it then?” Kalliope asked. “You’ll stay the wife of this boorish man? Bear his children? Endure his beatings?”

      Jayda paused, her shoulders trembling. For a moment, Kalliope thought she might turn around, but instead, her friend continued on back toward the house. “Goodbye, Kalli.”

      Kalliope cocked her head. That was the first time Jayda had called her by her old nickname. She stared at Jayda’s retreating form and pressed her lips together. “My crew leaves in two suns. If you change your mind…look for the lotus.”

      Though Jayda didn’t say anything, Kalliope caught the way her shoulders stiffened, acknowledging her words. Kalliope didn’t budge as she watched Jayda walk to the door. Someone opened it for her, letting Jayda in. It didn’t take Kalliope long to realize John had been left behind, likely to keep an eye on her. He searched the garden, but Kalliope had quickly disappeared into the shadows.

      As the door shut, and Kalliope made her way out onto the street, her mind went over their conversation. In the moment, she’d believed almost everything Jayda had said. But some of it had sounded automatic, like she’d been trained to recite the words. And if John was watching…

      Maybe she couldn’t tell me the truth because she was afraid.

      Maybe Barret wasn’t the only one who hurt her.

      Kalliope ground her teeth and glanced over her shoulder at the house.

      She’d given Jayda an out. She just hoped her friend took it. Until then, she’d wait.
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        * * *

      

      And Kalliope waited. All that night and into the next day, she waited for some sign that Jayda would change her mind. Her sleep was restless, and she managed only an hour or two before Tempest pulled a rooster’s duty and screeched her awake. Kalliope went about her morning, performing her usual duties of checking the ship for any concerning wear and tear spots. She visited with the crew, those who hadn’t gotten lodgings on land the previous night anyway. Everyone seemed in good spirits, though they sent her worried looks which she pointedly ignored.

      Reggi dragged himself out of his bunk and scowled at the sky. Apparently his drinking match hadn’t gone exactly as planned. Barret could hold more alcohol than Reggi had expected, but the pirate had still drunk the fool under the table. He’d just suffer with a headache and a rotten stomach for his efforts.

      Kalliope left the ship around midday to stave off her anxiousness. She walked through the market, buying treats for herself and the crew, mostly perishable items that they wouldn’t see again for some time. As she haggled over the cost of a bunch of bananas, she caught sight of Jayda perusing the market with John at her side. Kalliope didn’t see Barret, but he was probably avoiding sunlight like some sort of night demon so he could nurse his head.

      Kalliope finally paid the merchant and slipped back into the crowd, following Jayda at a distance. She tried not to be spotted, but having Tempest perched on her shoulder didn’t exactly help. The bird preened her hair and tugged at her shirt until she offered him a walnut. He squawked in pleasure, drawing Jayda’s attention. Her friend looked over, frowned, and left the merchant to go visit another.

      Kalliope sighed. At this rate, they weren’t even going to be able to say goodbye before Kalliope shipped off the next morning. She wove through the crowd until she came to the merchant Jayda had previously visited. The man was clearing up some items.

      “Excuse me, was the woman who was just here intending to buy those?” Kalliope asked.

      The merchant grumbled. “Aye, I had a sale going until something spooked her off.”

      Kalliope bit her lip. “May I see?”

      He gave her a look then pushed the items out: a bundle of parchment paper, a new bottle of ink, a quill pen, and a little bag of wax. They made Kalliope’s stomach twist with guilt, especially when she thought about Jayda’s accusation of her not sending her a letter.

      “Well?” the merchant said.

      Kalliope pulled out a few coins. “I’ll take them,” she said. She paid the man and also bought a nice satchel to carry the items. She bundled them all inside the bag and looped it over her shoulder. She searched the crowd for Jayda, but there was no sign of her. Kalliope sighed. She’d probably chased her off.

      She considered going back to the ship, but a colorful stall and the sweet perfume of flowers caught her attention. Kalliope made her way over and looked through the display. Most of the flowers she recognized. None of them were lotuses, unfortunately, but another flower caught her attention. She picked up the red roses and sniffed them.

      “Best buy them quick,” the merchant said. The old woman sat in a chair, bundles of cloth wrapped around her to keep her warm. “Have a lover in mind for those?”

      Kalliope blushed. “A friend,” she insisted.

      The old woman chuckled softly. “Hm, your blush said otherwise. This friend must be very special. But a rose can be so…expected. Why not give them something else unique?” She reached under the stall and pulled out a sprig of white flowers with a ruffled opening. “Lily of the Valley,” the merchant said. “It has many meanings, but joy, love, and happiness are my favorite.” She held the flowers out and smiled.

      Kalliope reached for the flowers and brought them close. She felt her heart warm. Yes, these felt more personal than the rose. “Thank you,” she said and passed the woman far more than the flowers cost.

      “This is too much!” the woman cried.

      “Take it as payment for your advice and your kindness,” Kalliope replied. She bobbed her head to the woman and tucked the flowers into the bag. As she moved through the crowd, she plotted how she’d get these to Jayda without invoking her wrath, and also catching Barret’s attention. No sooner had the thoughts crossed her mind when she spotted Sarah paying a baker for two loaves of bread.

      Kalliope hurried over to the young girl. “Sarah, can I enlist you for a quick errand?”

      Sarah perked up her head instantly. She looked far happier and more relieved than she had yesterday. “After what you did for my family, anything!”

      Kalliope held out the satchel and flowers. “You remember when I asked about Jayda? Please deliver these to her. If anyone stops you, say that Jayda mistakenly left them with a merchant.”

      Sarah looked at the satchel curiously before she nodded. “I’ll get that to her right away, Ma’am.”

      Kalliope dug into her coin purse and dropped a few of them into the girl’s palm. “For your trouble.”

      Sarah gasped. “Really? Are you sure?”

      “Go,” Kalliope said with a chuckle. “And thank you.”

      Looping the satchel over one shoulder, and draping the bag of bread over another, Sarah jogged off in the direction of Jayda’s home. Kalliope stared after her and swallowed hard. Should she have left a note? Would Jayda know it was from her? Surely, she’d put two and two together.

      But even as she turned back toward the ship, she swatted her head with her hand. “Should have left a note.”
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        * * *

      

      The sun dipped below the horizon, bathing the sky in purple, magenta, and golden rays. Kalliope leaned on her ship’s railing, watching the colors blend together until they darkened. Stars studded the heavens, and the moon shone her silvery light onto the sea. Kalliope sighed and bowed her head.

      She’s really not coming, she realized. The longer she waited, the more she wanted to say to hell with her own code and swoop in to rescue her friend. But no, Jayda wouldn’t have it. And Kalliope didn’t want to be hated by her.

      Instead, Kalliope would just hate herself for not making the right decision.

      She pushed herself from the railing with a sigh and looked around the deck as her crew settled in to play some music and enjoy the spoils of the day. Some were still missing, likely in other lodgings or visiting a brothel.

      Reggi plopped down on a barrel and pulled out his lute. He plucked a few strings and started up an old sea shanty that all the pirates knew. As he played, Tempest flew over and perched on his head, much to the amusement of the other pirates.

      Kalliope lingered for a time, enjoying the music. But without Jayda there, and knowing they would depart the next morning, Kalliope found herself lacking the desire for merriment. She went below, deciding to do a final stock of inventory to make sure there wasn’t anything missing.

      The hull of the ship was mercifully quiet compared to the deck. The soft groaning of the boards and the waves lapping the sides were her music. Kalliope closed her eyes and allowed the soothing sounds to fill her and ease her heart.

      Rolling her shoulders to release some tension, Kalliope pulled out a scroll and started recording the barrels and boxes lining the room. She lost herself in the work, flipping containers open to verify their contents. Some of her men had the bad habit of sneaking in things they shouldn’t, including a wild pig. The poor creature had gone mad at sea within two days of sailing, though he’d proved to be a delicious dinner.

      She went from box to box, amused by the large collection of chocolate one of her crew members had stored away. She imagined it belonged to Antony; he always had a sweet tooth. Kalliope resisted sneaking a piece and turned to the left to the next box.

      Something shifted behind her. Wood scraped wood, an obvious sound that was hard for her to miss. She might have assumed it was just the boxes moving with the boat, but none of the others had done that.

      Kalliope gripped the hilt of her cutlass. She drew it quietly and kept it close as she made her way toward the sound. She searched the line of wares, looking for anything amiss. Within moments, she spotted a crate out of place amongst the rest. Kalliope tucked her list into the back of her belt and slowly approached the crate on quiet, cautious feet.

      The crate shifted again, and Kalliope pounced. She dove over it and reached out, snatching fabric and jerking hard. The culprit yelped in surprise, only to find themselves shoved up against the wall with one of Kalliope’s hands over their mouth, and the other holding a cutlass to their throat. The cloaked person gave a muffled cry and struggled until they felt the blade.

      “What have we here?” Kalliope said in a silky tone. “Don’t normally have stowaways coming onto my ship.”

      The person whimpered.

      Kalliope rolled her eyes. She hated when they started blubbering or pleading with her. She drew her hand away from the person’s mouth and reached for their hood. “Now let’s see what little mouse I caught.” She jerked it back.

      The cutlass fell from her hand in an instant.

      “Do you treat all your friends like this?” Jayda protested. Jayda rubbed her throat and clutched her cloak to her body. But it was the dark bruise forming on her cheek that drew Kalliope’s attention.

      Kalliope bristled and reached out to cradle Jayda’s face. “Barret?” she asked.

      Jayda blinked back angry tears. This time, she didn’t pull away. “Someone delivered a gift to me. When Barret saw the flowers, he instantly thought it was from another suitor. He didn’t even ask. He lashed out and ground the flowers into the dirt.”

      Kalliope’s stomach twisted with guilt. Her gift had done that? She hadn’t even considered… Idiot! What had she been thinking? “Jayda, I’m so sorry. I never thought… I didn’t mean…” She sighed and hung her head. “I sent those.”

      “I know.”

      Kalliope blinked and glanced up. “You do?”

      Jayda mustered a smile. “I noticed you watching me while I was by the merchant. I didn’t want John to see you and approach you, so I ushered him away, leaving behind my items. So I assumed it was from you. But then the flowers… Had it been a rose, I might have thought it was someone else. But you remembered how much I love flowers, and you chose something special.” She chuckled. “I imagine if they’d had a lotus, you would have sent that instead.”

      Kalliope blushed and nodded. “I looked, but we both know those are hard to come by.” She ran her thumb gently over Jayda’s cheek, searching her eyes. Her beautiful, brave Jayda. “Did you just come here to say goodbye, or are you really joining me?”

      Jayda moved her cloak. Beneath it she held a traveling bag, as well as Kalliope’s gifted satchel. “There’s nothing for me here. My parents are gone. I have no children who rely on me. And Barret…” She set her jaw, though her lips still trembled. “I had hoped that one day I would learn to love him. But I realized when I saw you, that my heart wasn’t mine to give any longer.” She pressed her hand to Kalliope’s chest. “It already belonged to another.”

      Warmth spread through Kalliope’s body, coloring her cheeks and her ears. She’d dared to hope that one day she and Jayda could be together, but she hadn’t been certain Jayda was interested in women. Her whispered words and the look of want in her eyes alleviated her worries. Kalliope tried to think of something poignant to say, something that would help convey the love in her heart she bore for her best friend, nay, lover. But only one response seemed suitable.

      She leaned forward, pressing her lips lovingly against Jayda’s. The woman didn’t pull away; she leaned into it. Kalliope fought back tears. She’d always hoped but never truly imagined that anything could happen between them.

      Now here they stood, lips together, Kalliope holding Jayda against her. She ran her hand through Jayda’s hair, loosening the bun. Her dark tresses fell in waves down her shoulder, hitting Kalliope’s nose with a hint of perfume. It was a scent she recognized, one Jayda used to wear and Kalliope adored.

      Kalliope worked her mouth against Jayda’s, her tongue sweeping inside to taste her. Her stomach danced. Her heart fluttered. And a long dormant ember sparked back to life. A tear slid down her cheek, which Jayda brushed away with her thumb. When they finally broke the kiss, Kalliope bit her lip and rested her forehead against Jayda’s. “I’ve wanted to do that for a long time,” she whispered.

      “Me too,” Jayda replied. “I used to have dreams about it when we were young, but I was so afraid if I did it, I’d lose you.”

      Kalliope shook her head. “Never. I might have been confused back then, but I realized a while ago that I’ve wanted this, wanted you. I didn’t come back to the village to revisit old memories. I came back for you.”

      Jayda flushed and looked up at her with sad eyes. “And I’m sorry for the greeting I gave you. I wanted to fling myself in your arms and kiss you right then, but I couldn’t do that in front of Barret. And with John’s gun at your head, if I showed any affection toward you, I know Barret would have given him the signal to kill you.”

      Kalliope sucked in a breath. Well, that explained their first interaction. “But what about in the garden? We were alone there.”

      Jayda’s eyes darkened. “I’m never alone at that house. I’m sure John or one of the servants were watching from the window. Barret ordered them to keep a close eye on me.” She rubbed her arm. “In the beginning, I used to fight him. I resisted his advances and tried to stay independent despite my father marrying me off to him. Heh, some nights I would even steal away and sit on that hill that overlooks the ocean, you know the one where we used to fish as children?”

      Kalliope chuckled. “You mean I fished and you squirmed at the sight of worms.”

      Jayda laughed and shoved Kalliope’s shoulder. “You used to wiggle them in my face! I just felt bad for them.” Her expression softened. “So you started using other bait that didn’t bother me.” She shook her head. “I’d go there to think and hope for your return. Barret would get furious, both because he knew my heart was wandering to someone else, and because I wouldn’t obey him. That’s when…the abuse started.” She rolled up her sleeve and pulled down her glove, showing off the dark bruises blemishing her skin.

      Kalliope’s blood boiled at the sight of them.

      “But Barret slowly broke me down until I resigned myself to him. My father, on his deathbed, told me how sorry he was for giving me to Barret. And he told me that if I had the chance to leave and find happiness, I should take it. I thought him mad.” Jayda lifted her eyes and ran her gloved hand along Kalliope’s cheek. “But then you walked back into my life, and I dared to hope again.”

      “Dared to hope by throwing me out into the cold,” Kalliope teased, though she instantly regretted her words when Jayda lowered her eyes. She leaned forward, catching Jayda’s lips in another kiss. “I’m sorry. It was hard to hear you support him knowing what he’s done. And I was so excited to see you. It hurt when you rejected me, but I understand. I thought, maybe you hadn’t cared about me as much as I assumed.”

      Jayda smirked a little and reached into her cloak. She pulled out another bag and opened it. “Look inside,” she said. “These are for you.”

      Kalliope lifted an eyebrow then opened the bag further. She gaped as she scooped out a bag of candied almonds with the familiar purple ribbon from Higgin’s shop. Another bag was filled with mint tea leaves that made her nose tingle and cleared her sinuses with one whiff. When she pulled out the third item, her heart melted.

      “Is this?”

      “Yes, I saved it.”

      She carefully held a little crown woven out of colorful ribbon, bedecked in dried flowers and pretty stones. Kalliope could remember the day she’d crafted the crown as a present for Jayda. She’d spent what little money she had to buy the ribbon and stones, though she’d picked the flowers herself. Some of the children had laughed at her for giving someone as high class as Jayda a hand-made gift. But Jayda had worn it proudly, the colors matching her pretty dress.

      Kalliope sniffed and smiled at Jayda. “I guess you did really care.”

      “These were why I was at the market,” Jayda said, gesturing to the tea and treat. “I didn’t know if I would attempt to escape or stay but I knew I couldn’t leave you empty handed, thinking I didn’t care about you. But when Sarah brought me the satchel, well, that cinched it. I knew I had to go with you.”

      Kalliope slowly handed the crown back while she pocketed the nuts and tea. “I’m glad you did. We’ll get you out of here, I promise.” She tilted her head, listening to the music on deck. Oh…the crew was going to have fun with this. “I suppose, first, I should introduce you to the crew so they don’t think you’re a stowaway too.” She smirked suddenly and wiggled her eyebrows at Jayda. “Then again, you technically are. I could have you bound and brought to my room for punishment.”

      Jayda snickered. “I wouldn’t say no.”

      The scarlet blush on Kalliope’s face made Jayda burst out laughing. She fell back against one of the barrels and held her chest, tears dripping down her cheeks. Kalliope lost her composure and fell beside her. They grinned at one another, until that very barrel tipped and sent them crashing to the ground. Jayda landed first, Kalliope’s hand snaking out to catch her head so she didn’t smack it. She dropped to her knees, straddling Jayda.

      They stared at one another, both giggling anxiously. Slowly, Kalliope leaned down and kissed Jayda, their chests inches apart. Jayda’s hand brushed through her hair and held tight while Kalliope ran her fingers along Jayda’s thigh and gripped it, earning a squeak and a moan of pleasure. She let the world fall away as they kissed and explored each other with their hands, their mouths, and their eyes.

      Kalliope reached for Jayda’s cloak and slipped it off then began to lift the hem of her shirt.

      “Are we interrupting?”

      Kalliope looked up with a start while Jayda froze beneath her.

      Reggi grinned at them from the stairway, four other crew members hovering behind him. It was then Kalliope realized the music had stopped. She panicked at first, but then scowled up at the group.

      “In fact you are! What’s the meaning of interrupting your captain like this?” she snarled.

      Reggi laughed while the others gave nervous chuckles and slipped away. She heard a fleeting, “Good job, Captain!” before they vanished, leaving Reggi to face her wrath.

      “Sorry, lass, but we heard a commotion below and wanted to be sure we didn’t have stowaways. Didn’t realize you had a guest aboard,” he said, offering Jayda a polite nod. “Will the lady be traveling with us?”

      Kalliope glanced at Jayda who had shifted her cloak to hide herself. Her red cheeks were positively adorable. “She will be, if she so wishes.”

      Jayda managed a little nod.

      “Right, then!” Reggi said and slapped the stairwell good naturedly. “I’ll pull up another chair if you’ll be joining us tonight. Otherwise, I hope ya have a lovely evenin’, Captain,” he said, tipping his head. He disappeared up the stairs, his heavy footfalls drifting away.

      Kalliope ran her hand across her mouth and looked down at Jayda who had yet to stop blushing. “Why don’t I show you to my room before another one of those lugs finds us?”

      Jayda let Kalliope help her to her feet.

      With a cloak draped over Jayda again, Kalliope guided her onto the deck. They didn’t join the crew however. Kalliope waved but ushered Jayda past and to the door to her quarters. Anyone who made a noise or a whistle was met with a glare from Kalliope and a whack on the head from Reggi.

      Kalliope shut the door behind them once they were inside and locked it. Reggi had a spare key if there was any danger. “I’m sorry about that,” she apologized to Jayda. “They act rough and tough, and they’re great in a battle, but they’re softies too. They won’t hurt you, and they’ll protect you like⁠—”

      Her voice cut off into a gasp as she looked at Jayda. The woman had tossed her cloak aside again, only this time, she’d also removed the rest of her clothing, except for her boots. Jayda grinned at her and crooked her finger.

      Kalliope didn’t hesitate. She crossed the floor in three quick strides and threw her jacket to the floor. She pounced, taking Jayda to her bed and kicking off her own clothing until their warm bodies pressed together atop her clean linens. Kalliope devoured Jayda’s mouth, and Jayda held her close, kissing her lips, her neck, and her breasts. Kalliope moaned and wrapped Jayda up in her arms, swearing silently to never let her go again.
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        * * *

      

      Kalliope woke to the gentle sway of the Lotus. She blinked wearily and looked around her room. Everything was the same, except she felt something warm pressed against her. When she looked down, her heart skipped a beat at the sight of Jayda snuggled up close. Kalliope kissed her nose and stroked her hair, admiring her beauty. She still couldn’t help but wonder if this was all just a dream. Jayda’s breath on her naked chest told her otherwise.

      She curled up around her lover, nuzzling her face into Jayda’s dark tresses. She breathed in the scent, identifying a floral smell, though she couldn’t remember what it was called. She brushed her fingers down Jayda’s arm and looked over her body. Without pleasure on the mind, she really took the time to note her bruises. Jayda’s wrists, chest, and even her legs looked battered, and Kalliope knew she hadn’t caused them.

      It was the scar on Jayda’s side, though that really made Kalliope’s teeth grind. It looked like two initials: BT. Barret Tillman. The monster had branded Jayda, naming her his property.

      Not if I have any say, Kalliope thought with an inward growl. She pressed her hand over the marks and settled her chin protectively on Jayda’s shoulder. No one would hurt her again. No one would touch her or take her against her will. They were together, and that was all that⁠—

      BANG!

      The ship lurched, nearly sending Kalliope and Jayda tumbling out of bed. She caught Jayda and held her, listening as people shouted outside her door. “Stay here,” Kalliope said and settled Jayda back onto the mattress. She yanked on her pants, boots, shirt, and pulled on her coat and blade before darting outside. Smoke billowed from the right side of the Lotus, fragments of wood scattered around. A crewmate lay on the ground, nursing his head while another slapped a damp cloth on flames sneaking over the railing.

      Before she could ask what had happened, she heard another explosion and saw a dark figure racing toward them. Kalliope swore and dove forward, grabbing Reggi and tossing him to the ground with all her force. She landed on top of him, shielding him as a cannonball ripped through one of the masts and sent shrapnel flying. Someone screamed and wood moaned and squeaked as it collapsed inward. Kalliope rolled onto her back, watching in horror as the mast tilted and fell, taking with it the lotus flower banner and some of the rigging.

      “Hell’s balls!” Reggi shouted and staggered to his feet. “They got us with our pants around our ankles!”

      “Who’s attacking?” Kalliope asked. She brushed wood off her shoulder and peered through the mist surrounding them.

      “Whoever flies that blasted banner with the ruddy crow!” Reggi snapped, pointing his blade out to sea.

      Squinting, Kalliope searched the mist until a banner appeared. A black crow stood proudly with wings outstretched, a golden crown atop his head. Kalliope’s heart sank at the sight. It couldn’t be! When had he learned to sail!

      “Barret,” she hissed.

      “The lass’s husband?” Reggi said. “How did he come up on us so fast!”

      “I don’t know, but keep him off of us! I’m going to check on Jayda and see what she can tell me.” She drew her cutlass and raised it, shouting to the crew. “On your feet, me hearties! We have devils to send to Davy Jones!”

      She was heartened by the cheer, but the smoke overshadowed her hope. Kalliope slipped back into her room to find Jayda already dressed. “When did Barret learn to sail?”

      “What? He doesn’t! He’s never…oh…oh no,” Jayda gasped and clasped her hands to her mouth.

      “What?”

      “He doesn’t sail, but he hired a crew to travel and search for land and gold. They’re his very own pirates, he says, and he always hires cut throats, thieves, and killers. The officials let him get away with it because he shares whatever wealth he finds with the church.”

      “Of course he does,” Kalliope said with a growl. “Do they have a captain?”

      “Someone named Monroe Jamison.”

      Kalliope’s blood ran cold. “He go by any other name?”

      Jayda swallowed. “The Fire Raven.”

      The Fire Raven…the corvid of the sea. So the rumors were true. He had been lurking around the port, and all because of Barret! Of all the ones he’d hired, it had to be the bloody Fire Raven!

      Kalliope swore and went to her wardrobe. She pulled the doors open and drew daggers and two pistols. She gestured to the armory. “Take what you know how to use. I suspect they’ll try to board the ship. I won’t let them take you.”

      “Kalliope, wait!” Jayda cried and grabbed her arm. “I don’t want anyone to die because of me. If I turn myself over to them, they’ll leave you alone. No one has to get hurt.”

      “Except you?” Kalliope asked. She grasped Jayda’s arms and shook her head. “I promised I’d never let him hurt you again, and I meant it. Besides, I know the Fire Raven. He’d promise to let us live if you turned yourself over, then the moment he had you in irons, he’d sink us to the depths of the ocean. He came here for blood, and we’re going to give it to him.”

      She pulled Jayda close and kissed her. “Stay in here. Whatever you do, don’t unlock that door. And shoot anything that comes through it. I love you.”

      She pressed one of the pistols into Jayda’s hand, grabbed another, then tore out of the room despite Jayda’s protests. This was a pirate fight, and Jayda didn’t need to be involved.

      Kalliope whistled sharply. An answering squawk alerted her as Tempest circled around another mast and came to land on her arm. “Go to the ship,” she told the bird and made a motion with her hand. “Scope the crew.” She tossed the bird, who took off into the sky and veered straight for the vessel.

      Another explosion rocked her ship, but this time it came from their own cannon. Kalliope watched as the steel orb smacked into the other boat, sending two people tumbling from the deck. The blast brought the ship more into focus, including the second banner of a phoenix holding a sword in one foot, and a skull in the other. She barely caught sight of Barret wielding a pistol and shouting at Captain Jamison. Jamison shoved a hand into Barret’s face, knocking him back before he pointed his own sword at Kalliope’s ship.

      “So? What we looking at?” Reggi asked while more cannons were loaded.

      “The Fire Raven got hired by Jayda’s husband. She wants to give herself up.”

      Reggi paled then bared his teeth in rage. “Little miss don’t know what she’s asking.”

      “I know,” Kalliope said. She looked at Reggi and gripped her blade. They’d always hoped they’d get to avenge Ivy. Now was their time. “Let’s take ’em down.”

      “Aye, aye, Captain!”

      Kalliope took the wheel while Reggi joined the crew. She studied the wind and water, steering her vessel just out of shot of another cannonball. With one mast down, that left three, still enough to hopefully keep them ahead of Jamison. “Unfurl the sails on mast three!” she shouted. Two men scurried to do as she ordered while she steered the Lotus to catch the wind.

      Tempest screeched above her upon his return and landed on her shoulder. “Twenty-four,” he squawked.

      Twenty-four that he could see above deck. Plus Barret, she assumed. “Cannons,” she said.

      “Thirty,” came the reply.

      Kalliope licked her lips. They weren’t battling a paltry ship, they were facing the Phoenix, the Fire Raven’s own vessel. He had more cannons than hers, but it wasn’t impossible to withstand. They had speed, they had guns, she just had to hope they could outlast the barrage. The Fire Raven didn’t need much to destroy other vessels.

      “Captain! She’s gaining on us!”

      Kalliope whipped her head around as the banner waved closer. How?! “How are they going so fast?”

      Reggi peered down his brass telescope. “Ah, bilge rats,” he swore. “They got some kind of wind mage with them.”

      Kalliope grimaced. Mages were hard to come by, wind mages harder still. A pirate would give their left arm to have one to make their ships faster. She gripped the pistol on her hip. “Take that mage down! Where’s Gerta?”

      “Here, Captain!” a voice called from above. Gerta crouched in the crow’s nest, watching through another telescope.

      “Get your bow! See about putting an arrow through that mage’s head or at least distracting them!”

      Gerta threw a salute and swung out of the nest. She descended quickly, showing off the bow on her back. Bows and arrows weren’t often used on ships, but Kalliope had found them effective when the enemy got too close. Gerta had a good shot. Jamison had his tricks, and Kalliope had hers.

      She watched the Phoenix draw closer while Gerta prepared herself to shoot. “Hold tight!” Kalliope called and jerked the wheel, sending the ship onward toward the Phoenix. Gerta raised her bow and squared herself. She released. The arrow whistled across the water, veering toward the mage.

      At the last second, Jamison grabbed a crewmate and hurled him in front of the mage. The man took the arrow in his neck, gurgled, and fell to the ground. The mage, a built, old woman staggered back then resumed her magic. Irons hung from her wrists, pinning her in place.

      Kalliope smacked her hand against the wheel. “Gerta, belay that order!” she shouted. “The mage is a captive.”

      “She’ll still take us down if we don’t do something!” Gerta argued.

      Kalliope swore, thinking. More cannonballs collided with both ships. One barely missed another mast. She looked at the Phoenix’s deck again as the mage waved her hand, and the Fire Raven shouted at his crew. They had to fight. The more they blew each other apart, the more likely it was that both ships would sink, and Kalliope would lose her entire crew, including Jayda. No, they needed to board and finish this now.

      “Reggi, take the wheel.”

      “Captain?” Reggi frowned as he rushed to her side.

      “Take us up to the Phoenix. We’re going to board.” She looked at her first mate. “We can’t outrun them, not with a mage. And we can’t risk getting blown out of the water. We take the fight to them.”

      Reggi gave her a worried look. “Ya think we can beat ’em?”

      “I’m not dying today, Reginald, and neither are you.”

      Reggi smirked and threw her a salute. “Aye, aye, Captain.” He rounded on the rest of the crew and cupped his hands over his mouth. “Look alive! Prepare to board!”

      Kalliope felt eyes on her instantly. She met every single one and raised her sword, nodding, lending them strength with merely a look. Dower expressions turned to ones of hope and hunger for the fight. They drew their blades. Gerta knocked her bow. The ship moaned as she changed course and advanced on the Phoenix.

      She watched Jamison as his crew scurried around to prepare for boarding. By the surprised look on his face, he hadn’t expected her to take the offensive. Kalliope flashed a vicious smile at him and grabbed a lever next to the wheel. With one jerk, a mechanism below cranked. A door on the side of the ship opened, and a long-spiked pole shot out, embedding into the hull of the Phoenix. Wood splintered, and the pole secured their boats so they didn’t have to get next to each other and risk cannon fire. It would leave the greater damage on the Phoenix.

      “Now!” Kalliope shouted.

      Kalliope gripped her cutlass and followed her crewmates. She wrapped her hand around a hanging rope and swung over onto the Phoenix. The moment she landed, two men set upon her. She brought one down with a shot from her pistol and ran the other through with her blade.

      Screams filled the air. Smoke from exploding gunpowder stung her eyes, but she worked her way through the crew, heading straight for the Fire Raven. Cut off the head, the rest of the pirates would follow.

      Barret popped up in her peripheral, but she trusted her crew to take care of him if he became a problem. Kalliope searched until she finally saw the Fire Raven pointing his pistol directly at her. Kalliope dove to the ground, barely missing the shot as it cracked into the mast. She fired back to give herself time to rise then hacked back and forth with her cutlass to clear the way.

      Ivy had warned her to fight only when it was absolutely necessary. There was no reason to spill blood when words could conquer death. But there was no reasoning with Jamison, and she doubted Barret would let her get a word in.

      Kalliope shoved another sailor overboard and whistled sharply. Tempest zoomed toward her and took out a pirate with his fierce talons. When the Fire Raven took aim on her bird, Kalliope shouted and closed the gap, bringing her cutlass down. He blocked it and swiped hers out of the way. The shot went off, but too high, saving Tempest by mere inches.

      “I wondered when we’d cross blades again, girl,” the Fire Raven sneered. Metal sang against metal as they exchanged blows, working their way across the deck. Someone fell to an arrow in the throat. Suddenly, Gerta yelped, and Kalliope saw her get blown off her feet by magic. The wind mage panted, hands glowing with power as she hurled anyone who came near her.

      “Still using captives against their will,” Kalliope accused. “How do you know she won’t turn on you?”

      “Because I have something she wants, and if she disobeys, that something goes overboard, and so does she.” The Fire Raven dodged another attack and sliced Kalliope across her arm.

      Kalliope cried out in pain and caught him on the hip. She followed him as he staggered and cut his thigh. Before she could get in a third blow, he flipped his pistol over and struck her across the jaw. Stars exploded in her eyes. She fell against a mast, struggling to stay upright. His sword stabbed into the wood right by her nose. With a howl, she threw herself into him, taking him to the ground. His hand slipped free of his blade, leaving him with only his pistol and fist.

      Blinding pain seared through Kalliope’s side. She screamed and looked down. Jamison clutched a dagger in his hand, the blade embedded deep in her flesh. Her mouth fell open in surprise and pain. He looked back at her with a wicked smile.

      “You were always bad at watching your side,” he mocked. “Just like Ivy.”

      Kalliope’s eyes flashed. Fighting through the pain, she cracked her head against his nose, shattering it instantly. She didn’t bother with a quip. Instead, she drew a dagger from her hip and pressed it to his throat. “For Ivy,” she growled and tore it open. She held the Fire Raven down while he gurgled. And she didn’t move until the light left his eyes.

      Ivy, you’ve been avenged, she thought silently to her mentor, her mother. Kalliope’s eyes fluttered until something heavy fell on her shoulder and tugged her hair. “Tempest?” she murmured, opening her eyes. She looked wearily at her bird.

      “Up, up!” the parrot squawked.

      Kalliope swallowed and reached for the blade in her side, holding it steady. Pulling it out would certainly mean bleeding to death. She willed herself back to her feet and looked at the fighting pirates. “Your captain is dead!” she shouted, shifting her cloak to hide her wound. “Lay down your arms!”

      One by one, the pirates paused to look at her standing over their slain captain. One by one, they dropped their swords, harpoons, pistols, and blades to the deck with a mighty clatter. Anyone who dared glare at her was met with Kalliope’s fierce gaze. They quickly lowered their eyes.

      “Captain,” Gerta said as she limped over. “We need to get you back to your quarters.” She eyed the wound but tried not to call attention to it. Betraying Kalliope’s weakness could start the fight up again.

      “Not yet,” Kalliope said. Grimacing, she made her way over to the wind mage. The elder woman leaned against a mast, panting. When she saw Kalliope, she flinched. “I’m not here to hurt you,” Kalliope said. “What does Jamison have of yours?”

      The mage frowned and looked past Kalliope at the Fire Raven’s corpse. “My sons and my grandchild.”

      “Where are they?”

      The old woman rubbed tears from her eyes. “Below. He kept them locked away.”

      Kalliope nodded. She motioned to Gerta who went to the mage’s side. She freed the woman’s wrists in seconds. “Take Gerta to them, and she’ll free your family. Then you can decide to travel with us, or we’ll bring you back to land.”

      The woman released a weary sob. “Thank you. What…what was your name?”

      “Captain Kalliope Silvertongue,” Kalliope said with a polite incline of her head. “Go on, Gerta. Give her a hand.”

      “But, Captain⁠—”

      “I’ll be fine.” She winked at her crewmate. “I’ve survived worse.”

      Gerta bowed her head politely then left with the mage. Kalliope watched them for a moment before she made her way to the railing. A plank had been pushed between the two ships, allowing her people to exit while Jamison’s crew licked their wounds.

      Kalliope climbed over the railing and carefully walked back to her vessel. She knew she should check on the crew, and also get herself looked over, but all she could think about was Jayda. Most of the fighting had happened on the Phoenix, but she couldn’t help but worry something bad had happened to her lover.

      She reached the door on stumbling feet and grabbed the handle. When she turned it, it remained closed, much to her relief. “Jayda, it’s Kalliope. You can open up.”

      “Kalli!” Jayda cried on the other side. She unlocked the door swiftly and opened it. She was shaking from head to toe, the pistol still in her right hand. “You’re hurt!” she gasped and pulled Kalliope inside. “Come, let me take a look.”

      Kalliope winced as she limped along. “When did you become a healer?”

      “You learn a lot when you’re trying to treat your own wounds.”

      Kalliope shook her head and let Jayda’s hand go for a moment so she could hold her side more firmly. “Just a minute. I need to catch my⁠—”

      Something cracked against the back of her head. She vaguely heard Jayda scream as Kalliope fell to the ground on her stomach. Her grip on the dagger jerked, causing it to fall free. Blood oozed out on the wooden floor. Kalliope gasped and curled partially in a fetal position. Her vision doubled and danced around until she made out Barret advancing on Jayda. His hand closed around her throat as he shoved her up against the wall.

      “I told you I’d never let you leave me!” Barret roared at her.

      “Stop, don’t!” Jayda gurgled.

      Kalliope growled and struggled to get up. “Get away from her, you son of a bitch.”

      Barret looked back at her with burning eyes. Blood coated his face, chest, and hands, though she couldn’t tell if it was his or someone else’s. “Oh, don’t think I forgot about you. You’re the reason my Jayda tried to leave me.”

      “No, I didn’t. I—” Jayda tried to argue, but Barret turned and struck her across the face.

      “What did I say about talking back!” He threw her to the ground and advanced on Kalliope, pistol raised. “Now, I’ll show you why you don’t disobey me. You think you could just run away with this pirate filth?” He glared at Kalliope with cold eyes. “Her death is on your hands.”

      Kalliope had already pulled out her pistol by the time Barret reached her, but a sharp kick knocked it from her hand. He struck her wounded side twice, sending her rolling and leaving a bloody trail behind her.

      Barret’s fingers tangled in her hair and jerked her up before he pressed the pistol to her head. “Any last words?” he hissed and grinned.

      Bang!

      The grin died on his face. He toppled to the ground, dropping his pistol and freeing Kalliope’s hair. Kalliope fell forward, panting in surprise.

      Jayda stood two feet away, a smoking pistol in her hands. Her lover blinked rapidly through her tears, her grip trembling around the weapon. “I couldn’t let him… I couldn’t.”

      The pistol tumbled from her hands as she fell to her knees with a sob. Kalliope looked back at Barret’s body to make sure he was truly dead. Good riddance. She resisted the urge to spit on his corpse and instead dragged herself over to Jayda’s side. She pulled her lover to her and kissed her hair. “You didn’t do anything wrong. You stopped him from killing me, and from hurting you. You avenged yourself, Jayda. He can’t hurt you anymore.”

      Jayda sobbed into her shoulder and clung to her. Kalliope stroked her hair and smiled to herself. If anyone deserved to take out Barret it was her beloved Jayda.

      Kalliope closed her eyes to rest. She was so tired, and her body felt heavy. She barely heard Jayda calling her name as she slipped away into darkness.
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        * * *

      

      A week after the battle with the Phoenix, Kalliope leaned against the railing and looked across the ocean. The wind blew through her hair and ruffled Tempest’s majestic feathers. She breathed in the salty sea air, letting it fill her lungs and sooth her. One hand drifted to the bandages still wrapped around her side. She’d lost a lot of blood, and Barret’s kicks had nearly done her in. But Jayda had gotten help. Thankfully, the wind mage knew more spells than just how to control the air. She’d healed the worst of the damage, though she’d ordered Kalliope to take it easy as her body did the rest.

      Kalliope glanced at the port they’d just departed. The wind mage stood waving beside her son, son-in-law, and their sweet little boy. Sarah, ever the faithful errand girl, stood with them with orders to find them lodging; Kalliope had left a nice bag of treasure to help with that.

      Kalliope smiled as she waved then turned her eyes back out to the ocean. She’d hoped they would sail with her, but none of them were interested in exploring. Besides, Kalliope’s old village would be a much better place now with Barret and the Fire Raven gone, and Kalliope had officially marked the town as a safe haven under her Lotus banner.

      Word would travel about the Fire Raven’s demise at Kalliope’s hand, and they’d think twice about attacking the Lotus and her crew. That included any territories under her protection.

      “Are you brooding again? I thought you were told to rest.”

      Kalliope grinned and looked at Jayda as her lover joined her. Gone were the dress, corset, and severe bun. Jayda stood in a beautiful billowy green shirt, tan pantaloons, and calf-high boots. Her pretty hair was pulled back in a loose braid, held in place by a colorful ribbon. “Well don’t you look ravishing,” Kalliope purred.

      Jayda smiled and did a twirl. “I decided if I’m going to join a pirate crew, I should play the part. Gerta helped me find something that was both lovely and sensible. Oh.” She lifted her arm to show the pistol on her hip. “And Reginald agreed to show me how to shoot properly. Though I think I’d like to learn how to use the bow, too.”

      Kalliope resisted the urge to tell her she’d shot plenty properly a week ago. “You’ll fit right in,” Kalliope said instead. She wrapped her arm around Jayda’s waist, pulled her lover to her, and kissed her warmly on the lips. “Are you sure this is what you want?” she asked quietly. “You’re free of him, now. You can do whatever you wish. I don’t want you to think that you have to come with me.”

      “Kalli…” Jayda pressed her fingers against Kalliope’s lips. “What did I tell you? I dreamed you would come and save me from him, and you have.”

      “You saved yourself,” Kalliope said, cupping her cheek. “You left him, and you ended him. I just gave you a nudge in the right direction.”

      Jayda nuzzled her face into Kalliope’s hand. “Either way, I want nothing more than to be with you, and explore the world! What wonders will we find out there? Besides, how can I say no to the fierce Captain Kalliope Silvertongue?” she added with a seductive smile. “Has a rather…delicious ring to it, doesn’t it? I wonder what that silver tongue can really do.”

      Kalliope flushed and lifted Jayda’s chin. “Let me show you,” she whispered and kissed her lover as the Lotus sailed into a new horizon.
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      Anemonelia knew better than to swim off, but when a magnificent pod of dolphins invited her to dance through the waves with them, she couldn’t resist. With vast oceans beckoning, how could she be content to keep to one tiny cove? Her sister would forgive her. After all, Morwenna had done her own share of exploring, back when she broke the rules instead of enforcing them.

      Mermaids weren’t meant to tread water. Like a shark, instinct urged Anemonelia to swim on, its pull stronger than the tide.

      A curious beige orb floating atop the water caught her eye, and Anemonelia bade her finned friends farewell. What could it be? It wasn’t prickly enough to be a puffer fish. Anemonelia swam closer and breached the surface for a better look.

      “Oh, hello,” someone called in a cheery, high-pitched voice.

      Anemonelia looked ashore and found the source. Another mermaid peered back at her. One Anemonelia didn’t recognize. Curious. She was sure she knew all the merfolk who remained in the northern Siren Sea, even though it’d been months since she had seen anyone other than her sister. But Anemonelia would’ve remembered this mer.

      Long golden hair swept over her pale skin, and the strange mer’s lips upturned in the sweetest of smiles. Something off-white covered her torso and arms. Too tightly woven to be a fishing net, perhaps the mer had got herself tangled in the sail from some sunken boat. Most bizarre of all, she’d buried her tail deep in the sand, though its distinctive outline was clearly visible. She looked young, likely around Anemonelia’s age, fifteen.

      “Sorry,” the mer said. “I didn’t realize anyone was swimming here.”

      Anemonelia blinked back at the other mer, unsure of how to respond to such a peculiar statement. The sea was forever full of swimming things. Was something wrong with her? That might explain why she’d beached and buried herself.

      “Would you mind throwing my ball back?” The mer pointed at the round beige object bobbing beside Anemonelia.

      Oh, so that’s what it was—a ball. Anemonelia tossed it to her.

      “Thank you!”

      “You’re welcome.”

      But then the mer threw the ball back into the ocean beside Anemonelia. Baffling. What was she playing at?

      Anemonelia sent the ball soaring through the air in the mer’s direction, hoping she’d have the sense to hang onto it this time.

      As the ball bounced past the mer, she rose out of the sand to follow it. But where there should have been a tail, instead there were legs—two legs, to be exact, thick torso-colored appendages that pumped oddly as she moved.

      She wasn’t a mer at all, which meant there was only one thing she could be—a human.

      Anemonelia ducked beneath the waves, her heart thundering. Her mind raced through every terrible tale she’d heard regarding humans, the most vicious species of land-dwelling predators. They had a passion for destroying sea life, and had nearly eradicated her kind. From an early age, Anemonelia had learned to avoid their hooks, nets, traps, and ships. She’d always been so careful. Had she realized she was speaking to a human, Anemonelia would’ve fled the moment she’d spotted the girl. Why hadn’t Morwenna warned Anemonelia that humans could masquerade as merfolk?

      Tricky by nature, the human had hidden her lack of a tail from view to lure Anemonelia in. And now she’d fallen for the charade and the human, no doubt, would harpoon Anemonelia through the chest at any moment.

      She wanted to speed away, but couldn’t think clearly. What if ships, also cleverly camouflaged, lurked nearby? In which direction should she swim? She searched for a sanctuary in which to hide.

      A splash startled her as the human dove into the water in hot pursuit, unwilling to let Anemonelia escape. Her mind screamed to flee, but her arms and fluke refused to obey, freezing in place. The girl’s gaze turned to Anemonelia’s tail. The human’s eyes widened, and she opened her mouth, seeming to gasp—a poor hunting strategy for a species that couldn’t breathe water.

      Anemonelia steeled herself, but the killing strike never came. Instead, the girl floundered, the strange sail-like material she wore billowing around her as her lips turned a shade of blue to match the watery depths.

      Anemonelia should let the girl drown. The only good human was a dead one.

      Then again, the human seemed so small, so scared, with nary a harpoon or fishhook in sight. Against her better judgement, Anemonelia looped her arm around the girl and pulled her to the surface, where water sputtered out of her mouth before she greedily gulped air. Though no good would come of it, Anemonelia dragged the human back to the sand, depositing her on the beach.

      The girl reached out. Fool that Anemonelia was, she’d granted the human a fresh opportunity to attack.

      Anemonelia braced for the blow. “Please don’t hurt me.”

      The girl winced, as if stung by a jellyfish, retracting her hand. “Hurt you? Why would I do that?”

      Wasn’t it obvious? “You jumped into the water.”

      The girl frowned. “You were under for so long, I thought you were drowning.”

      That confirmed it—something was definitely wrong with her. Merfolk couldn’t drown. “And you wanted to drown with me?”

      The girl’s cheeks reddened. “I-I thought I’d rescue you. You looked human. I didn’t realize…” She gestured to Anemonelia’s tail. “I didn’t know there were any mermaids left,” the girl added, her tone wistful.

      Could that be true? Could the girl have been as confused as Anemonelia?

      “My name’s Camellia, and I’d never harm you.” The human cautiously extended her hand, her palm open.

      “I’m Anemonelia.” She glanced at the human’s hand before mimicking the gesture and startled when Camellia grasped her hand and jerked it up and down before letting go.

      Camellia smiled. “Thank you for saving my life, Anemonelia.”

      “You’re welcome.” Anemonelia’s stomach fluttered, as if filled with flittering fins. “Thank you for attempting to save my life. But don’t try that again. You’re a terrible swimmer.”

      Camellia laughed; a lovely, melodious tinkling so different from the gurgle of laughter underwater.

      With Camellia out of peril, Anemonelia should flee back into the ocean, never to return. Spread word to her fellow merfolk that the beach was unsafe, infiltrated by humans.

      And yet…

      Camellia was nothing like the monsters Anemonelia’s sister had warned her about. The human had neither fangs nor claws, and when Anemonelia searched Camellia’s cerulean eyes for signs of bloodlust, the mer found only a softness that seemed kind, not cruel. Also, however futile the act had been, Camellia had risked her life attempting to save Anemonelia. Surely the girl couldn’t be all bad.

      What else had Morwenna gotten wrong about humans?

      Though straggling on land was tempting fate, the urge to investigate further overwhelmed Anemonelia. She wasn’t entirely defenseless. Now that they were above water, Anemonelia’s siren song could easily lure the human back into the depths to drown. Anemonelia hoped it wouldn’t come to that. Mer elders from each of the seven seas had forbidden the use of siren call, for the fearsome power was the primary reason humans hunted merfolk so relentlessly. If the elders caught any mer using it, the punishment was banishment to distant, unfriendly waters where sharks made quick work of mers.

      But the human continued to behave nonthreateningly. Camellia showed Anemonelia how to pack together wet sand to build something called castles. Apparently, they were miniatures of the dwellings human rulers lived in, though Camellia assured her that real castles were hollow inside and sturdier than their sandy counterparts.

      “Do you live in a castle?” Jealousy twinged in Anemonelia. What she wouldn’t give to live in one of the beautiful subaqueous structures mers of yore enjoyed before humans drove them into hiding. Instead, she and her sister made do with the small, dark cave they shared.

      “I… Perhaps one day.” Though Camellia didn’t sound excited about it. “I live in a respectable estate.”

      Anemonelia had no idea what that was. “Would you like to build a sand estate then?”

      They gave it their best try.

      When waves washed their first construction away, Camellia laughed again, confirming the claims of humankind’s appetite for destruction. But her enthusiasm was contagious, and the next time it happened, Anemonelia couldn’t help giggling along with Camellia. Soon, Anemonelia was calling the tides ashore to demolish their next few creations, just so they could laugh together more.

      Camellia glanced at her skin, which had turned nearly as pink as Anemonelia’s hair and tail. “I should probably go.”

      “But you’ll come back?” The words tumbled out before Anemonelia could think better of them.

      Camellia frowned. “I’m only here on summer holiday. We leave in a couple of days.”

      That was probably for the best. It was safest if they went their separate ways. But the thought of never seeing the human again, never learning more about her, made Anemonelia’s chest go tight.

      “But I can meet you here tomorrow though, if you’d like.”

      To Anemonelia’s surprise, she liked that very much.

      The next day, she woke early. Careful not to disturb her sister, Anemonelia snuck out to tend to the kelp forest that was her responsibility. To her relief, the tall seaweed flourished, and the urchins were in good health. She was tempted to skip cleaning up human rubbish—for there’d certainly be even more tomorrow. No, that wouldn’t do. She’d already had to persuade one otter that glass bottles weren’t ideal for breaking open shells, and it’d been quite the ordeal. She didn’t fancy having to repeat the experience, so she gathered the debris up as quickly as she could, pushing away her guilt for not being as thorough as usual.

      Learning more about humans was vital for Anemonelia’s survival, not to mention the endurance of the rest of merkind. Her haste to return to Camellia had nothing whatsoever to do with wanting to see those striking eyes and hear that lovely laugh again.

      Camellia beamed brighter than the sun itself when Anemonelia surfaced in the waves before the beach. “I was starting to wonder if you’d show.” The human patted the bare patch of sand to her right, and Anemonelia scooted over to settle there. “I brought you something.” Camellia hoisted a flat, round white object piled with small dark brown discs each covered in tiny white spots.

      “What are those?”

      “A human food called chocolate. To thank you.”

      “For luring you into the sea so you almost drowned?” Humans were odd, to be sure. But Camellia only laughed again. Make that odd, but adorable. “For pulling me out of the sea, so I didn’t drown.”

      Anemonelia started to reach for one, but then stilled her hand.

      What if it was a trick? Perhaps the food was poisoned, and the human only spared Anemonelia earlier to lower her guard.

      As if sensing the reason for her hesitation, Camellia picked up one and popped it in her own mouth. “They’re good, I promise.” She extended another to Anemonelia, who reluctantly chanced a nibble.

      Worries of poison faded as the chocolate, a rich combination of both bitter and sweet, melted in her mouth. She’d never tasted anything like it. Her eyes fluttered shut as she savored the treat.

      Clearly, humans weren’t all bad if they came up with something that brilliant.

      The two of them quickly polished off the rest of the chocolate together.

      Camellia’s gaze fell to Anemonelia’s mouth. “You’ve got a smudge.”

      Anemonelia wiped at it with the back of her hand.

      Camellia giggled. “Still there. Here, let me help.” Camellia licked her thumb before stroking Anemonelia’s lips, removing the offending smear.

      Anemonelia melted into the touch, her fear retreating like low tide from the shore. Despite having ample opportunities to attack, Camellia hadn’t. This human was all right, even if the rest of her kind remained suspect.

      Camellia’s breath hitched. Snatching her hand back quick as a nervous squid fleeing after shooting its ink, the human’s skin turned pink again, even though they hadn’t been outside for long and had stuck mostly to the shade. How queer.

      Camellia cleared her throat. “I’d better pack. We leave first thing tomorrow.”

      “Oh.” Anemonelia’s voice came out small.

      “Goodbye.” As Camellia turned and rose to her feet, the crushing weight of disappointment surprised Anemonelia. True, the human leaving was a blow to Anemonelia’s research, but it felt more dire than that. Almost like losing a friend.

      “Don’t drown!” Anemonelia called out. For there wouldn’t be anyone to pull Camellia out of the water next time.

      The human glanced over her shoulder and offered a small smile. “I’ll try not to.” She hesitated. “I’ll be back again next summer.”

      Anemonelia’s heart skipped a beat. She could continue her study of humans.

      Better yet, she would see Camellia again.
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        * * *

      

      The wait was tedious as the seasons crept by. But when summer finally arrived, Anemonelia surfaced in front of the beach where she’d met Camellia. Yet the human wasn’t there.

      Had Camellia changed her plans? Determined not to give up, Anemonelia kept checking each day. In the middle of the third week, Camellia finally appeared.

      She was a little taller than Anemonelia remembered, but those blue eyes and that beaming smile…they were exactly the same.

      Camellia waded into the water—not deep enough to drown, fortunately—and embraced Anemonelia. “I’d hoped you’d come back. I’ve missed you.”

      Anemonelia hugged Camellia back. “I’ve missed you, too.”

      They settled together onto the beach. To Anemonelia’s joy, Camellia’d brought more chocolate. “But I didn’t rescue you this time!”

      “Perhaps not.” Camellia shrugged. “But I found your advice not to drown extremely helpful.”

      Anemonelia was delighted to have been of help. She popped a piece of chocolate in her mouth and it was just as wonderful as she’d remembered.

      But now that Camellia was back, there was so much Anemonelia longed to know. “What is it that humans actually do? Besides fish and throw things into the sea?” And hunt mers like herself, but Anemonelia wasn’t keen to remind Camellia about that.

      Camellia picked up a shell and examined it. “Mostly, I spend time in lessons with my governess. Well, when I’m not on holiday, of course.”

      “Lessons?”

      “Embroidery, music, dancing, languages, and horseback riding.”

      Land-dwelling horses must be large, for Anemonelia couldn’t imagine riding sea horses. “Sounds fascinating.”

      Camellia heaved a sigh. “Perhaps if the education was for my sake, but they’re making me into a decoration, nothing more.”

      “A decoration?”

      Camellia dropped the shell and fixed her attention on Anemonelia. “Enough about me. I’d rather hear about what mers do.”

      Stay away from humans, if they were wise. But Anemonelia sensed that wasn’t what Camellia was truly asking. “We tend to the ocean and her needs.” Anemonelia told Camellia about the kelp forest in her care.

      This time, Camellia’s sigh was wistful. “That sounds so wonderful. Could you show me?”

      Could Anemonelia? It wasn’t as though humans were unaware of its location, judging by the amount of litter they left there. She needn’t take Camellia to her cave home or the coral reef that her sister nurtured.

      So Anemonelia showed Camellia the underwater forest, guiding her through the depths hand in hand, bringing their mouths together to exchange breath so that they might stay under without Camellia needing to steal to the surface. The human seemed so much smaller in Anemonelia’s domain, amid the towering kelp swaying in the current. Camellia’s eyes widened as she took in each colorful fish and scuttling crustacean. When an inquisitive seal approached them—after Anemonelia got its permission—Camellia relished petting it, rubbing its belly with such enthusiasm its rear flippers twitched approvingly. Her giggle in response forced Anemonelia to share air with her again early, fearing the girl would run out. Though, truth be told, she sometimes sealed the human’s lips more often than necessary just to feel the delicious press of them again.

      But of all the wonders Anemonelia showed her, nothing entranced Camellia more than the piece of sea glass she found on the ocean floor. Anemonelia had never given the stone-like debris much thought before, merely clearing it away with the rest of the human items. But looking closer, it was quite beautiful. Sand and tide had polished its sharp edges so frosty and smooth that it almost looked like it belonged.

      After returning ashore, they lingered, Camellia cradling Anemonelia’s head in her lap, her pink hair drying in messy waves.

      Camellia sighed. “I wish I was a mermaid.”

      A warmth stronger than sunlight spread throughout Anemonelia, clear down to the tips of her shimmering tail. “I wish that, too.” For their friendship wouldn’t need to stay secret if they were of the same world.

      For the next two weeks, Anemonelia and Camellia spent every day swimming together and sunning themselves afterward until the human’s shift, as she called it, had dried.

      Each morning, Anemonelia scoured the ocean floor for more sea glass, in as many colors as possible. When she’d amassed an impressive collection, she presented the sea glass to Camellia, who let out a little squeal.

      “Thank you, Anemonelia. These are gorgeous!” Camellia loved one teal heart-shaped piece most of all.

      The human was not empty-handed either, for she’d brought an intricately carved long reed, which sung like a bird when she pressed her lips to it and danced her fingers over the holes atop.

      Oh, how lovely to make music for music’s sake, rather than to kill! Anemonelia couldn’t stop admiring it.

      “Do you want to try playing it?” Camellia asked. She showed Anemonelia how to blow into it, fingers gently covering Anemonelia’s own, demonstrating the positions to produce each pitch.

      She took to the “flute” so well that Camellia insisted Anemonelia keep it. “To remember me by.”

      Anemonelia began protesting that it wouldn’t fare well in seawater, but then shut her mouth abruptly. “Remember you?”

      She’d nearly forgotten Camellia was only visiting.

      Camellia’s gaze drifted downward. “I leave the day after tomorrow.”

      The news gutted Anemonelia.

      That night, after she returned home to her underwater cave, Anemonelia only picked at her seaweed, her appetite gone.

      Her sister, Morwenna, eyed her suspiciously. “You’ve been acting odd for weeks. Leaving early. Coming home late. What’s going on with you? Out with it!”

      Anemonelia didn’t have the will to lie. So she broke down, confessing everything.

      Morwenna frowned. “Consorting with humans? How could you be so reckless?”

      Anemonelia crossed her arms. “She’s different from other humans. Not horrible at all, but sweet and kind and⁠—”

      Her sister’s expression softened. “You love her.”

      Anemonelia nodded, for she did.

      Morwenna embraced Anemonelia. “I’m so sorry, but you’ve no future together. Humans have been our enemies since the first leapt overboard at a mer’s serenade. The girl must stay on land, and you must remain in the sea.”

      Except that wasn’t entirely true.

      “But couldn’t the Sea Witch⁠—”

      “No! Changing yourself for love is a fool’s folly.”

      A fine sentiment coming from someone she loved who was always urging her to behave differently, despite only being five years her senior. Besides, Anemonelia was already forever changed, just from knowing Camellia.

      Anemonelia tried to enjoy her final day at the beach with Camellia and keep melancholy from souring the last of their time together, but the mer’s chest felt so tight that she could barely breathe. Camellia must’ve sensed it, for her smiles failed to reach her eyes.

      When Camellia announced she must go, Anemonelia could hold back no longer. She threw her arms around Camellia. “Do you think we’ll ever see each other again?”

      Camellia hugged back so tight she might’ve crushed Anemonelia. “I hope so.”

      But the only thing breaking was Anemonelia’s heart.

      “If only there were a way to write you.”

      Of course! “There is. Place a note in a bottle and speak my name as you cast it adrift. The sea will deliver the message to me.”

      “I will, as soon as I can.” Camellia brought her lips to Anemonelia’s one last time, even though humans were perfectly capable of breathing on land all on their own.

      But months passed with no bottles, no messages. And Anemonelia feared she’d never hear from Camellia again.

      Then, shortly after Anemonelia turned seventeen, she finally received a bottle from Camellia.

      But the note inside made Anemonelia’s blood run cold.

      “Help! Captured by pirates.—C”

      Pirates! An ilk violent even by human standards, Morwenna had taught Anemonelia how to spot and avoid them. Camellia was in terrible danger.

      No time to waste, Anemonelia asked the local sea life if they’d seen a strange ship with a black sail. A friendly porpoise led her right to the pirate ship, the giant wooden monstrosity mocking her with the mermaid carved into its bow.

      Anemonelia circled until she saw Camellia’s forlorn face peeking out a porthole. The sparkle returned to the human’s eyes when she spotted Anemonelia.

      But now that she was here, what should she do?

      She supposed⁠—

      No. She mustn’t.

      Siren song had brought merkind nothing but pain and death. And to risk banishment…

      Anemonelia shuddered at the thought of never seeing her sister, nor any other mer, again.

      But Camellia… Anemonelia couldn’t abandon her. Couldn’t let her down.

      Even if it meant breaking all the rules. Or, at least, the rules Anemonelia hadn’t already recklessly abandoned back when she’d first pulled Camellia out of the water.

      Even if it meant showing Camellia just how deep the feud ran between humans and mers. Meant Camellia looking at Anemonelia with horror instead of affection.

      Catching Camellia’s eye, and hoping it wasn’t the last time kindness showed there, Anemonelia made a grand gesture of covering her ears. Camellia nodded and mimicked the move.

      For the first time in her life, Anemonelia crooned her siren song. The effect was immediate. Pirates stopped whatever they were doing, turning toward her in a trance, their eyes growing vacant. They staggered toward Anemonelia before leaping overboard to dive into the depths, only resurfacing as hollow husks after all life had left them.

      Anemonelia should’ve been horrified. And she was, but an intoxicating elation overshadowed the shame. Power surged through her—the likes of which she’d never felt before.

      No wonder mers of ages past relished using siren song.

      No wonder humans sought to stop them.

      But then a bang sounded through the air. The water rippled as a small projectile zinged past Anemonelia, barely missing her head.

      She dove back under, swimming to the opposite side of the ship before resurfacing.

      One pirate remained. Anemonelia sang again, but the pirate spun, unaffected, firing off more shots. He must have plugged his ears or otherwise been unable to hear her.

      Panic gripped Anemonelia’s heart as she plunged underwater. That was exactly how it’d happened before: stray humans survived to spread tales that stoked human ire, prompting mer hunts. She’d only planned to spare Camellia and beg for her discretion.

      If Anemonelia didn’t fix things, if her flouting the rules triggered a fresh wave of humans hunting mermaids…

      But she would make this right, whatever it took.

      If siren song didn’t affect this man, she’d rely on the sea.

      Just as mers cared for the ocean, the ocean cared for them. Closing her eyes, Anemonelia asked for a wave.

      One large enough to knock anyone on deck overboard.

      She resurfaced in time to see the pirate swept out to sea by an enormous swell, likely boosted by Anemonelia’s newly absorbed strength.

      Or perhaps the sea herself didn’t care for pirates either.

      The pirate thrashed about in the water, staying afloat until a shark circled him and dragged him below, a bloom of crimson confirming the man’s demise.

      Good.

      Anemonelia swam back to the other side of the boat.

      Camellia stared out through the porthole, ears still covered and eyes big as sand dollars.

      Anemonelia tried not to worry about what that look meant as she motioned for Camellia to uncover her ears.

      Getting the girl to safety was all that mattered.

      But Camellia made no effort to leave, instead pointing toward the chamber door before breathing on the porthole and drawing a key in the fog that gathered on the glass.

      Oh! Though mers didn’t use such things, Anemonelia’d found locks and keys before amongst human rubbish.

      With a wary eye kept on the shark, Anemonelia searched through the pirates’ pockets until she found a large brass key and, to her surprise, the sea glass heart she’d gifted Camellia strung on a golden chain.

      After putting on the necklace, Anemonelia asked the ocean for one last favor, a wave big enough to carry her to the deck. The sea delivered, rushing her toward the door that kept Camellia contained until Anemonelia crashed against it.

      “Anemonelia?”

      “I’m here. How do keys work?”

      With some coaching from Camellia, Anemonelia managed to unlock the door with a victorious click.

      The moment it was open, Camellia hurled herself into Anemonelia’s arms.

      “Are you all right? Did they hurt you?” Camellia asked.

      Camellia was worried about Anemonelia? Still, after everything she’d done?

      It took Anemonelia a moment to find her voice. “I’m fine. And I should ask you the same things.”

      A laugh escaped Camellia, and the knot in Anemonelia’s chest loosened.

      Camellia held Anemonelia even tighter. “Never better, thanks to you.”

      “So you’re not”—Anemonelia gulped—“upset with me?” Or, worse, disgusted by her. Terrified of her.

      Camellia pressed a soft kiss to Anemonelia’s cheek. “I’m grateful. You saved me. Again.”

      “Anytime.” And Anemonelia meant it. “But do try to stay out of trouble.”

      Camellia offered no guarantees.

      As much as Anemonelia longed to swim Camellia to safety, a quick glance at the water showed more sharks approaching, likely drawn by the blood in the water.

      So Camellia scooped Anemonelia up, carrying her over to the lifeboat and gently placing her inside so they could lower it down to the water below.

      As they rowed toward shore, all the things Anemonelia wished to confess warred within her. Now that she was with Camellia again, how could Anemonelia ever let go? She searched the girl’s cerulean eyes. “I missed you so much.”

      Camellia paused her rowing long enough to tuck a tendril of Anemonelia’s pink hair behind her ear. “I missed you, too.”

      Oars slapped the water as Anemonelia took a deep breath and gathered her courage.

      “I know things between us are complicated. Human and mer aren’t supposed to mingle, let alone…” Her words were coming out all wrong. “But the way I feel about you…I can’t fight it, no matter how hard I try.” Moment of truth. “Camellia, I lo⁠—”

      “Anemonelia.”

      “Please, let me finish⁠—”

      “I’m engaged.” The spark in Camellia’s eyes extinguished.

      What did that even mean? “In what?”

      “To be married.” Camellia winced, as if the words pained her.

      Marriage, Anemonelia understood. And the thought of Camellia wed to someone else pierced Anemonelia’s heart sharper than any harpoon. “Congratulations.”

      She took off the sea glass necklace and thrust it blindly back into Camellia’s hands, Anemonelia’s eyes fixed firmly on her own tailfin. Despite those months of yearning to be near her human, Camellia was suddenly too close. Anemonelia would take her chances with the sharks.

      Diving back into the water, Anemonelia swam alongside the row boat, helping pull it along by hand, unwilling to risk Camellia spotting the tears stinging Anemonelia’s eyes. Better to pretend the only thing streaming down her face was seawater.

      “Anem—”

      “We should get you to shore.” The quicker Anemonelia could finish this rescue, the better.

      “Look at me, please.” Camellia’s voice was so distraught that Anemonelia gave in, turning to meet the human’s gaze. “I never meant to hurt you.”

      Anemonelia nodded, but the gesture felt as hollow as the space in her chest where her heart once resided. She feared what she’d say if she dared to speak.

      The sun sunk lower on the horizon as they rowed and swam until evening fell. Anemonelia’s arms and tail ached, her rush of siren power long gone, faded from exertion, despair, or some miserable combination of both.

      When they finally reached land, Camellia collapsed onto the shore, chest heaving, and burst into tears. “Please don’t be angry with me. I have no choice.”

      Camellia explained that she’d caught the king of Prospero’s eye and he’d demanded her betrothal to his son. She was powerless to refuse. Then, while she was out horse riding, pirates had captured her so they could ransom her back to the royal family.

      “Prince Bellamy isn’t awful, certainly nicer than his father, but I don’t love him. I love you.”

      The shards of Anemonelia’s broken heart stirred. “You do?”

      The bluest of eyes fixed on hers. “So much.”

      Just like that, Anemonelia’s fractured heart mended. “I love you, too.” But love seemed too tiny a word to explain the depth of her affection. “So be with me.” There had to be some way, if only they could figure it out.

      “How?” Camellia threw her hands up. “I can’t live underwater, and even if I ran away, settled on some distant beach—the human world isn’t kind to unwed women. Remaining with my family if I defy the king is out of the question, and I’d never survive on my own.”

      “It isn’t fair.” If Camellia loved the man, it would be one thing. But knowing she loved Anemonelia back, wanted her, but must marry another? Unbearable.

      “No, it isn’t.” Camellia reached out, her hands cupping Anemonelia’s face. “You deserve forever, but all I can give you is tonight.”

      Anemonelia didn’t have the strength to say no to Camellia, no matter how much it might hurt to live without her afterward. If tonight was all they had, Anemonelia wouldn’t waste a single precious moment.

      She seized Camellia’s lips, kissing her against the sand. Though there was no need to share breath, Anemonelia feared she might die all the same if she delayed pressing her mouth to Camellia’s even a moment longer. Between murmured words of love and a sweet symphony of gasps and sighs, they gave into their longings, exploring each other with tender caresses.

      Tangled together, tail and legs intertwined, they watched the sunrise, the sky blushing as pink as Camellia’s flushed cheeks.

      “There may be another way,” Camellia whispered into the curve of Anemonelia’s neck.

      Another? And here Anemonelia’d thought they’d tried everything.

      “It requires a witch, but we could be together for good.”

      Oh! Of course—the Sea Witch.

      Camellia kissed her. “I don’t want to get your hopes up. Not unless I’m sure.”

      But Anemonelia’s hopes already surged like a tidal wave, for—if the rumors were true—the Sea Witch could turn a mer into a human.

      A week later, Anemonelia received a new note in a bottle. “The witch can help. We’ll be together soon, my love.—C”

      It was Anemonelia’s chance, but could she really give everything up? The only life she’d ever known? Her beloved sister? The kelp forest that depended on her?

      For Camellia, she could. Anemonelia would remake herself entirely if that’s what it took.

      Spending forever beside Camellia was worth any cost.

      The way forward was clear.

      The Sea Witch’s cave was dark and foreboding, but Anemonelia forced herself to keep swimming. Down, down, until she was in depths light scarcely touched.

      But then a strange blue glow illuminated the cave like a crystal jelly fish. An unfamiliar mermaid swam before Anemonelia, who could only be the Sea Witch.

      Such a radiant beauty, her hair and tail midnight blue, with high cheekbones and lips vibrant as the reddest coral. Surprisingly youthful looking too—for legends surrounding the Sea Witch dated back nearly a century.

      “Welcome, Anemonelia. I’ve been waiting for you.”

      Had Camellia sent the witch a note, warning her Anemonelia was on her way? “Can you do it then? Can you make me human?”

      The Sea Witch smiled, but there was something predatory in her stare, reminding Anemonelia of a shark’s cold eyes. “Of course. But there’s a cost.”

      “Name your price.” Whatever it was, Anemonelia would pay.

      “Five years of your life. You won’t even miss it.”

      Anemonelia balked. Lose five years that she should spend beside Camellia? Then again, if Anemonelia refused—no, giving up wasn’t an option. Though their future would be shorter, it would still be together. “I agree to your terms.”

      The Sea Witch placed a hand on Anemonelia’s chest and she felt a strange pull. Looking even younger than before, the Sea Witch sighed with pleasure, before handing Anemonelia a pearl. “Break this when you reach land, and your transformation will be complete.”

      Anemonelia swam back to the pirate ship and retrieved a garment similar to what she’d seen Camellia last wear. It was oversized, stiff, and musty, but would adequately cover up the bits and bobs that land dwellers seemed to consider scandalous. Surely Camellia could help Anemonelia find more comfortable attire when they reunited.

      She swam to the shore of Prospero and, before she could lose her nerve, smashed the pearl against a rock. The change started at once.

      Becoming human was brutal. Anemonelia thought she’d known pain when a crab’s claws once clipped her, but her tail splitting in twain and reforming itself into legs was like being attacked by a full swarm of furious crabs. Still, she breathed through the agony until it passed and she was whole once more, yet wholly different. And she’d go through it again in a heartbeat for Camellia.

      Adjusting to legs was no easy feat, either. Her new knees were particularly difficult to master, for they seemed to either shake or lock up, neither of which was conducive to walking. It took many tries before Anemonelia stayed upright whilst taking tentative steps forward on the beach. Even then, balancing on land was entirely different from balancing in water. She remained unsteady, outstretching her arms whenever she feared falling.

      But Anemonelia hadn’t bartered with the Sea Witch not to see their plan through.

      Friendly seagulls guided Anemonelia to Prince Bellamy’s castle. Thankfully, she’d kept her mer ability to communicate with animals, even as a human. When Anemonelia arrived, she wobbled over to the guards. “I’m here for Camellia.”

      The guards exchanged a look. “Right this way.”

      But they showed her to a young man, who greeted her with a kiss on her hand. “I’m Prince Bellamy. You must be Anemonelia, Camellia’s lover. You’re just as she described you.” He gestured to her legs. “Well, almost.”

      He knew! Anemonelia’s eyes darted round the room, looking for means to escape. Not that she was likely to make a quick departure, for she’d had enough trouble walking. Running was out of the question.

      “Relax, mermaid, I haven’t told anyone.” He smiled before leaning in conspiratorially. “I keep Camellia’s secrets, and she keeps mine.”

      “Your secrets?”

      “A stable boy I’m besotted with. When Camellia asked me to cancel the wedding, I was relieved, to be honest.”

      Did that mean…? “The wedding’s off?”

      “Despite all Father’s threats and blustering, it is. She didn’t tell you? How is Camellia?” He lowered his voice. “Is she adapting well? Are you two happy together?”

      Anemonelia felt faint. “What do you mean?”

      The prince frowned. “She didn’t send you? I thought since my father made it clear she’s no longer welcome…”

      He must not realize mers couldn’t grow legs at will.

      But if Camellia wasn’t here, what had her note meant? “Please tell me where she went.”

      His brow furrowed. “She bargained with the Earth Witch to become a mermaid.”

      Before Anemonelia could formulate a response, her new knees locked, and the world plunged into darkness.

      A pungent aroma jolted her awake. Had it been a nightmare? But the prince’s concerned face brought her crashing back to reality. She was human, her lover mer.

      Anemonelia had done it all for nothing. Worse, she’d turned her back on merkind when they were struggling most, their numbers depleted. Abandoned her duty to the sea.

      And now she’d trapped herself on land forever.

      If only she’d known there were other witches besides the Sea Witch.

      Anemonelia needed to set things right. “Tell me where to find this Earth Witch.”

      The Earth Witch lived deep in the forest, appearing almost identical to the Sea Witch, except human with brown hair. She lowered the hood of her emerald cloak as Anemonelia approached. “Greetings, Anemonelia. What can I do for you?”

      The hairs on Anemonelia’s arms stood on end. Had Camellia mentioned Anemonelia’s name to the Earth Witch? Or was she friendly with the Sea Witch?

      The questions died on Anemonelia’s lips. Prying into the affairs of witches wasn’t likely to endear her to the Earth Witch. And Anemonelia needed to become mer again far more than she needed answers. So she pled her case.

      Though there was pity in the Earth Witch’s gaze, she refused the request. “You are not of my domain. I cannot help you. Only the Sea Witch can reverse her own spell. But should Camellia wish to undo our previous bargain, I’ll agree for the cost of twenty-five years.”

      If humans lived as long as mers, that’d be a quarter of Camellia’s lifespan. Anemonelia couldn’t ask her lover for that great a sacrifice.

      Anemonelia sulked back to the sea. After inhaling deeply, she dove in, swimming toward the Sea Witch’s cave. But her new human limbs were clumsy and her lungs soon burned.

      Apparently, she’d not kept her mer ability to breathe water. And her pleas to the sea to guide her safely to the surface went unanswered—the connection she’d always depended on severed.

      Camellia’s face appeared before Anemonelia, but above a mermaid’s tail as golden as her love’s hair.

      When they breached, Anemonelia gasped, equal parts from necessity and surprise. This time, it was Camellia’s turn to guide Anemonelia safely to shore.

      “Forget what I said about you rescuing people. You’re a brilliant swimmer.” Anemonelia’s gaze traveled over Camellia’s marvelous new tail. “The legs were holding you back.”

      Just as Anemonelia’s own legs now stood between them.

      With a pained stare, Camellia caressed Anemonelia’s cheek. “What have you done?”

      “I bartered with the Sea Witch to become human for you.”

      Camellia gave an anguished laugh. “But my becoming mer was the only solution. Human women aren’t allowed to wed each other.”

      What? How cruel! “I-I didn’t know.”

      “I’m so sorry, my love. I don’t know what to do.” Camellia rested her head on Anemonelia’s shoulder and wept.

      Stroking Camellia’s hair, Anemonelia tried to soothe her. “The Sea Witch can change me back, but I can’t reach her on my own.”

      “Leave that to me,” Camellia said. “Just tell me where to go.”

      When Camellia brought the Sea Witch back to the beach, she offered to lift her spell, but at a cost of twenty-five years of life.

      Still, a brief life with Camellia was better than life without her.

      Anemonelia opened her mouth to agree, but Camellia stopped her short. “No, you mustn’t. Please don’t throw away your life for me.”

      Hadn’t Anemonelia already done exactly that?

      The Sea Witch hesitated. “You could ask the Air Witch or the Fire Witch, though I can’t guarantee either will make you a better offer. However, should you change your mind”—the Sea Witch’s eyes shifted to Camellia—“you know where to find me.”

      With a splash, the Sea Witch returned to the ocean.

      Anemonelia grasped Camellia’s hands. “Go to my sister, Morwenna. Tell her… Tell her you’re my Camellia. She’ll look after you until I return.”

      After a lingering kiss, Anemonelia left. She had witches to find.

      If walking was difficult, climbing a mountain felt nearly impossible. But the Air Witch lived high upon Mount Celsus, so Anemonelia pushed onward. The hope of underwater bliss with Camellia kept Anemonelia going, even when the temperature dropped so low that she feared she might freeze before completing the journey.

      The Air Witch was the mirror image of the other witches, only with white hair and enormous feathered white wings peeking out from the back of her long silver dress. Like the Earth Witch, she refused to make Anemonelia mer, claiming she wasn’t of her realm, but offered to reverse the spell on Camellia for a cost of thirty years.

      To see Camellia give up so much time would be heartbreaking enough. But to not even be able to be together afterward was unthinkable.

      Exhausted, Anemonelia pondered defeat at the foot of the mountain. Was it even worth finding the Fire Witch? No doubt she’d turn Anemonelia away, refusing her request, instead demanding a century from Camellia.

      Then the scraggly tree next to Anemonelia caught ablaze and out of the flames walked the Fire Witch, as if summoned by Anemonelia’s thoughts. In an orange cape, the witch resembled the others, apart from her bright red hair and a warm glow that seemed to emanate from her.

      “Greetings, Anemonelia. I’ve been wanting to speak with you.”

      Was it even worth wondering how the Fire Witch knew Anemonelia’s name or where to find her? She should turn around and trudge home in defeat.

      Only, she didn’t have a home. Not anymore.

      And Camellia… If there was even a chance, no matter how slight, that the Fire Witch could help, Anemonelia had to ask.

      She explained her predicament, though she suspected the Fire Witch already knew it well, and braced for bad news. “I suppose you’ll tell me you can’t help me, as I’m not of your realm.”

      “Oh, you’re very much of my realm.”

      She was? “But I was born of the sea.”

      The Fire Witch covered her own chest with one hand. “The spark of love burns in your heart as fierce as any flame. And while I can’t reverse the Sea Witch’s spell, I can alter it.”

      Anemonelia could scarcely believe her luck. “In what way?” Surely there was a catch; there always seemed to be one. “And how many years will it cost me?”

      The Fire Witch gave a soft smile, her eyes sympathetic. “I can return you to being mer every autumn and winter. I ask not for payment in years of life, but in servitude during my busy seasons, spring and summer. Assist me in human form half the year and spend the other half in the sea with your lover.”

      “Assist you? How?”

      “Help me burn the forests.”

      Anemonelia flinched. She was meant to help nature, not hurt it. She told the Fire Witch as much.

      “You would be helping, Anemonelia.” The witch’s tone was gentle. “Fire, when wielded wisely, renews the woods, allowing them to flourish. But your concern warms me. Raised mer, you’re well suited for the position, understanding the delicate balance of the natural world better than most. Why, you could even warn the animals to leave until the danger to them has passed, a skill beyond even my power.”

      That wouldn’t be so different from what Anemonelia had done before. And she could ask Camellia to care for the kelp forest in the months while Anemonelia was absent.

      Still, spending half of each year apart…

      “I’ll have to discuss this with Camellia.” Anemonelia had learned her lesson about rushing into rash decisions.

      “Of course.” The Fire Witch handed Anemonelia a red candle. “Should you agree to my terms, light this to summon me.”

      Anemonelia explained the Fire Witch’s offer to Camellia. It wasn’t ideal, but would let her live the entirety of what remained of her life, even if she’d only spend half of that time with Camellia.

      On the other hand, if Anemonelia accepted the Sea Witch’s offer, she’d spend the rest of her life beside Camellia. But who knew how long that life would be?

      It was an impossible choice.

      Camellia lowered her gaze to the sand. “You should forget about me and embrace your human life.”

      But Anemonelia couldn’t do that. She’d only changed for Camellia’s sake. Anemonelia lifted Camellia’s chin, so their eyes met. “I want to accept the Fire Witch’s offer, but only if I have your blessing.”

      “We’ll make it work.” Camellia stole a kiss. “Summon the Fire Witch, and return to me.”

      After Anemonelia’s transformation back to mer, Morwenna wed Anemonelia and Camellia beneath the sea. They savored every moment together, cherishing each autumn and winter. Although spring and summer made Anemonelia ache with longing, she found new purpose in helping the forests thrive through her work with the Fire Witch. Meanwhile, Camellia busied herself with the kelp forest, grateful to have a calling of her own at last.

      During the months they were apart, Anemonelia composed countless love letters to Camellia that the sea faithfully delivered. For though Anemonelia’s time was split between the sea and land, her heart was with her beloved wife year-round.
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      A myriad of blue lights glimmers across the surface of the gem as I try to slide the snug ring from my finger. It snags, the sharp edges painfully scraping my knuckle. After no small amount of twisting and swearing, the cursed thing finally pops off. A sigh of relief slips from me, and my shoulders relax as the weight of the metal leaves my hand—the promise I never wanted. Startled by an impatient rap at my chamber door, I quickly enfold the ring in a scrap of shimmering scale leather before shoving it into a drawer.

      “Come in.” Standing and spinning all in one guilty movement, I stumble against my dressing table.

      Dara eyes me from the door. My sister’s gaze drops to my bare, abused finger before she pushes her light-brown hair behind one ear and looks away. “Enya, you know what’s expected.”

      Shrugging, I cover my bare hand. “It’s just the three of us today. Ruairí doesn’t care if I wear his betrothal ring or not.”

      “I would wear the ring proudly if it were mine.” Dara mutters the stinging words as I brush past her.

      If only our birth order were switched. She’d be marrying Ruairí, the future leader of the Selkie people, and I’d be free to choose with my heart. She was always the people’s favorite anyway, with her bright smile and kind demeanor. I’m the one who’s stuck learning about running a household and raising heirs. At least being educated on treaties and trade contracts to keep our lands thriving is interesting.

      I wave those thoughts away. “Come on. You know he hates waiting.”

      A faint blush colors her cheeks as a daring gleam fills her pale-brown eyes. “I left him by the gate to come fetch you.”

      I nod. It doesn’t sting that they stole moments together again, and as usual, only pity fills me. It’s so unfair that she feels the love I should when all I can muster for my betrothed is friendship. Her hand closes around mine, and I allow it. My sister has always needed another’s touch, especially since the loss of our mother.

      Together, we stride past the arched stone buildings and gleaming bridges. Far above us, the dome holding back the sea glows bright blue, a mirror of the summer sky. People wave at Dara, and she smiles, stopping several times to inquire about their well-being. Impatience hums through me. Finally, I tug her to the edge of the dome, where our city meets the sea. 

      She goes first, diving into the glass-like surface. Her hair waves in the cool water for an instant before she slides on her pale-spotted sealskin. I pause for only a moment, peering into the murky depths for hidden dangers like the cecaelia, our deadly rivals, or other marine predators before plunging through. The magical barrier ripples over my skin. In a twist of flippers and a flick of my tail, I dart beside her, and the two of us race toward the edge of our lands marked by the Kelpsea gate.

      My heart hammers as we approach the gate. The danger of being in open waters thrills me. I flip to look beyond my sister, scanning the nebulous depths again for tentacled seafolk who could attack us. Since I’m the future leader, my father has guarded me closely, and I’ve never actually seen a cecaelia up close. My grandmother told me stories of the powerful magic our pod once held when we possessed a gem called the Averlyss, the soul of the sea. But fifteen years ago, the cecaelia swarmed us and stole it all: the Averlyss, my mother’s life, and our home. That’s a night I’ll never forget.

      Dara bumps against me as waving fronds come into view, and the large, dark form of a bull seal emerges from them. She shoots ahead, greeting Ruairí with shrill chirps and exuberant body bumps. His dark, liquid eyes turn on me as I catch up. I press my muzzle to his in greeting, a fleeting touch, before springing upward to the surface, leaving the pair to follow. 

      The water lightens, growing from deep blue-green to pale blue-gray before my head crests the waves and the cool sea wind caresses my cheeks. There’s no one in sight, but there never is. This island has been our playground since we were children. I surge forward, and my sealskin slides off the moment I stand. With nimble fingers, I knot my skin above my shoulder and let it drape like a sable dress around me. When I take a deep breath, my soul sings with the greenery and rich scents of the island, which are so different from the brine of the deep. I love the warmth of the sun on my shoulders and the wind lifting my wet hair. Sorrow that I’ll always be stuck in the sea flows over me. My rank is a burden of my birth that I’ll carry for all my long life.

      “Enya! Wait up!” Ruairí calls from the waves. His hand covers my sister’s as they wade to shore.

      Water trickles off his bare chest to run down the black sealskin knotted at his hip. Long, dark coils of thick hair cling wetly to his shoulders and trail down his back. He’s handsome enough and kind. Our families negotiated our match the day I was born, and we’ve both always gone along with what the pods expected of us as future leaders. But…

      Ruairí catches Dara as she stumbles, sweeping her curvy body against his rounded torso. She giggles, the sound traveling over the beach like the tinkling of bells. I was never the sister he desired, but it’s not like I ever desired him—or any man, for that matter. Damn the succession rules to the depth of the dark seas. He sets her down as they reach me and gives me the same kind smile he always has. 

      Leaning forward, Ruairí brushes his lips against my cheek in a brotherly kiss, one of obligation. A frown tightens his mouth when I step away. “You look lovely, Enya. I like the new shells in your braids.” He traces a finger over the purple twists of carved abalone in my black hair then draws back and focuses his whole being on Dara. “Do you want to build a sandcastle?”

      “Let’s do a sea dragon this time!” She’s already tugging him off, eager to capture his attention while the judging gazes of our people are absent.

      Ruairí tosses me an apologetic glance. A smile forces its way forward. It’s the only time they have together, and one day soon, they won’t even have this. I won’t have this.

      I close my eyes, tilting my face toward the sun, and listen to the wind and the birds. The waves thrum endlessly against the shimmering pebbled sand, and gulls cry from high above. This freedom is my peace, my haven. Wind rustles the thick leaves on the nearby trees, and I inhale deeper.

      A musical note, clear and pure, tugs at me. It takes a moment for me to sort the sound out from the symphony of nature, and I almost can’t because the heavenly voice intertwines magically with the sea itself. I glide forward with my eyes closed, following the sound. The music is unlike anything I’ve ever heard before: alluring and soft, welcoming and warm. 

      Cool foam surrounds my foot, swirling around my ankle. I blink through the haze of my mind, and calmness like the embrace of dreams slips away from me.

      “Come join us!” Dara shouts, glee ringing in her voice. I look back to see they already have a great mound of sand piled and are shaping it into a wondrous beast.

      Water laps around my calf, and a woman’s voice reaches me, something about dancing among the stars in the light of a blue moon. Straining to hear the exact words, I close my eyes. But no matter how hard I try, the sound is always just out of range. Tilting my head toward the song, I twist back to the sea.

      Another step, and the frothy waves slap against my thighs, tugging playfully on my sealskin. The singer must be nearby. I wade in farther then glance back once more at my sister and my betrothed. He’ll keep her safe. It’ll only take a moment to investigate the source of such a wondrous song. I dive.

      Effervescent water closes over my head as I undulate my body once, twice, then slide into my sleek sealskin. Underwater, the song is muffled but every bit as enticing. I swim around the dark rocks edging the cove then dart into the open waters. The bottom of a wooden fishing boat, one of the human vessels, comes into view. The singer stands at the bow, her reflection flipped against the calm water.

      Closer. The water smooths to glass-like clarity with nary a ripple to mar her visage. Her short coppery hair gleams like fire in the sun, and her warm hazel eyes crinkle against the brightness. I flick my tail, daring to edge nearer to the vessel to listen to her song. The woman pauses for a moment, fiddling with something in her hands. The breeze plucks at her loose white shirt and tugs at the bright sash around her slim hips. She smiles as she works. The entrancing curve of her lips has me slipping even closer just to drink her in.

      “That should do it, then. Connor, have you got the weights attached? I’ve repaired the hole in the net,” she says, and the lilt to her voice is every bit as engaging as her singing was a moment before. 

      I bob my head above the water, trying to get a better view. Maybe she’ll sing again.

      “Aye, hopefully we’ll catch something before my belly gnaws its way through my backbone. We can’t keep offering our customers gruel and salt fish. The good ale will only carry us so far,” a deep voice says. 

      A little closer. Oh, please sing again.

      A sharp bark distracts me long enough to notice Ruairí’s substantial body cutting through the water with the light-spotted form of my sister beside him. Ugh. I’m fine. I don’t need to be guarded. I flick water toward him just before something falls over my head.

      Confused, I dive. My flippers tangle, and cords cut into my throat. Ropes. Deep seas, I’m caught in the net! I swim downward, frantically trying to find the bottom before the humans draw the rope tight. Ruairí dives with me in a ripple of powerful muscle. He grabs the ropes in his teeth, trying to pull them outward and buy me time. Bubbles stream as my sister howls underwater.

      The ropes suddenly yank backward, tangling around me. The net pulls tight around my neck, making my head snap back. Stars swim before my eyes, and the air rushes from my lungs. The leaden weights bang against my sides. Every struggle makes it worse. I shift to my humanoid body, trying to pull the net apart with my hands. Ruairí and my sister do the same, their eyes wide with fear as someone hauls me upward. It’s too late. I push away from them and wear my skin. It’d be far worse to be seen without it. Pulling down hard on the net, Ruairí tries to rip me free, but it’s no use. I gasp as I flop into the boat.

      Tight ropes rip into my pelt the more I struggle. My mournful howls kill the beauty of the earlier song. I risked too much for a moment of escape.

      “Easy, lovely. Give us a moment to get you free. You weren’t what we were looking to catch today.” Calloused, sure hands pluck the ropes from my flesh. Warmth tingles at the brush of our skin meeting, and the sweet scent of lemon-tinged lavender fills my nose.

      “A seal? Is there even a single fish in the net? Damn, Moira, we’re both lousy at fishing, but it’s been near a week since we caught anything. I suppose we could make soup of it,” the man says.

      Soup? I shriek and redouble my efforts to break free. The fiery-haired woman throws a shoulder against me then a knee, easily pinning me to the bottom of the boat. I heave, taking in great gulps of air, panic clouding my brain as I thrash.

      “Don’t be ridiculous. ’Tis bad luck to kill a seal, and we aren’t so desperate as to eat one.” The sunlight halos her head as the woman leans over me, a shucking knife gleaming in one hand. Her forearm muscles flex, making the tattoos on her skin dance. She gives a deft twist, cutting the gnarled rope from me without so much as a nick to my skin. 

      “A seal in my belly is better than another night of bread dipped in broth.” The man with straw-blond hair eyes me, and I shrink back, awkwardly trying to wiggle my way over the edge.

      “I bake excellent bread, and you should be more thankful for it,” she huffs then lifts her knee off my chest. She studies me for several moments, her chapped lips pursing under a straight, prominent nose. Her fingers stroke my cheek then brush along the white mark on my throat. 

      Salty sea wind ruffles her short hair as she leans in and presses her lips tenderly against my forehead. A shock pulses through me, and my entire being flutters against her touch.

      As she pulls back, her eyes hold both the radiant golden glow of the sun and the deep green of the northern sea. Something peaceful within me stills, holding me captive in the moment.

      “There you go, lovely. Be free,” she says and shoves me over the edge.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Chapter Two

      

      

      “Are you insane? What did you think you were doing getting that close?” Ruairí’s hands cover me, seeking wounds that aren’t there. Wriggling away, I swat at his intrusive touch. He practically dragged me back to shore as soon as that woman rolled me into the water.

      “I’m fine,” I insist, pushing his hands away. “I wanted—” A hard lump lodges in my throat. I wanted to hear her sing. That driving need sounds beyond ridiculous now. A pup knows better than to approach a human boat. My lips seal tight to trap in the foolishness.

      “Your father would flay me alive if anything happened to you or Dara.” He frowns. “We should get back.”

      “No, this is the only day this month we could get here. Father will be back from the council meeting soon.” Dara tugs his arm away from me, her pretty features pulling into a pout. 

      Ruairí’s eyes soften as he looks from me to her. He pushes back his curly dark locks and exhales. “I guess we’re safe enough now. Let’s finish our sculpture. We can watch the sunset then be back by dinner.”

      With a delighted squeal, Dara runs back over the dunes toward the dragon they started. We both watch her as his hand slips into mine, and I give it a small squeeze before releasing it.

      Ruairí clears his throat. “I should’ve been there, watching over you closer. I’m sorry.”

      A dry laugh escapes my mouth. “If they’d kept me, you could have the sister you want.”

      “Ah, Enya, is that what you think?” He cradles me against his broad chest, ignoring my struggles to twist away. “We may be thrown into this promise together, but you’ll still always be my dearest friend. Maybe in time, the rest will come. You know how much our families have anticipated this union. It’s a shame the selkie leader is traditionally a man. I’ve always thought you and Dara have a better head for politics than I ever will.”

      If only it were that easy. I felt more attraction to a complete stranger today than I’ve ever felt for him. Maybe women are more appealing, with their softer skin and luscious curves. For a moment, I lean back against Ruairí. His rounded belly presses to my lower back, and his thick arms rest comfortably over my shoulders. I sigh. Nothing. As attractive as he is, I can’t summon an iota of desire for him. 

      As my thoughts drift back to the woman, my body heats. My aunt married a woman. They’re an adorable couple—always snuggled together, as if parting even to walk is a hardship. Of course, my aunt isn’t in line for the throne.

      My nose wrinkles at Ruairí’s strong musk. Women even smell nicer. Another sigh slips from me as I pull away from his arms. I’ve never had the luxury of exploring these thoughts, not with the arranged marriage looming over me since birth. 

      Ruairí guides us over the grassy dunes to where Dara sculpts the long, pointed head of a dragon. At twenty-three, she’s far more sheltered than I was. Ruairí and I are only two years older, but I’ve always carried the responsibility of leading one day and becoming the wife of the man who would unite the pods. The gap between my sister and me has become insurmountable as we’ve aged. 

      “It would be easier if it were her,” I murmur.

      His throat bobs, but he doesn’t answer as he moves from my side to help her sculpt a gracefully arching flipper. Beyond them, the coastal human town sprawls in the distance. Tall sails billow on the wind of the ships sailing into and out of the port. Those ships are definitely going to far-off, amazing places. A smaller fishing vessel weaves in and out of the crowds. I wonder if it’s hers.

      She called me lovely. Her touch felt so right. I brush my fingers over my forehead, where her lips skimmed my skin. The kiss was light, a barely-there innocent caress. She called me lovely and let me go, even though they were hungry. 

      I’ve wandered through Codshead before, stealing clothing to look like the humans who populate it. Maybe I could bring her a gift, a thank-you. Her scent shouldn’t be hard to find. The man said they fed people. They must own the tavern by the docks. Ideas fly fast and furious through my head as I gnaw my lip.

      “Enya, come see our dragon before the tide rises,” Dara calls from across the dunes.

      My attention snaps back to my companions. This will all have to wait till tonight, when darkness cloaks my wanderings. Father would have a fit if he knew I’d ever set foot in the human village.

      The man called the fire-haired woman Moira. The name rolls around in my mind, echoing softly against my chaotic thoughts. I know how I can repay her kindness.
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        * * *

      

      Raucous laughter pours into the street as the tavern door swings open and two men stumble out, smelling of stale sweat and ale. I shrink against the alleyway in my too-large boots and oversize jacket stolen from the porch of a home outside town. Fish wriggle in the damp woven reed sack resting against my back, and my heart nearly pounds its way out of my chest.

      This is a good idea, isn’t it?

      “Off you go, then, Merl. Your wife will be waitin’ on ye.”

      It’s her! Moira stands in a pool of golden light, one hand against the open door, the other on her angular hip. An evening of work smudges her apron, and weariness lines her face. But somehow, something about her still radiates a strength that has me inching closer.

      “Aye, Moira, have a good night.” A balding man waves, tugging up his collar as he trudges away down the dark street.

      Wiping her hands on her apron, she watches him a moment before stepping back inside. I creep into the pool of light by the window, hoping for another glimpse as she extinguishes the lanterns at each table one by one. Her soft humming teases me to draw closer. Nose to the window, I watch the graceful line of her willowy body as she moves through the wooden tables until the last light is out.

      A fish thrashes against my back, snapping me out of my revelry. My breath moves down my throat like thick silt. I’ll wait till all is silent then leave these in a basin in the kitchen. That seems reasonable. The bag should keep the fish well enough until morning. She needs food, and the sea provides plenty.

      The soft humming stops, and stairs creak. I peek into the shadows in time to see Moira disappear onto the second floor. Creeping around the corner of the building, I try to quell the thunder in my ears. The too-big boots chafe at every step, and I’m certain someone is going to leap out any moment, asking why I’m skulking about. I’ll go in, dump the bag, and leave, debt for not eating me paid and all that. I’m totally not here because I thought her voice was pretty—or that she called me lovely.

      I rest my forehead on the back door of the tavern and groan. I was a seal when she called me that—not a person. She probably thinks seals are cute. Resolutely, I rest my hand on the cool brass knob. It turns with a smooth glide, and my lashes flutter to my cheeks. In and out. As simple as can be. 

      “Here I go,” I whisper as the door swings inward on silent hinges.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Chapter Three

      

      

      With a slowness that grates on my already-shredding patience, my eyes adjust to the dim moonlit kitchen. Strange shapes cast shadows over the rough-hewn walls. Boards shriek in protest with every step, and my borrowed boots clomp across the floor with a gracelessness that has me wincing. I turn, knocking my head on some low-hanging pots that jangle alarmingly in the silence.

      Nooo.

      “Connor, is that you? I didn’t think you’d be back for a fortnight.” Light floods down the stairs beyond the arched kitchen door. 

      I twist in place, and the sack catches on something with a sickening rip. Slippery fish spill everywhere along with the gelatinous kelp keeping them fresh. The floor spins out from under me. Arms flailing, I knock a pot off the long counter before landing with a grunt against something soft. The clanging echoes with a metallic bang as it bounces along the floor. So much for creeping in.

      The room explodes into brightness, and there stands Moira with a broom handle between her clenched fists. Her stern look quickly turns to a smothered laugh as flour drifts through the air between us.

      “Well, hello. I wasn’t aware a new brownie had moved in.” She grins then rests the broom against the wall.

      Something slaps wetly against my chest. Reaching under my stolen shirt, I pull out a fish and drop it to the floor. “I can explain.”

      More fish flop wildly across the brick pavers. This wasn’t my intention at all.

      “And I’m sure it’s an amusing tale.” She sighs. “Och, what a mess. Usually, the deliveries come during the day. Did Connor send you with the fish?”

      I stand to brush myself off but instantly slide on the slime-covered bricks again. Moira grasps my arm gently, holding me in place. I look down at her squared-off fingers, a flutter tickling my insides as she steadies me.

      “No. I… I heard you were having some difficulties, so I thought I’d drop by some food.” I grimace as the flour-covered fish flop around us on the floor and she fights back a smile. Awkwardly, I thrust my hand at her. “I’m Enya.”

      She grasps my hand with a hearty shake. “I’m Moira, the proprietor of the finest tavern in Codshead.”

      My brow wrinkles. “Isn’t this the only tavern?”

      “Hush. You’ll wound me.” Her hazel eyes twinkle, looking more green than gold in the lamplight. “Thank you for such a bounty. I swear, my brother and I are the worst fishers in town. Usually, I trade with old Jack, but he’s been gone over a month, visiting a sick brother. He lent me his boat, for all the good that’s done.” 

      I’m still clasping her hand. It fits perfectly in mine, our palms pressed together in comforting warmth. Reluctantly, I let mine slide away. “Fishing is pretty easy for me. Maybe I could go out with you sometime and show you the best spots.” 

      “You’re too kind. Let’s get these fish in a tub so they’ll keep till I can handle them all in the morning.” Moira brushes me off then bustles to one side and tugs out a large wooden tub. “Are you new in town? I haven’t seen you before.”

      “Me?” I scoop up an armload of flour-dusted fish and toss them into the tub. “Yes, I guess I am.”

      “Sounds like you’re a better fisherwoman than me. Perhaps we can make a deal. I’ll trade you bread and ale for a regular supply of fish.”

      Sneaking a look at her, I swallow hard. Her straight red hair obscures her eyes, and her plaid night-robe is now sullied with both flour and kelp. She’s still stunning. Moira’s skin pinks with the exertion, and she smiles at me again, making tiny lines around her eyes crinkle. I stammer out some nonsensical gibberish, and her smile deepens to a crisp laugh that twists my heart. 

      Inhaling her scent of citrus and lavender, I try to pull myself together. “I could do that. Catch some ale for you.”

      Moira arches an eyebrow.

      “I mean, ale some bread for you. Fish. I meant fish.” I slap my forehead. “Ugh, idiot. I should go.”

      Her soft laugh tickles its way up my spine. “It’s fine. I’ll finish up here and see you again in a few days?”

      I give a jerky nod and flee into the night, letting the door slam behind me. One boot flies off then the other as I race down the narrow cobble street toward the sea. This was the worst idea. At least she didn’t think I was some sort of thief. 

      Shucking the coat off my shoulders, I let it drop to the ground behind me. I agreed to see her again. Why did I say that? My fingers fly to the buttons of the shirt, fumbling to remove it. In the distance, the sea sparkles in the moonlight. That’s where I really belong. Isn’t it?

      A hand closes over my arm, wrenching me to the side. Surprised, I grunt and look down. Fingers flex on my sealskin knotted over my shoulder. Short fur bristles over thick knuckles as my gaze trails from the man’s hand to his angry eyes.

      Ruairí.

      “Enya, this is madness.” With a furtive glance to the town, he stalks toward the sea with me in tow. “There’s no good reason for you to be in the world above without a guard. What possessed you to come to the human town alone?”

      Anger seethes in his hissing tone, and I falter. He’s always so gentle. In all our years, I’ve never heard him so utterly furious. A large cloak flaps around him. He tugs me under it as we near the water, as if hiding me from anyone’s sight could erase my slipping unknown from the sea.

      “I’m waiting for an explanation,” he growls.

      I roll my eyes so hard that it’s a wonder they don’t get stuck. “You didn’t have to fetch me. I’m perfectly fine⁠—”

      “Your father sent his guards out for you over an hour ago when he found your chambers empty.” Ruairí sharply turns us, his bare feet slapping on the rough wood of the dock. 

      “He what?” I flinch at the shrillness of my voice.

      “It’s worse,” Ruairí mutters. “He found me in Dara’s chambers.”

      I blink. I’ve been aware of their romance, but I’ve turned a blind eye to how far it has progressed. He’s still alive. Tentatively, I touch the knot of his smooth sealskin at his waist, and a sigh of relief slips from my lips.

      Ruairí gives me a wry grin. “He hasn’t taken my skin yet. However, your father gave me until dawn to bring you before him. And frankly, I don’t want to know if he’d strip me of my rank if I fail.”

      As the scratchy cloak falls around us, I teeter on the edge of the dock. “He wouldn’t.”

      Ruairí shrugs. “Kindness wasn’t on his mind when he found me in Dara’s bed.”

      Smirking, I say, “Getting her with child would solve our issue.”

      “I have to be alive to enjoy the fruits of that.” His rich, deep laughter echoes over the water just before he pushes me in.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Chapter Four

      

      

      It’s been three days, and my father’s harsh scolding still scalds my ears. He locked Dara in her room, but she blames me for this mess. Ruairí was sent home to his neighboring pod to “visit his family.”

      And I’m listening to the most beautiful singing I’ve heard in my life. Even the mermaids on the southeast islands don’t hold a candle to Moira.

      It’s storming outside, not that anyone would notice. She holds the entire room spellbound with her voice. I meant to drop off some fish and leave, but the sodden bag sits near my leg at the scuffed wooden table, and my hand curls around a cup of some sweet mulled wine as I linger.

      Fire crackles merrily in the enormous stone hearth behind Moira, turning her into an unearthly creature. I never knew humans could be so incredibly beautiful and never dreamed I’d be sitting at a tavern, like a fool, swooning over one.

      Ruairí was right. This is madness.

      Leaning my chin on my palm, I watch Moira move with ease around the cluster of tables. Briefly, her eyes catch and hold mine. A warm smile radiates from her, and the liquid in my cup sloshes. I’m ready to leave my sealskin for her right here on this rough-hewn chair as a proclamation of my desire. That’d be a brilliant way to solve the problem of the betrothal: giving up my immortality and ability to swim to a woman I barely know. I’d rather not lose my seal form, though, as it’s the only bit of freedom I’ve ever had. The thought of being trapped on land is every bit as depressing as the reality of my being trapped by my betrothal to the sea.

      Moira smiles at me. She’s stunning beyond words, from her sun-bronzed skin to the dimples accentuating her welcoming expression. It is welcoming, isn’t it? Or am I only imagining the way she lit up at my appearance?

      Her song concludes as she reaches my table, and after a round of applause, quiet chatter fills the room.

      “It’s good to see you again, Enya. May I join you?” Moira waves to a nearby server.

      “Y-Yes. I brought you the fish.” As soon as the words are out of my mouth, I want to haul them back. You look lovely, Moira. Your singing is transcendent, Moira. You’re the most enchanting woman I’ve ever laid eyes on, Moira—please say you feel the same.

      Madness. And now I’m staring again. Idiot.

      “Have you eaten? The special is a savory pie I made this morning. I’ll have Millie take the fish to the kitchen and bring you a slice.” She speaks briefly to the server, who hands her an ale then hoists my woven reed bag from the floor.

      My lips part to refuse. I snuck out again, and the stolen moments tick away like a tide ominously pulling back from shore before a storm. If my father finds out I’m free range, another tongue-lashing is the least of my worries.

      Moira covers my hand with hers. “You have the darkest, most lovely eyes, so endless I can almost see the stars in them.”

      My breath hitches. Her rough hand is so warm that my skin is aflame with the sensation. I’m going to combust into a pile of ash. “Do you perform here nightly?”

      Relief washes through me. That was a perfectly normal question. I can be smooth—calm, like a regular human. This is how humans act, isn’t it?

      Her hand leaves mine. “Now and then.”

      “You certainly enchanted the crowd with your singing.” 

      Moira leans closer, her shoulder brushing against mine. “But did I enchant you?”

      Is she flirting with me? Me… in my stolen rumpled clothes? Unlikely. Turning my head, I gulp down a mouthful of the sweet wine. “And Connor is your…?”

      Moira appraises me over the lip of her tankard. “Half brother. We have the same father, who was taken by the sea many years ago.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      She shrugs. “No great loss. He left us the tavern, at least.”

      A plate brimming with a steaming fish-and-vegetable pie slides in front of me. Millie sets a basket of bread between Moira and me, forcing distance between us. “The bard is late. Are you up for singing again?”

      Moira nods. “In a minute.” Her eyes never leave mine, and I can’t be imagining it—longing burns in them like the hot drip of sunset on the ocean. Slowly, she leans even closer, brushing her cheek against mine in not-so-innocent temptation. “Will you stay?”

      With a soft humph, the server leaves. Leaning back, I shovel the food toward my mouth to delay my response. Every moment bears the weight of the discovery of my absence. But every magical second with her buoys me up in a way I relish. Lavender perfume envelopes me in a heady scent, distracting me beyond measure from any rational decision. The spoon clangs heavily against the wooden trencher as Moira waits for my answer. Outside, the storm rumbles.

      “I shouldn’t. I’m expected at home,” I say between mouthfuls.

      One perfectly arched eyebrow rises again, and her expression grows guarded. “By?”

      “My father.”

      Relief washes over Moira’s features, and her shoulders untense, her body molding to the back of the chair. The tavern’s mistress eyes me with such intensity that my stomach flips. “One song?” she asks. “Perhaps the storm will calm by its end.”

      “One song,” I agree as my heart slips farther from my chest to join hers. There’s no calm to be had here.

      She stands with a swish of long petticoated skirts, her ale in hand. “Then I’d best make it a good one to entice you to stay longer.”

      Clasping my shaking hands in my lap, I try to look every bit as serene as Moira does. We’re in a room full of fishermen. I paid a maid to take my place in my bed so that I could make this promised delivery undetected, thinking I’d be gone less than an hour. Staying is dangerous. These reckless actions could end what little freedom I have.

      Clear, dulcet tones fill the room again, leaving blissful silence in their wake. All eyes turn to the tavern mistress as she once again ensnares their attention with the sweet temptation of her voice. Her gaze doesn’t wander around the room this time. Fixed on me, Moira’s hazel eyes have my skin heating until my cheeks are aflame. And that song… goddess of the deep, I know this love ballad. It’s the tale of how the moon goddess longed for the sweet embrace of mother ocean. I’ve always thought it was a romantic metaphor for the moon rising and setting over the water, but on her lips, the song is of seduction—the longing of one woman for another, a craving for the softness when their bodies collide in passion. I can’t look away. My tongue darts over my suddenly dry lips as she sings of the moon plunging into the watery depths of the sea, and the song takes a decidedly carnal turn I’ve never noticed before.

      I’d sit here for the rest of eternity, just for the blessing of her voice.

      Holding my hand to my mouth, I bite down on my fingers to stave off the building gasp. Moira’s languid, hooded gaze says it all. She’s singing this to me—for me. This insane attraction pulls her heart, too, like the tide pulls the sea.

      Aching to be alone with her, I stand. Her gaze follows me as I move through the room toward the entry to the kitchen. The impossibility of this moment crushes me. I don’t know how to get her alone, but I need to. I run my thumb over the knot of my sealskin around my waist. It could take any shape—a coat, a shawl, a sash. If I left it as a gift for her, would she even know what it was? Would she accept my token?

      The room explodes into applause, tearing me from my musings. Moira tips her head toward a dark hall beside the kitchen arch. An invitation? A man in a long coat takes her place, strumming on a harp to the low chattering of the crowd. 

      Shadows sweep over my shoulders as I slip into the hallway, moving deeper into its dark embrace. The scuffle of booted feet behind me has me quivering with anticipation. My back presses to the smooth planks of the wall as Moira rests one arm above my head. Her lean, muscled body contrasts my soft curves. A deep breath would brush my breasts against hers, and, so help me, I crave that friction.

      Light from the taproom shines over her eyes, illuminating them with ethereal fire. A thin ring of bronze traces her rapidly expanding pupils. As if bespelled, I can’t look away. The tavern mistress inhales, savoring the surrounding air before releasing the breath with a contented sigh. Like coming home, her body melds to mine. I fight not to taste her lips, to pull her closer until I drown in our embrace.

      “You smell like the sea and the whisper of dreams,” Moira murmurs, her lips so close to my temple that a tendril of breath caresses my skin.

      Trembling, I lean deeper into her. My shaking hands flutter like confused creatures against the thick fabric of her shirt. Her palm rests solidly on my hip, fingers lightly stroking until I’m nearly panting for her to do more, to touch me more. I’ve never wanted to be so close to anyone.

      She cradles my cheek, pressing the muscled length of her body into mine. My breath seizes at the sensation, but I cuddle closer, craving this woman’s touch. 

      “So unbelievably soft,” Moira murmurs into my neck. Her lips skate along my skin as if savoring the texture, treasuring this stolen moment. 

      Vestiges of a half-remembered song thread softly through my addled thoughts. Nimble fingers caress the curve of my hip then move higher to the dip of my waist. A moan escapes me as her thigh parts mine. This is the height of insanity. I barely know her, but the craving to taste her overwhelms any reasonable thought. 

      Damn it all, if a quick tryst in a dark hallway is all the romance I’ll ever know, I’ll seize it. I turn my head to capture her lips. She tips my chin, lifting me to meet her. Her other hand grazes the flesh of my stomach just above my knotted sealskin. 

      My lashes flutter. Just one taste.

      Moira’s hypnotically golden eyes flash wide as she jerks backward with a gasp. “You’re not human!”

      “Moira, the cook says he needs a hand in the kitchen.” The voice slices between us like a knife.

      The glow of her eyes dims to a cool verdant green as she whips her head toward the server. Fighting to control my breathing, I push against the wall to move deeper into the shadowed hall. How could she possibly know?

      Millie’s gaze flicks between us then settles on Moira, her mouth pulled into a soured pucker. Applause fills the taproom, echoing against the dark-wood paneling. I glance over my shoulder, spotting a bolted wooden door at the end of the long hall. I shouldn’t have stayed. Carefully, I inch away, as if by moving slowly, I’ll escape notice.

      “Moira,” the server snaps.

      “Aye, I heard you the first time. Go an’ tell the cook I’ll be a moment.” Moira’s eyes shift from acid green to golden sun as a sliver of light from the taproom slides across them. 

      I take another step back. “I should go anyway.”

      Millie stomps off, and a sigh like a tempest gale hisses from Moira’s lips. “Why are you here? Did he send you?”

      He? “T-To deliver the fish as promised.” My cheeks burn. “But you were singing, and it was so beautiful. I stayed to listen.”

      Her expression softens. “Ah, it was my song that drew you in?”

      I nod slowly. “You’re enchanting. I mean, your voice is.” Unable to control myself, I lean closer. “I just wanted a moment.”

      Moira brushes her dry knuckles along my cheek, her eyes filling with sorrow. “It’s dangerous for your kind here. You should go.”

      A thick lump settles in my throat. I should go, but instead, I shuffle my feet awkwardly on the uneven floorboards. “My kind? I’m as human as you.”

      Moira’s gaze flicks to the knot of my sealskin, which is tied like a sash around my waist, and her lips curl upward. “Of course you are.”

      A look in the tavern mistress’s eye, a sparkle, makes my heart thrum in a wild tempo. I’ve already overstayed, and every moment longer risks the discovery of my absence. But I can’t help but want one more sliver of time in her presence. “I’ll be back next week with more fish.”

      Moira sucks her lower lip, furrowing her brow into deep lines of indecision. Before she can either agree or deny, I turn on my heel and stride through the rowdy taproom. It’s hard not to look back. Every fiber of my being wants to take in how the flickering lamps highlight her short coppery hair. My hand rests on the cool brass knob of the door, and I push the door open into the welcoming salty breeze.

      Two broad selkie men in dark sealskin cloaks stand just outside. The tavern glow briefly outlines their stern faces and the silvery glint of their hooked spears. Both wear the crest of the Coldsea pod high guard tattooed on their bare chests. My breath snags, constricting my throat. It’s too late.

      “An Tighearna Enya, your father is expecting you.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Chapter Five

      

      

      My father’s dark eyebrows nearly conceal the burn of his stygian eyes. He hasn’t uttered a word as he paces restlessly before me, his long robes swishing against the marble floor of his audience chamber. Father’s anger builds until it presses down on my chest like a fist.

      Finally, he dismisses the guards with a flick of his hand and settles into the polished gray throne on the dais above me. The silence between us is even worse than his rage. I’d rather he yell, letting his fury rain down on me until it’s spent.

      “Explain.” The singular quiet word echoes in the shadowy high-arched ceiling.

      Still in my stolen human clothing, I raise my eyes to his. Water from my bedraggled hair drips down my back to plink in a steady, soft rhythm on the floor. This is hardly fair. The guards didn’t even let me prepare for this audience, just thrust me from the sea to the royal chamber. I run my thumb along my sealskin knotted at my hip. At least father hasn’t demanded it—yet.

      “The woman released me from her fishing net. I was repaying her kindness by bringing her food.” I shift my weight on my aching knees.

      “And how did you find yourself in her net?” he snarls.

      Dammit. I won’t incriminate Dara and Ruairí. “An accident. I was collecting herbs near the cove.”

      The lie hangs between us, thick and bitter in the air. Father breaks his gaze from me with a sigh that sounds surprisingly weary. He rakes a hand through his short, wavy black hair. “No matter what I do, you always find yourself in places you shouldn’t be. As the Aver, you are the future of our people, Enya. It’s your duty to bear children with Ruairí and unite the pods. You know the tradition, and with the Averlyss gone, following the old ways is more important than ever. The people need a strong Rí, and we negotiated for years before finding Ruairí.”

      I suppress a groan. He’s repeated this speech so many times that it’s a wonder he hasn’t carved it into the stone of this chamber. No one’s ever given a thought to whether robbing me of choice was a just action. Pressing my teeth to my lip, I hold back my dissent.

      “The infighting among the selkie has gone on far too long, and humans stealing our women has thinned our bloodlines. Without the magic of the Averlyss pendant, our people fade more with each coming season. I can’t hold off the cecaelia forever, and with the rising threat of another war with them, you need to cease your frivolous cavorting outside our territory. I already lost your mother. I won’t lose you.”

      I flinch. “No one knows where the Averlyss is. I wish they’d accept that and leave us be. The cecaelia can’t leave the sea—and I swim faster than any of them could anyway.” My face heats, and I tug my dripping hair over it to hide my discomfort.

      Father frowns. “Outside the walls, you should’ve had a guard with you. What if a human had stolen your skin?”

      “Moira would never do that!” I blurt.

      “Moira?”

      I’ve never heard his voice go so deadly soft. White-knuckled, Father grips the arms of his throne. A tempest gathers in his black eyes. The only thing that keeps me from fleeing is my numb legs from kneeling this long. I wish Ruairí were here. He’s always been able to calm my father with humor and kind words. I swallow hard. “She’s the tavern mistress in Codshead.”

      “Aye, I’m well aware of who she is.” 

      I blink. How? He never goes above. A torrent of questions floods from my mouth, but he quickly silences me with a slash of one beringed hand. Father doesn’t look at me as he shakes. Is he that furious?

      On quivering legs, I stand. “I owed her a debt.”

      “Stay away from her. We owe her nothing!” His eyes ignite in fury before the blank mask of rulership slams back over his features. “As the Aver, you need to be better than this. Our people need you to be better than this.”

      “How can I be the Aver when we lost the Averlyss pendant?” Father is the only one who still uses the title, probably because he’s the Rí, but without the artifact, the title means nothing. I’ll never possess the ability to call sea creatures to our aid, grow plants, or control the tides like my mother did. “The tradition of passing the magic from mother to eldest daughter broke with Mom’s murder. For all we know, the cecaelia have it.”

      “They don’t. All my negotiations for peace with them have failed because they demand the artifact.” He paces, again raking a hand through his already-wild hair. “It’s too much of a risk for you to leave our city, let alone walk on shore. I couldn’t bear to have you end up like your mother when her guard failed to protect her. Do you know what would happen to the pact between the pods if we lost you?”

      A dead weight fills me. “Ruairí would marry my sister, and she’d unite the pods.”

      Father sighs. “Dara is too fragile. Besides, you’re the eldest.”

      The eldest. The phrase grates against my skin like the coarsest of sand. I don’t want to be in this conversation anymore, feeling the crushing weight of Father’s expectations and disappointment. It’s like every soft thing in him died the moment my mother did. “Does she remind you too much of Mother?”

      At his fallen expression, I want to reel the words back. People have whispered for years that Dara is the spitting image of our mother, delicate and sweet. 

      Pain ripples across his features. “They stole Caoimhe’s life from our family far too soon. We should have had centuries together. Instead, we had barely a decade. I’ve done the best I can to raise you girls alone. Stay away from the shore, Enya. Stay with our people. We don’t need outsiders clouding our pod.”

      I frown. After the last cecaelia attack, many of the nonselkies left our city. I’ve always assumed the various shifters and mermaids no longer felt safe without the cave’s protection. Ruairí’s pod hosts a variety of seafolk within its boundaries. How have I never noticed the disparity? I part my lips to spill these questions, but Father stands.

      “Ruairí will return shortly. His family agreed with me to move your marriage to the end of this month. I suggest you take this time to prepare yourself instead of sneaking off to the human town.” Stiff-backed, he turns and leaves through the side door.

      I gape. Three weeks. I thought I had months left. My teeth cut a worried path into the inside of my lip, and sharp, coppery blood fills my mouth. It’s not enough time. It was never going to be enough time. I push past the heavy doors of the great hall. Anger rips through me, and hot tears burn my eyes. I don’t want to bear the next royal line or marry a man. As much as I love Ruairí as a dear friend, the thought of intimate touches from him turns my stomach. I thought I could endure it, but now that genuine passion has caressed my soul, I can never go back to simply existing.

      The stoic guards pierce me with their steely dark eyes as I rush by. I’m not returning to my room, though, or staying here.

      Questions buzz around my head like a school of nibbling fish. Father knows Moira. She knew I’m not human. He never goes above, so what could their connection possibly be?

      He’d never suspect I’d leave again so soon. If I only have one night of freedom left, I know who I want to spend it with. As a wild thought flies through my mind, I stumble. I could gift my skin to Moira. Sure, I’ll lose my immortality, but I wouldn’t have to marry and have children, and that’d free Ruairí and Dara to be together as they should be. My sister would make the better leader anyway. Everyone adores her. I’m much better at behind-the-scenes labor. Gritting my teeth, I make my way toward Codshead.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Chapter Six

      

      

      Rain continues to hammer around me, and I trip again over the uneven rivets in the muddy street. The tavern is dark now, without a single gas lamp to light its smoky, glass-paned windows. Reaching the doorway, I pause. Should I knock? Just enter? Run up to her room and sweep my sealskin from my waist to fling it over her bed?

      I picture the spotted fur slapping wetly against her dry, clean bed and scrunch my nose. Perhaps something a little suaver. I could serenade her from here. She’d open her window and gaze down at me in adoration. Wouldn’t she? Ridiculous. My song could never match the transcendence of her voice. Quivering anxiously, I raise my hand to knock.

      “Enya?”

      I spin in place. Moira stands poised behind me, a basket under one arm and an oilskin cloak covering her form in billowing darkness. Her narrow lips purse tightly, but a glint of curiosity shines in her expression. Clenching my fists, I step forward and smile at her. The transformation of her stern features is an instantaneous wonder. Moira grins. It lights her hazel eyes until they sparkle in a way that mesmerizes my soul.

      “You’re soaked. Come in, and I’ll get a fire started.” She sweeps past me, unlocks the door, and ushers me inside.

      I only hesitate a moment at the threshold, drowning in the feeling that this next step will irrevocably change my life. She glances back, extending her hand to me. Our palms glide together, hers calloused and warm against my cool, smooth skin. Moira’s fingers twine with mine, and I swallow my next breath.

      My feet cross the doorway, and her hand slips from mine. In mere moments, a cheery blaze burns in the oversize hearth. I move toward the blessed heat, the puddle at my feet sloshing with each step.

      “Och. Let me find you something dry to wear.” Moira lays the basket and cloak near the hearth then disappears up the steps at the back of the tavern. 

      What am I doing here? I shuffle awkwardly in the new puddle my wet clothing creates. Did I expect her to kiss me? From upstairs, soft thuds catch my attention, and anxiety squeezes my throat. What if she doesn’t really like me? Panicked, I strip off my sealskin and leave it draped over the chair. If she truly knows I’m not human, she’ll know exactly what it is. If she keeps it, I’ll have my answer as sure as if she gives my skin back.

      I can’t watch. Wheezing, I charge for the door and back into the storm. My too-large boots trip me up again, miring me in the churned-up earth. One pulls free of my foot with a sodden plop. Rain blurs my vision, making the dark street swim before my eyes as breath pounds from my lungs. What was I thinking? My fate was sealed before I was born. I shouldn’t be here—she’s likely not even interested in me the same way. Why would she be? I’ll just come back tomorrow and collect my skin.

      A firm hand closes over my upper arm, spinning me in place. Moira raises her other hand, my sealskin clenched between her fingers. “You know you can’t leave this in my tavern. It’s dangerous.” Rain plasters her hair in spikes over her furrowed brow. Her eyes search me. 

      I drag in a breath to bolster my courage and cover her hand with mine. “I left it for you.”

      Moira presses the dark, sleek fur to my chest. “I won’t.”

      Pain slices through me. I’m an idiot. Of course she doesn’t feel the same. 

      She slides her hand from my arm to tip up my chin. Her warm lips cover my chilly ones, but they’re gone before I fully realize she’s kissed me. 

      She kissed me! Does this mean she wants me to stay? I lean into Moira’s welcoming embrace, and the tiniest of whimpers leaves me. 

      “I won’t take your skin and trap you into being with me. You’re here by your own free will or not at all,” she murmurs against my cheek.

      Relief floods me. Of course—she’s not like my father. She’d never force me to be with her. “I’m expected to marry a man and bear children I’ve never wanted. I’m trapped either way. I’d rather it be by a beautiful woman. And my choice.”

      Moira’s fingers tighten against my ribs. “I don’t need you to carve out a piece of yourself to be with me.” 

      The crisp scent of her inundates my senses. “Let’s go inside.”

      She scoops me into her arms and doesn’t set me down until her booted feet sound on the rough wooden planks of the tavern. Her hands linger, pressing against my soaked shirt as my toes touch the floor. One trembling breath enters my lungs followed by another. The heat of her palm burns at the small of my back. Moira’s enchanting gaze pins me in place as I wait for what feels like an eternity for her to make the first move. 

      As the seconds drag by, marked by the water dripping from my clothes, she only strokes her thumb over my spine. Unable to wait a moment longer, I rise onto my toes, planting my lips against hers. 

      What follows isn’t graceful. It’s a tumble of limbs as she pulls me so tight against her that my breath squeezes from my lungs. We collide against the stone hearth before sliding to the floor. Our teeth clash as she moans, then kisses me deeper, her tongue sweeping against mine in a torrent of passion. 

      Every thought tears from me at her taste, the feel of her skin, the way she holds me like she’s been waiting her entire life for this moment. I drag my fingers through her short, silky hair, tugging her head back to taste the salt of her neck, then nuzzle her rough woven shirt to the side and glide my tongue along the pronounced line of her collarbone. So beautiful. Too perfect. I nip at a tiny dark birthmark on her otherwise-flawless skin then roll on the floor to tug her on top of me.

      There’s a glimmer of gold in her eyes as the flames crackle and dance in the hearth. She pushes me down with a questioning look as her hands settle on the fastening of my pants. Wordlessly, I nod. I’ve been resigned that my first intimate moment would be with Ruairí, but he’s never so much as kissed me. As the heated air sweeps over my exposed stomach, Moira leans in, running her warm lips over my soft skin. A sigh floats through the air so inaudibly that I think it’s imagined, but then she’s tugging the clinging fabric down my legs and parting my shirt until my nipples pucker at the drag of wet fabric. Suddenly, I’m too exposed.

      “Your skin is still so cold from the storm,” she murmurs, and I melt under Moira’s heated gaze. “I’ll warm you.”

      Though I tremble at the light touch of her mouth, it’s not from the cold, as passion’s fire flares through every part of me. My blood roars in my ears, and my heart pounds so loudly that I swear she must hear it. Moira moves lower, worshiping my hips with her hands and her lips. She pushes my thighs wider before dipping her tongue into my soaked cleft. Pleasure buzzes along my skin followed by a moan of appreciation as she delves deeper, circling my clit with her agile tongue.

      I close my hands over her shoulders. She’s bare, her skin pliant under my grasping fingers. Somehow, between the last moment and the next, she shed her clothing to press her glorious body to mine. I want to see her—need to—but the sensations rocking through me have me clenching my eyes closed. The feeling is too much and not enough all wrapped in the same enchanting moment. 

      She slides her hands under my bottom, lifting me higher, and her groans vibrate against my skin. A shudder of bliss rolls along my body. This. This is what I wanted, the feel of a love consuming me, her soft breasts pressing against my thighs while pleasure soars through my veins. A song fills my heart, one of a secret desire fulfilled. Our fingers entwine over my hips as I grind against her face, seeking more pleasure than I’ve ever felt in my sheltered life. Alive. For the first time, I feel like my life is my own.

      I drag Moira back up to my mouth, tasting myself on her lips, which are slick with my lust for her. Our bodies undulate against each other. Her thigh slides between my legs, giving my swollen flesh something to grind on. Our eyes meet as my body winds tighter. Moira watches me, a bit of satisfied wonder in her expression before she dips her hand between us, stroking and teasing until I’m mindless with the crescendo of rapture. The sensation crashes around me, leaving the room spinning and me dizzy. My breath rushes out, and her lips are there to capture my every cry as she greedily gulps down each high-pitched sigh. 

      “Easy—I have you,” she breathes against my neck. Moira leans back against the stone hearth, pulling me into her arms.

      Limp, I comply. Nothing has felt quite like that. My body throbs in time with my heart as she drags my now-warm, dry pelt over us. She feathers her fingers through my long hair, hypnotically tracing the waves. 

      Turning my head, I press my lips to the swell of her breast. I want to taste her the way she tasted me, to bury all my senses in her body and explore every dip and bend until I’m drunk on her flesh. 

      I kiss upward, dragging my tongue along her firm nipple and delighting in Moira’s soft moans. Her scent has me breathing deeper, until all I have in my lungs is the delectable tang of her musk and mine intertwined. A dark line decorates her freckled skin, swirling into a circular convergence of seven waves. The tattooed design is familiar. Blue lines form an image over her heart that I know all too well—the crest of the Coldsea pod elite guards.

      “You’re one of my father’s guards?” I jerk away from her, tugging my sealskin around my naked body.

      “Your father?” Her thick eyebrows rise. “Goddess, preserve me. Don’t tell me you’re An Rí Cathal’s daughter.”

      I squint as I knot my sealskin over one shoulder to form a dress. My father yet again found a way to ruin the one good thing in my life. What if she’s been reporting back to him? It’d explain how he always knew I was gone. Anger bubbles through me. “Would it matter?”

      An agonized groan parts Moira’s lips. “I must be cursed. All the damn selkies in the sea, and you’re the one who falls into my lap.”

      “I didn’t fall into your anything!” Spluttering, I stand. “Dammit, I should’ve known my father would have spies in the village. I suppose you’ll be creeping off now to inform him again where his reckless daughter is.”

      Moira stands beside me, pulling on her shirt with quick jerky movements. “You have to go back.”

      Tears, saltier than the sea has ever been, burn against my lashes. “So much for all that talk about free will.” 

      “You don’t understand. That was before I knew who you were!” She throws up her hands, and I try to ignore the tempting sharp curve of her naked hip. Was she lying to me? She had to have known.

      “Are you a spy?” I ask.

      “If I said yes, would you return to the sea?”

      I stare at her, fury robbing me of any useful comeback. How could something that felt so right in the moment go this wrong?

      She sighs. “Wait here. I have something to give you. Then you’re going back to your people.”

      With that, Moira leaves the room and ascends the creaky stairs. Tears stream down my cheeks. I gave myself to her. I was willing to give her my everything, and she threw it back in my face. It doesn’t matter. My life was never mine to give away anyway.

      Blindly, I run for the door. 

      My bare feet slap against the muddy road as I head toward the docks. Soon, the cool comfort of the ocean closes over my body, and I exchange my human form for a seal. It still hurts. Everything about my first romantic encounter feels sharp and cutting. Scrunching my eyes closed, I swim faster. Maybe I can make it home before word gets out that I was in the village again. Maybe Father will believe me over his spy.

      Something brushes my side then snags around my tail, dragging me backward. I twist, and suckers grip my skin, pain racing along my flesh in a tugging throb. 

      The cecaelia’s sharp teeth pull into a gruesome smile, and fear flows off me in a reeking cloud. “Look what we have here—An Rí Cathal’s eldest scamp.”

      The black slices of her pupils expand in glee. Slick tentacles wrap up my body, pinning my back flippers tight even as I try to squirm out of her grip. That she knows who I am at a glance sends a dart of terror through my chest.

      Another inky tentacle wraps around my torso as she draws a wickedly sharp curved blade. Her pale skin glows in the dark waters, bathing the area in a sickly green. Along her sides, gills ripple, pulsing with her excitement. My stomach flips with dismay as her suckers tear at my skin. There’s only one way out.

      In desperation, I slip from my pelt. Chill water hits my naked human body, forcing an involuntary gasp from my lips. Slashing downward with her knife, the cecaelia cuts a bloody line on my forearm. The water darkens with my life essence as I struggle away from her ever-tightening hold. I’m much smaller as a human. Without my body to fill it, my sealskin drifts limply. I snatch it away, darting upward. The skin glides over my body again, and a dumbfounded expression crosses the creature’s face as I shift to my seal form.

      Tentacles spin together as she swims after me in a burst of speed, but it’s not fast enough. Freed from her grasp, I soar through the water toward the Kelpsea gate. She’d be a fool to follow me into the city. 

      Salt burns in my wound as blood blooms behind me. I’m going to attract every damn predator for leagues, if not with the enticing scent of blood then with the reek of fear.

      “Stop her! It’s the Rí’s daughter!” the cecaelia roars.

      A tentacle slaps against my face. With no time to veer, I ram into the broad, muscled chest of a cecaelia. I slam my forehead to his, sending the man reeling before pushing past. Not good—that trick with my skin isn’t likely to work twice if they grapple me.

      His suckered appendages graze my sleek body before falling away. With burning lungs, I put on another burst of speed. Sweet Goddess of the deep! Who knows how many there are between here and the safety past the gate. The Coldsea guards patrol this area—when did the cecaelia get bold enough to venture into it? 

      I twist again, avoiding the grasping claws of the cecaelia man. Black spots dance before my eyes. I need air. Changing forms this deep in the water was a dangerous stunt. A ripple of my body sends me beyond the grasping talons. The faint lines of the stone gate emerge from the gloom surrounding it. Bioluminescent blooms mark where the open sea ends and our territory begins. Safety. My flippers ache with the strain. Just a little farther.

      “Darkness below! Get her before she crosses over!” the woman shrieks.

      Grimacing, I squeeze my eyes shut and put everything into propelling forward. Movement behind the gate, then a glint of silvery spears shine as guards advance into the open sea. I’m not sure whether to be aggravated or relieved. I was hoping to slip back home unnoticed, but I need to be alive to do that.

      “An Tighearna Enya, get behind us.” The guard motions, and four enormous bull seals swim past me, the strong drag of the water behind them tossing me to the side. 

      As I pass under the stone gate and feel the protective magic of our lands tickle over my body, I turn to watch the ensuing scuffle. It doesn’t last long. Black ink jets out of the woman cecaelia, clouding the water. Outnumbered, the man flees.

      Before I need to answer any awkward questions, I continue to the bubble protecting our city, removing my skin as I pass through and taking a much-needed breath. That was far too close. I’m certain if that spy Moira doesn’t get word to my father first, he’ll hear it from the gate guards. I lean against a nearby building, willing the panicked beat of my heart to slow.

      “Enya?” Ruairí’s inquisitive voice comes from behind me, followed by his warm hand lightly resting on my back. He swears softly. “You’re bleeding.”

      “I’m fine.” The world tilts. I close my eyes against it, willing myself to stay upright.

      Ruairí sighs. “Always so damn stubborn.”

      Arms close around me, lifting me. I’m too weak to fight it as darkness robs my thoughts.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Chapter Seven

      

      

      A song wraps me in warmth. Like the softest kiss from a lover, it tempts me to wake, promising to serenade me with soulful caresses. I burrow deeper into thick blankets. Awake is the last thing I want to be. All that waits for me is my father’s wrath and a union I’ve never desired. Still, it sings of bodies coming together, soft breasts colliding, thighs intertwined, fingers stroking through my hair—Moira’s transcendent hazel eyes…

      “Enya!” My sister gasps, a damp towel poised in her hand above my forehead. “Oh, you’re awake. It’s been three days. There was poison in your cut.”

      I look beyond her to see Ruairí’s dark countenance. Sliding my eyes closed, I groan. “Father?”

      “Furious,” Ruairí says. “Enya, what could possibly be important enough to keep you returning to that village?”

      “So Moira told him?” It was inevitable. I blink up at my betrothed.

      “Who?” He stoops beside my bed, nudging Dara gently to the side. “No, he thinks you went outside Coldsea pod territory again. You just confirmed Codshead is where you were.”

      Dammit. I fling off the covers. The song from my dreams still tugs mercilessly at me, beckoning me toward shore. It doesn’t make any sense. Why can I still hear this song from my dreams after waking? Shaking my head, I cover my ears, but there’s no relief. The sound rings beautifully through the air to wrap around my soul.

      Come to me.

      “Are you listening?” Ruairí tries to block me as I stand, but I easily skirt around him.

      “Enya, where are you going?” Dara’s voice rises.

      Where am I going? That song… I need to find its singer. “Back to my room.”

      “You’re in your room!” Dara’s small hand closes around my forearm.

      Am I? I blink as I look over the pale-gray walls and abalone-encrusted furniture. It seems vaguely familiar but not like home. Bells sound melodiously through the air, insistently demanding I follow.

      “Another room,” I murmur. A sensation like floating moves me toward the door.

      “You’re not making any sense.” Ruairí tries to impede my path again, but he’s slow. Even his speech sounds strange.

      “Maybe it’s the poison. How is she moving so fast?” Dara takes a step toward me that lasts an eternity.

      I blink. The Kelpsea gate flies past me. My sealskin slides over my human form, protecting me from the chill water. Another blink, and I’m darting through the sea. Before me, like an iridescent ribbon, the song brims into an enchanting symphony. I lean into its grasp, closing my eyes. I’ve never heard something so magnificent in my life. It lifts me until the sea wind caresses my cheeks. I step out of my skin and onto the jetty of rocks jutting into the waves. Foam breaks around me, frothing in lacy white. In a dreamlike state, I knot my pelt over my shoulder.

      A woman turns—she’s the singer. Her eyes flash predator gold in the night. The song ends with soul-wrenching abruptness.

      I blink as the magic falls away. Fury surges in a wave. “Moira! You enchanted me? What are you to control such magic?” Was everything between us a skillful deception of musical sorcery? She could’ve enchanted me into being with her from the first day I heard her sing on the boat. I pull myself up to my full height, which is still woefully shorter than hers. “How dare you summon me back? Was everything you said about free will a lie?”

      “You ran before I could explain. I’m sorry. It’s an emergency, and magic was the only way to find you. I need to give you this.” She sways a step closer. 

      A sharp, involuntary wheeze invades my lungs. With that pleading look in her eyes, it’s hard to stay mad at her. An ache burns in my soul to twine with her again—limbs tangled until it’s impossible to tell our bodies apart. Even the moonlight enjoys caressing her coppery hair, glazing it to a burnished gold. Moira’s long-toed bare feet grip the rough stone. Her dark-oiled cloak flutters in the wind like huge wings as she moves closer. 

      “Explain what? I saw your tattoo.” I glance at the blue lines revealed by her open-collared shirt, but the pendant at her throat steals my breath. I could never forget that large oval stone, emerald green cut with a swirl of the deepest violet—my mother’s pendant. “How do you have the Averlyss?”

      Moira’s hand flies to the silver chain suspending the stone. There’s no way she could deny it. My mother always wore that artifact up to the day she died. “The stone came to life again after we… I’m not your father’s spy.”

      Narrow-eyed, I take a step back. “You sang me here. You’re not a mermaid—the touch of water would have made you shift.”

      Still clutching the pendant, she shakes her head. “I’m a siren.”

      “They’re extinct.” Sirens were dangerous creatures that once survived by feeding on the souls of others through song. Please, let her be making a joke.

      She gestures in a comedic little bow. “No, just rare.”

      I’m not amused. Cold grips my stomach. A siren. Did she manipulate my emotions with her magic? “The Averlyss belongs to my family.”

      “I know. I tried to give it to you, but you left before I could. It’s why I called you here when I realized who you are. It’s been in my care for years, gray and lifeless,” Moira says with a sad smile as she unclasps the silver chain. “An Rí Cathal inducted me into the Coldsea pod elite guard when I was eighteen. I was so proud he chose me, once an outsider, now the youngest to be included in the top echelon of warriors. The Rí assigned me to guard your mother the night the attack happened. I’ve replayed that tragedy in my head for years, but nothing could ever bring my Bhanríon back from her fate.” She fiddles with the chain, moving it from one palm to the other, making it pool like liquid silver. “Here. Take the Averlyss and go—quickly. Before its magic attracts attention.”

      Uncertainty washes over me, and I take another step back. “You knew my mother?”

      Moira nods. “It was a bleak night fraught with chaos and death. We got separated from the main entourage, and the cecaelia forced my Bhanríon and me to retreat into the lower tunnels. An Bhanríon Caoimhe wouldn’t leave without knowing her family was safe, but she couldn’t risk the Averlyss falling into the hands of our enemies. I fought off the hordes, but when their leader showed up, your mother thrust the Averlyss into my hands and begged me to run. She knew she wasn’t getting out alive.”

      “She gave the artifact to you?” I narrow my eyes. “Why haven’t you returned it before now?”

      Moira’s sigh of frustration lows with mourning, reminding me of my father when he recalls that night. “I tried. Your mother specified it must pass to one of her daughters. The Rí was in a black rage after the loss of his wife. When I tried to approach, the blame for her murder landed on me. He declared me an exile before I could speak a word and proclaimed if I ever set foot in the sea again, he would hunt me down and shred me to pieces.” She blinks. “He struck my name from the mouths of the selkie people, and his guards thwarted every effort I made at contact. I finally gave up, leaving it to the Goddess to determine the time I’d return the Averlyss to its proper owner.” Moira pauses, her cheeks pinking as her eyes slide away from mine. “The stone awoke after we, um, connected a few days ago, and here you are.”

      With a pleading gesture, Moira reaches for my hand, but I don’t take hers. “Why didn’t my mother protect our pod with the magic of the stone?”

      “She tried. The magic of the Averlyss isn’t infinite. Please. You have to take this and go. It’s not safe for you.”

      “But you said your father left you the tavern. He was human.”

      “So many questions.” She frowns. “All sirens are women. Reproducing with another species is the only way we can conceive. Take the pendant and go, Mo chroí.”

      My heart. Our legends speak of two souls who share one heart, bound together by fate as mates. “Moira, we can’t be that. Even if we were, it wouldn’t matter. I’m betrothed.”

      A bitter laugh leaves her. “Of course you are. It doesn’t matter, as I can’t step foot in the sea again because of the Rí’s rage. Again, you need to go. It’s not safe here.”

      “Come with me. I’ll explain everything to my father and ask for a pardon.”

      “I was responsible for the safety of his wife, and I failed. Every moment you delay puts you in more danger. I couldn’t bear it if you got hurt.”

      “Wait.” Could it be? “You felt it, too, didn’t you? That’s why you called me that. Our souls are tied.” The truth spins away from me for a moment, leaving me breathless.

      My eyes lock with Moira’s as hers bulge. Slick, pale tentacles wrap around the siren’s torso and neck. Horror fills me as they draw tight against her skin, latching on. She takes a hasty breath, terror blanketing her features.

      The tug comes before I can lunge forward to grab her. Flailing, she tosses the Averlyss to me then tumbles backward off the jetty. I catch the Averlyss, the sharp edges of the pendant biting into my palm. The stone heats, glowing softly as soon as it touches my skin. Blue-tinged faces appear above the lapping waves, surrounded in a tangle of undulating black tentacles—the cecaelia. 

      “Get the whelp! She has the artifact!” the creature screeches.

      I rush to solid land. Without a way to shift, they are far too clumsy outside water. A cyan-skinned cecaelia man hisses at me as the group of them drags Moira down. “We have your mate. Best come to us before she runs out of breath.”

      A woman gnashes her sharp teeth before diving once again. Uncertainty freezes me in place. I’m not a match for multiple cecaelia—they’ll rip me apart before I even have a chance to free Moira. My heart pounds. She’ll die if I don’t at least try.

      I finger the warm stone. It’s been years, but I’ve seen my mother use its magic. She said it was powered by focused will. I’m not sure what that means. I try to feel the magic of the Averlyss, to command it, but the power slips through my fingers like water. Dara was always better at this. My knuckles whiten as I grip the stone so hard it digs into my palm. I’m going to have to see what I can do on the fly. Moira needs me.

      Taking in a lungful of night air, I run to the sea, then I dive into the black waters. One yank, and my skin surrounds me, changing my form, and in a twist of flippers, I dart after them. The stone lies heated under my sealskin, throbbing in time with my heart. Ahead, the consortium of cecaelia speeds away. The twirling white of their underbelly barely shows against the darkness of the sea. A faint oily smell shed by their rubbery skin drifts though the water, leaving a trail a pup could follow.

      Absolute panic grips me. How long can a siren hold her breath? Can Moira breathe underwater, let alone sing? The cecaelia enter the rocky passage on the outskirts leading to the old caves. That was my home a lifetime ago. Reluctantly, I slow down. I can’t just blithely wander into their territory. I should have taken one damn defense lesson instead of relying on the ever-present guards. Throughout my whole posh life, I’ve been learning diplomacy and how to care for heirs I’ve never desired to have. I don’t know how to fight.

      The Averlyss suddenly grows hotter as something brushes against me. I swim back against the rock wall, twisting to see the light-spotted pelt of my younger sister. Her luminous brown eyes lock on mine then look toward the surface of the water high above us.

      On swift flippers, we glide upward, removing our skins to speak as soon as our heads crest the rippling waves.

      “You have it!” she exclaims with a squeal, spinning me toward her. “I could feel the pulse of it from my room.”

      “They took Moira. I have to get her back.”

      My sister’s face clouds with confusion. “Who? It’s dangerous out here. We need to get back before father realizes we’re both gone and sends out his guards.”

      “I can’t leave her with those beasts.” Brushing my sister’s hands aside, I reach for my sealskin.

      Dara grasps my arm. “Leave who?”

      We have your mate.

      Is that what Moira and I looked like? Are we heartmates? If we are, it would explain everything. She wasn’t taking my will from me with her song—her soul was calling out, and mine was answering.

      “Enya! Leave who?” Dara’s eyes dart frantically from the Averlyss to my face.

      “Mo chroí. Moira is my heartmate.” Despair settles into my chest so heavily that it will drag me to the depths. We had a few scant moments together, and my last words to Moira brimmed with distrust.

      Dara bites her lower lip then nods. “We’ll need a plan. Use the stone to call for help, and we’ll go get her together.”

      “How?” The stone throbs and warms my hand like a beating heart, a living thing. Dara cups her hands around it. Pale, swirling violet and green light the soft curves of her face.

      “Mom used to let me use it to call the fish, but we’re going to need something bigger than that. Let me scan the area and see what’s nearby.” Dara’s eyes close, and her brow furrows. “Hmm, there’s a really large octopus, but I’m not sure he’ll be easy to control against his cousins. A fever of rays, a few sharks. A water dragon—damn, she’s quite far away. Oh!” Dara’s eyes fly open.

      “Oh?”

      “That notorious huge pod of orcas from the far north is swimming through this area. I’ll contact them.” 

      “The orcas?” A shiver flutters down my spine. “Are you sure that’s a good idea?”

      “Put your hands on mine and focus. We’ll do this together.”

      With some trepidation and more than a little doubt, I cup my hands around Dara’s, and images of the large black-and-white apex predators form in my mind. While the great whales will devour seals, they typically have a truce with the selkie people—one as thin as wind and just as twisting. I’ve never trusted them.

      Dara closes her eyes. Her plump fingers gently cage the pendant at the end of the long chain. Her coral-colored lips move in a silent prayer. She was so young when Mom died. It’s a wonder that she even remembers anything. The pendant beats faster in our hands, and in the distance, the eerie shriek and click of giant creatures sounds across the restless waves.

      Tearing my gaze away from the deep concentration lines of Dara’s face, I strain to look across the darkened sea. Humps of midnight striped in white dip in and out of the water. Dara is insane—this’ll never work. We’re summoning a foe to attack an enemy. My sister’s hands clench tighter around mine as I try to jerk away, and her eyes fly open.

      Emerald and violet dance together in her brown orbs. “Focus with me, or that pod will crush us.” When she speaks again, her voice is lower, becoming an unearthly hum. “We are queens of this realm, stronger than any Rí or Banríon. The Goddess of the deep blessed our blood long ago. Mother to daughter, the line must not be broken. Sister to sister, we stand united.”

      Confidence that I’ve never noticed before surrounds Dara. She isn’t childlike now. Another shriek sounds closer, jarring my gaze away from her strange eyes to the closing pod. Five, six—no, seven dorsal fins split the water, cutting toward us like doom itself. Dara squeezes my hands, and the pain snaps me out of the haze of fear. The stone heats until I swear the seas will boil. Around us, the water smooths, showing our glassy reflections on its surface. I’m startled to see my eyes are glowing the same amethyst as Dara’s. Tears prick my vision. She looks so much like our mother right now.

      Calm sweeps over me. I can almost hear my mother’s soothing voice and the lullaby she sang to me as a child.

      Daughters of great An Bhanríon Caoimhe, I am Graff, leader of the Madadh-cuain, here to heed your call.

      Low, gravelly voices ripple through my mind. It must be the Averlyss. A knot lodges in my throat, and I swallow it down. Around us, in a perfect circle, bob seven heads, sharp teeth gleaming in the moonlight. The gigantic bull orca before us nods then waits. Dara clears her throat, elbowing my ribs when that signal isn’t enough.

      It takes me a few breaths to muster my courage. “Great Madadh-cuain, thank you for heeding our call. Our enemies, the cecaelia, have encroached on our territory once again and stolen one of ours.”

      The siren was cast out, Graff rumbles.

      “I claim her under my protection.” My words spill out with unexpected ferocity.

      Hums and soft clicks bounce along the water’s surface as the Madadh-cuain mutter among themselves. This is taking too long. Even now, Moira could fall into the endless sleep as her breath fails. My fists tighten, my short nails digging into my palms, but I wait.

      A smaller cow next to Graff pushes against his side, whistling and clicking until he nods. The pod leader turns his head, studying me with a piercing blue eye. Aite reminds me we owe a debt to An Bhanríon Caoimhe for healing our daughter many years ago. We repay that debt with your request.

      “The truce will stand?” I ask, remembering tales of vicious battles between Madadh-cuain and the selkie. The last thing our people need is another enemy.

      Shrill squeals and clicks fill the air. I cover my ears to dampen the needling sound. Dark eddies and foamy crests form in the water around us as some orcas thrash in displeasure. Graff silences it all with a sharp slap of his flipper to the sea. The truce will stand, daughter of An Bhanríon Caoimhe. However, to keep the peace, you will owe us a debt.

      Dara’s fingers dig into my arm. Vehemently, she shakes her head, but I continue. “Name your price.”

      One of your blood will spend five full turns with our pod. His blue eye pierces me unflinchingly.

      I level a suspicious glare at the whale. “As a hostage?” 

      As a foster, to learn our ways and promote a good-faith truce between our people.

      Resolve sweeps through me. Tutors trained me all my life to be a mediator, a ruler. I’ll never be free to pursue my dreams of exploring the world. It was foolish to think I ever would be. This is simply trading one prison for another.

      Dara pushes forward. “I’ll go. You’re the next Banríon.”

      I tug her back. “If you free the siren, Moira, I will join your pod for five turns. If she dies, our deal is null.” Five years isn’t that long of my life to promise away. It might even delay my marriage obligation.

      His mate nudges him again, speaking in soft clicks and whirls. Her brown eye flicks to me then back to him. The pregnant pause sends trepidation through me, and I wish I could hear their thoughts through the Averlyss again.

      Agreed. But know that any attempts by you to return to your people or aggressive tactics from the Rí will nullify our deal.

      I gnaw my lip. My father will consider this more than simple insubordination. It’s possible he’ll exile me as a traitor to my people. I glance at Dara. I can’t let her take my place. “If she lives,” I insist.

      Graff bobs his noble head, and the waves slap against the white of his skin. I promise to do our best to retrieve your mate. We go now, before the sea steals her breath.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Chapter Eight

      

      

      The turns in the rock canyons are darker than I remember from childhood. The cecaelia scraped off the luminescent moss that used to outline the various passages, leaving only the faintest lines. I’m not sure how the orcas expect to fit within the twisting tunnels where the cecaelia make their lair. They’re far too large. 

      A bull slams into the closest wall, causing an avalanche. Screams come from within, and I’m suddenly aware of how they plan to do this—one rock at a time.

      I shove Dara with a headbutt to her ribs as a chunk plummets past us. Her liquid eyes roll as she tucks her light-speckled body under mine reflexively. These tactics are as likely to kill Moira as to rescue her. 

      In a burst of speed, I chase down the lead bull. My skin spins off to the side, twisting around my hips. The Averlyss bites into my palm as I grasp it. The heat of its magic swarms through my veins.

      Stop.

      The entire pod freezes their forward surge. One pulls up abruptly, narrowly missing the cavern wall. A flick of the large bull’s fin nearly knocks me sideways with the current. A shriek of protest fills the air as a glassy blue eye focuses on me.

      Why do you stop us? Graff’s voice reverberates through my bones, shaking my soul. Power surges through me in answer.

      You’ll kill her. The cold sea numbs my human flesh. Dara circles me in her selkie form, making plaintive chirps. I can’t stay human in this deep water for long. The pressure will crush me.

      We free her, he rumbles.

      Below, cecaelia pour out of the tunnels. The orcas roar as they swim forward, catching the tentacled creatures in their great maws. Inky blood fills the water. Dara glues herself to my side. She tugs off her skin and reaches toward me for the Averlyss. 

      What if the tunnels collapse on Moira before I can reach her? Visions of her being pinned within the old city flood my mind. I have to get to her first.

      Dara’s thoughts echo through me as her fingers brush against the stone. I think I can work the artifact.

      Take the Averlyss and do what you can out here. I’m going after Moira. They can’t have gotten too far. There are air pockets in these old caverns. Maybe she still lives.

      I nod, and we both wrap ourselves back in our protective skins. She darts to safety at the top of the cliffs, away from falling rocks and screaming cecaelia, while I examine the caverns along the rough-hewn walls.

      While most of them are pools of darkness, two are lit with an eerie cyan light. When I swim closer, the faintest scent of citrus and lavender fills my senses.

      Moira.

      It’s stronger from the left passage, and without hesitating, I swim forward to my possible doom. A morose thought. Despite my earlier assessment, it looks like the orcas have this under control. They’ve shaken the catacomb of tunnels down, and the cecaelia have swarmed out in mindless droves to defend their territory. One whips past me in a gush of tentacles and angry shrieks, not even giving me a second glance. I need to find Moira before this diversion ends.

      Sharp shells and tiny crustaceans line the rough passage, moving to and fro in the sweeping current. Small blue-shelled crabs scurry down the corridor to a split ahead. 

      I hesitate. The current muddles her scent here. A crab waves to me then another. They move toward the right corridor in a ripple of jointed legs and swiveling eye stalks. There are too many for this to be a coincidence. Is this Dara’s doing? Did she somehow summon them with the Averlyss?

      Another small claw waves in the air, gesturing me forward. I follow, swimming along the faintly glowing corridor until my head breaks the surface of the water. Cool, brackish air fills my nose, and the sour, oily tang of my enemy lingers. A song threads through the air, beautiful in its fury. On a sandy embankment nearby, Moira boldly stands, her lips fully parted. A trio of cecaelia kneels before her, clutching their bleeding ears. Clearly in distress, their supple limbs flail against the sandy earth. She strains against her bonds, a tattered gag still clinging to her throat.

      I plow through the murky water to reach the beach then skirt around the dying cecaelia. They appear to be husk-like now, dried skin crumbling to dust. A shiver tickles up my spine, and my gaze slides away to focus on the slippery reeds that bind Moira’s hands tightly. As I pull futilely at them, a string of curses spills from me. 

      “You came,” she murmurs, her voice ragged.

      “How could I not?” Giving up on trying to work the bonds free, I cast around for a sharp piece of shell or rock to cut them. A swarm of crabs clambers up the shore toward us, their sideways gait rippling over the uneven ground. “Look, I’m sorry. It was just a shock that it was you⁠—”

      “Who failed to guard your mother,” she finishes with a sigh.

      Our eyes meet, and the sorrow in hers threatens to drown me. Pain echoes down the decades, but I shake it off. “You were barely out of childhood yourself. You did what my mother asked and got the Averlyss to me.” I spy a sharp broken shell and pick it up. The jagged edge makes quick work of her bonds.

      A shudder goes through the surrounding stone, raining a hail of silt from above. The sonic booms of the orcas echo down the rocky caverns.

      Moira gasps. “You called the Madadh-cuain?”

      “She did,” a voice snarls from the darkness. “Not that it’ll help.”

      Stepping before me, Moira strips the sodden bonds from her arms. Near a rough arch of stone, thick tentacles slap against the rocky beach, echoing with a dull thump. The largest cecaelia I’ve ever seen ducks as he enters the cavern. His gnarled chest twists in a mass of scars, and the points of a tarnished trident gleam in his meaty fist.

      “Harrod, I should have known you’d be the aggressor.” Moira backs me into the water. “Get out of here, Enya. I’ll hold him off as long as I can.” She stoops, wrestling a glaive from the stiff grip of a nearby corpse.

      He smiles, a twist that’s more grimace than mirth. “Ah, Moira, this scene is so familiar. First with the mother, now with the daughter. You’d think you would’ve learned not to go against me after your first failure.”

      “I’m not leaving without you.” I grasp her shoulder with one hand, the other on my sealskin. We only have to make it back outside. Graff will defend us to secure the agreement.

      Panic chokes me as a thick tentacle whips out, wrapping around Moira’s upper arm. Slashing downward with the glaive, she slices a bloody path through the rubbery hide. More appendages shoot forward in twisting coils, ripping chunks of cloth and flesh from her legs. Moira’s lips tighten, but no cry leaves her lips.

      “You may have escaped with the Averlyss all those years ago, siren, robbing me of my ultimate victory,” Harrod growls, “but I’m pleased to see we get to replay history again.”

      Moira spins the glaive, knocking the tentacles back. I stoop, gathering some fist-sized rocks, and hurl them at the menace. My chest clenches as one clips off his forehead, tearing open a bloody streak.

      Harrod shouts, raising his hand to his head. A vicious song wends through the cavern, wailing with desperation. Shimmering a sickly yellow, a shield encases the cecaelia leader, and he laughs. “Did you think I’d go up against a siren without some protection? You were just a whelp the last time we met, unable to do much with that voice of yours.” He glances at the husks before us. “I suspected you’d be more of a challenge now, but no matter. Give me the Rí’s daughter, and you can continue to live out the shame of your exile.”

      Moira doesn’t answer. With her teeth bared, she charges, swatting away tentacles as if they were annoying vines. The glaive twirls, severing a coiling limb from Harrod’s scarred torso. He sweeps forward, moving deceptively quicker on land than I thought any cecaelia could. His trident stabs forward, narrowly missing Moira as she lunges to the side.

      I throw another stone at him, and his bottomless black eyes fixate on me as he blocks the missile with the haft of his weapon. Suddenly, a swarm of shiny blue crabs covers the beach and scampers up his body, pinching and clambering their way toward Harrod’s face. He swats at the small creatures, his footing becoming unstable.

      A great quake rocks the cavern, raining silt from above in a steady stream. Larger rocks break off, plunking into the water.

      “The Madadh-cuain will bring this place down any moment.” I grasp Moira’s forearm. “We need to go.”

      “Not yet.” She lunges forward with a battle cry, knocking Harrod onto the dark sand. 

      His arm flexes, the muscles standing in stark relief, before he hurls his trident toward me. The world slows as Moira lunges before me, the spiked metal hitting her squarely in the chest.

      “Moira! No!” Pain lances through me like I took the blow as I reach for her. 

      Blood wells from her lips and spills down the front of her white shirt. Her eyes gleam sunlight gold as she braces her glaive on her hip and drives it through his heart.

      Harrod falls to the ground, sputtering and gripping the slippery wooden shaft.

      “That’s for killing my Bhanríon.” With a grunt, she pulls the trident out of her body and plunges it through his abdomen, pinning him to the rocky shore. “And that’s for daring to threaten An Tighearna Enya.”

      “Do you think these puny sticks can kill me?” Harrod pushes himself up to a sitting position, the glaive sliding with a squelching pop through his rubbery hide. “I am the emperor of the cecaelia. I lived a hundred years before you, and I’ll be around a thousand after your bones are dust.”

      Before I can move fast enough to help her, Moira plummets to her knees with a scream. It’s not like any song I’ve ever heard. A baleful tempest whips from her lips—the kind that sweeps kingdoms into eternity. I slap my hands over my ears as the note sears my senses. The yellow shell around Harrod flares to life then sizzles with bright fissures before shattering. Her wounds seal closed, leaving smooth skin under the bloody rents in her tattered shirt.

      Moira’s eyes gleam like a vengeful sun as the sound dwindles. She draws a deep breath in the deafening silence then screams again. His body jerks forward, turning to ash before us even as hers heals. The tales tell of how sirens survived by sucking the souls of the living. I never thought I’d witness it. Terror coats me. My stomach turns as I try to hold myself steady. Harrod killed my mother. He deserves this, but the burning-ash scent of his flesh nauseates me. I’ve never actually seen someone die.

      As larger rocks plummet to the ground around us, Harrod crumbles to a husk.

      Chunks of the cavern fall to the gravel beach. I grasp Moira’s icy hand. Her feral visage turns toward me, her mouth twisting into a snarl.

      “We have to get out of here before the whole place collapses.” I tug her hand. 

      Moira jerks away, kicking the husk before her. Ash scatters through the air as the walls quake again.

      A chunk of stone narrowly misses her head. Her inhalation sounds like the rush of the tide during a hurricane. I grasp her shoulder, sliding my other hand along her sharp angled cheek. There isn’t a shred of reason in her predatory gaze. With startled clarity, I realize she’s too far inside her head, and I’m her next target. 

      “Moira!” I bark, and the faintest glimmer of recognition flickers across her expression. No. She’d never hurt me.

      Grasping her sodden, tattered shirt, I yank Moira to me, covering her icy lips with mine. The coppery tang of blood fills my mouth, but Moira hesitates then lunges forward in a torrent of passionate heat, clinging to me. She grabs my hips, pulling me to her tighter with shocking strength. My gasp fills her mouth followed by the slick fire of her tongue plunging against mine.

      After a breathless eternity, we part. She looks tired, but the kindness seeps back into her features, replacing the animalistic predator. Her hands tangle in my hair as she leans in again. I gaze up at her. The wild gold of her irises fades back to the warm hazel I adore.

      “I’m all right,” she whispers against my forehead. “I won’t hurt you.”

      “I know.” I grunt when a sharp rock bounces off my shoulder. “Take a breath and hold on to me. I’ll get you to the surface as fast as I can.”

      She nods, and we wade deeper into the pool. Blissful warmth fills me as my sealskin slides over my body, making me shift to my animal form. I wait for the glide of Moira’s strong, calloused hands to grip my slick coat before kicking forward. 

      Filled with debris, the tunnel is tighter. The tiny crabs are gone, I hope escaping to safety. Another booming thud shakes the walls, and I thrust ahead in a burst of speed into the open water.

      The view that greets us is equal parts magnificent and catastrophic, but it’s obvious the battle is over. Oily blood and black ink cloud the water. Disembodied tentacles float past, writhing like snakes. All manner of large predators now surround a glowing amethyst sphere at the center of the chasm. It’s Dara—she’s called half the damn ocean to aid her. Sharks circle, mingled with rays and dolphins. Even an Oilliphéist has heeded her call for help. Its long, wormlike body undulates around my sister protectively, its bluish scales glittering in the low light.

      Dara looks like a goddess, her woman’s body pale against the darkened sea, and she wears a beatific smile, speaking of power that I suspect is beyond even what our mother commanded.

      I dart upward with Moira’s fingers still digging into the ripple of fat along my shoulders. Graff breaks away from the orca guarding my sister to flank me. The force of him cutting through the water pulls me along faster. Soon, we break the surface, moonlight coating us with a glaze of silver.

      I tug off my skin, wrapping it around us for the modicum of warmth it offers. Moira gasps in a breath then cups my cheeks, turning me to face her. Our lips meet again, relief flooding through me. 

      Beside us, Graff clucks a warning.

      “An Tighearna Enya, step away from the exile,” my father booms. “Moira, you are well aware of the price of your intrusion. I felt the disturbance of your filthy presence as soon as you set foot in my domain. Guards, bring her to me.”

      In the pale violet of predawn, starlight glimmers over the hooked spears of the Coldsea elite guards. I swim between the Rí and Moira, guarding her against his fury. A low warning moan clicks from Graff’s toothy maw.

      “Father, she didn’t enter the water by choice. The cecaelia stole her in a failed attempt to get the Averlyss from me. Moira saved me from Harrod.”

      A familiar black bull seal breaks the water shortly before my sister’s pale-spotted head appears beside him. The slicing fins of Madadh-cuain circle us at a distance. Guards set their spears in a ring of protection around their Rí, eyeing the orcas with caution.

      As Ruairí and Dara shift to speak, a hush falls over the gathering. Light dances over the water, sparking from Dara’s throat. Murmurs of “Banríon,” “goddess,” and “fated one” ripple through the guards. As one, they lower their weapons then bow their heads to my sister. Ruairí places his hands protectively on her shoulders as he treads water behind her.

      I gulp, seeking out Moira’s hand to thread my fingers through hers.

      “The Averlyss.” The reverent gasp from my father is enough to clear my thoughts and push aside any lingering fear. “This is wonderful, daughters. Now Enya can take her rightful place as Aver, and her marriage to Ruairí can commence without delay.”

      My lips part to answer even as Graff rumbles his discontent. But it’s Dara’s voice that cuts through the air as the sun peeks its dewy light over the horizon.

      “My father and Rí. We reclaimed the artifact at the cost of an agreement with the orcas.” She pauses, swallowing slowly as she glances at me.

      I look at Graff. His eye is hard, even distrustful, and his pod circles us in an anxious froth of waves. Gripping Moira’s hand tighter, I lift my chin. “This woman followed the final wish of her Bhanríon and suffered punishment for it. In a dire situation, Mother gave the artifact to Moira and commanded her to flee so all would not be lost. She’s been the guardian of the Averlyss for fifteen years and has now returned it to us. I humbly request that you lift the banishment of the siren, Moira, and pardon her in the eyes of our people.”

      Father looks hard at the siren beside me, indecision warring on his face, before finally, his features soften into an expression more like the selkie I once knew, the father from my childhood before our family was sundered. “Thank you for returning what is ours, Moira. I rescind your exile but do not welcome you back into the Coldsea pod.”

      I open my mouth to protest. This isn’t fair—it wasn’t her fault at all. But beside me, Moira covers my arm even as she flinches.

      Moira bows her head. “I thank you, great Rí. Know I held nothing but admiration for An Bhanríon Caoimhe. I could never disobey her words.”

      Father nods then turns to glower at Dara, who is still in Ruairí’s embrace. His frown deepens again at how they hold each other so openly. “Ruairí, you should take your place by your proper betrothed.”

      Ruairí holds my sister tighter, giving father a look of defiance. “I’m where the Goddess wills me to be. My heart belongs to this woman.”

      A series of shrill chirps comes from the orca nearby, echoed by his pod. Dara moves closer to me with Ruairí in tow then takes my free hand. As she does, the rumbling voice of Graff enters my mind.

      Your promise, daughter of An Bhanríon Caoimhe.

      “Father, in exchange for the help of the Madadh-cuain to defeat our enemies, the cecaelia, I’ve agreed to five years⁠—”

      Five turns. A turn is a tour of our migration route, Graff’s voice breaks into my thoughts. Twenty of your years.

      I still, swallowing the cold lump in my throat. Twenty years away from my home, my family… from Moira. I truly traded one prison for another. I slide my eyes closed, holding back the tears. I am my mother’s daughter and will endure.

      The lilting voice of my sister cuts through my sorrow as she converses with Graff. I try to listen to the hurried negotiation, but it’s muffled. 

      Moira squeezes my hand. “I’ll wait for you.”

      Even as her hushed words caress my skin, despair settles into my heart. My entire life has been in duty to others, and it seems it always will be. At least I can help those I love. “Father, the Averlyss has chosen Dara. She should wed Ruairí and be the next Banríon. I promised myself to the Madadh-cuain⁠—”

      “As the selkie ambassador, for a term of twenty years,” Dara breaks in. Her bright smile has me blinking in confusion. She’s brokered a diplomatic position?

      You’ll swim with us and see all of the world, daughter of An Bhanríon Caoimhe. With your heartmate, if she pleases. Moira is welcome in our pod. I never intended this agreement as a hardship.

      As I look into the soft, welcoming blue of Graff’s large eye, I fail to hold back tears, which mix with the sea. 

      “So be it,” Father says. “Congratulations, Dara and Ruairí. We’ll discuss your upcoming wedding.”

      I turn to Moira, clasping her hands. She hums a soft song, her skin remarkably warm in the chilly water. Her expression seems carefully neutral, but she squeezes my hands before I inhale to speak—to expose my heart to her. This woman I love. 

      With aching tenderness, I sweep Moira’s damp hair from her eyes. “My life has never belonged to me. The only thing I have that is mine to give is my heart. You’re the only one I wish to give that to. Would you travel with me and join the Madadh-cuain for a couple of decades?” An awkward laugh chokes out of me. “After that, we could live anywhere we desired.”

      My love smiles, drawing me into her arms, our hearts beating in sync. “Yes, wherever you are feels like home.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Epilogue

      

      

      A salty breeze dries the perspiration from my damp skin as I shade my eyes from the summer sun. Standing on this dune, I’ll be able to spot the pod as the orcas come by to pick us up. Moira is off running some last-minute errands, getting supplies we’ll need for the long journey back to the Coldsea pod.

      Home. The word evokes an unexpected sharp sensation of longing. The experience of traveling all the different lands over the last decade was beyond my wildest dreams, but these tropical climates aren’t my favorite. While I long for cool seas and rocky shores, I’ve also enjoyed the colorful coral reefs and the deep-blue ice flows of the far north.

      Lifting the miniature silver conch that hangs from a delicate chain around my neck, I focus harder on my sister.

      “Can you hear me now?” I ask, inserting the shell into my ear.

      “Yes.” Dara’s excited voice sounds hollow and distant in the magical device, but my heart soars to hear her again. “Where are you? Can you be back in time for my coronation?”

      Pride swells within me. Dara is to be the first Banríon of our people with Ruairí as her consort. My ex-betrothed, now brother-in-law, was the one who campaigned for the change, and I love him all the more for it.

      “We’re in the South Pacific. Graff and Aite have promised we’ll be there in time for the celebration.”

      A strong arm suddenly loops around my waist, and Moira’s lips cover mine in a kiss as heated and wild as she is.

      “Enya! You’re fading out. Is Moira distracting you again?” Dara pouts.

      I laugh as I pull away from my wife. “Maybe.”

      With a dramatic eye roll, Moira presses her ear to mine so that she can join the connection. “Don’t worry, Dara. I’ll be sure to have her back in time. How are the wee pups?”

      “The twins just started formal tutoring, and Sean is causing younger-brother chaos as usual.” A long pause follows, and I almost think the link has dropped until Dara says finally, “If you stay long enough, you may meet your newest niece. She’s due in three months.”

      “I’ll see what I can do.” I’m not sure I can convince the Madadh-cuain to stay in place for that long, but perhaps I can ask for a brief leave.

      Moira nuzzles her nose against mine. “I’ll ask Aite tonight after I sing for her. You know she has a soft spot for me. She bullied her mate into leaving us alone for two weeks on that island during our honeymoon, after all.”

      “We’ll see you in about a month. Give my love to the family.”

      After Dara and I say our farewells, I remove the shell-link from my ear.

      Moira curls around me, our bodies so close we might as well be one. I breathe in the intoxicating scent of her skin. This closeness has never gotten tiresome, and it never will.

      She kisses me, her soft lips running over mine until every thought fades away but the essence of us. “Are you excited to go home?”

      I pull back to gaze up at her, tucking a windblown strand of her hair behind her ear. She purrs at the touch, leaning her cheek into my palm. “I’ve loved seeing the world, and it’ll be nice to visit with my family, but you are my home. Anywhere you are is where I want to be.”

      She lifts me with a soft growl, sliding her hands down my thighs to hook them around her hips. Instantly enraptured, I tip up my chin.

      Moira peppers soft kisses over my cheeks and throat before finally returning to my lips. I slide my fingers into her loose top, shoving it off her sculpted shoulders. The pod should arrive anytime now, but surely we can steal a moment to quench our passion.

      A clicking whirl sounds over the waves. I try to ignore it, but the sound only grows more insistent. 

      Moira buries her face in my cleavage and groans. “I never thought I’d get clam-jammed by a freakin’ whale.”

      Laughing, I call back to beg for more time in a series of low hums and squeaky clicks. My grasp of the language is a bit rough, but at least I can communicate with them now. A deeper growl rumbles to the shore.

      “That’ll be a no from Graff. C’mon. I’ll make it up to you later.” I rub Moira’s back consolingly.

      “Fine.” Her muffled voice comes from my chest as she nuzzles into one breast then the other. Finally, she stands, hoisting our waterproof supply bag—a costly feat of magic that’s much larger on the inside—over her shoulder.

      The warm water closes over me, and I wait while she sings a water-breathing enchantment over both of us. I slip into my sealskin. Her firm body presses to my back, sending a dart of dizzying lust straight through me. A decade of travel, and her touch still leaves me breathless. 

      We wait, little cousin. Graff’s voice echoes in my thoughts, edged with impatience. He also prefers the cooler waters of the north.

      With practiced ease, I swim through the clear cerulean sea with Moira clinging to my back then slide into a ray-skin harness attached to Graff’s dorsal fin. The Madadh-cuain are swift, and this is a stylish way to travel over long distances without tiring. 

      Moira slips the harness under her arms then gives Graff an affectionate pat. “Ready when you are.”

      As Graff dives, I take advantage of the warm southern sea and tug off my sealskin to snuggle naked into Moira’s arms. She combs her soothing fingers through my long hair, and the water rushes past in a turquoise foam. As the sea closes over our heads, I tug her lips to mine. This will always be my home.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About Evelyn Shine

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Evelyn Shine is a queer author of fantasy romance books for readers who enjoy steamy myths and swoony fairy tales infused with adventure. No matter what tale she’s spinning, they all share a common thread of love, heart, and action. When she isn’t writing, Evelyn enjoys traveling, playing with her crazy Australian cattle dogs, riding her Vespa through the countryside, and spending time with her indulgent partners.

      

        

      
        Coming Fall 2024, look for her debut sapphic romantasy novel, The Librarian's Gargoyle.

      

        

      
        Find out more at: beacons.ai/evelynshine

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Acknowledgments

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        To Madison Brake aka MadBrake, thank you for a beautiful and inspiring cover. Check out her work at https://www.madisonbrake.com.

      

        

      
        To Karen Dimmick, thank you for your skillful typography that makes our cover shine. Check out her work at https://arcanecovers.com

      

        

      
        To Julie Brydon, thank you for your hard work on additional proofreading.

      

        

      
        To Theresa Tyree, thank you for your assistance and expertise in book formatting.

      

        

      
        Finally, to readers, a huge thank you for venturing on this high-seas voyage with us!

      

        

      
        We hope you’ll join the adventure in June 2025 in By Her Sword, a knight-themed sapphic anthology. For more information visit:

        https://www.sunsetwavepress.com

      

      

    

  

OEBPS/images/vellum-created.png





This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/pott-title-and-author-page.jpg
THE

PULL>
" TIBE

SD Simper ~ Elliot Ason
Erin Branch ~ Ali Williams ~ Aoibh Wood
Theresa Tyree ~ Rosemarie Dillon ~ Erin Casey
Julie Brydon ~ Evelyn Shine






OEBPS/images/sunset-wave-press-logo2.jpg







OEBPS/images/pullofthetides.jpg
A SAPPHIC FANTASY ROMANCE ANTHOLOGY





OEBPS/images/shell-break-3.jpg





OEBPS/images/heading-swash-squiggy-screen.png





