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 Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    The first bomb exploded with a flash of white oxygen bubbles. A sharp, piercing sound followed. I felt like my skull would burst. Even though the pain threatened to deafen me, I suppressed my scream. Biting my lip, I tasted blood, and my shimmering blue tail curled. I squinted hard, covering my ears with my hands. My whole body shook, and I knew it wasn’t over yet. Five more bombs dropped into the water. The dolphins near the fishing vessel whistled in agony and then became silent. 
 
    I rocked in the water, the ripple of shockwaves rolling past me. Every muscle in my body tensed. When the pain softened, I opened my eyes to see the bottom of the commercial fishing vessel gliding through the water, the prop on slow. Bobbing on the waves, the dolphins floated immobilized. Below the dolphins, tuna huddled, ripe for the picking. 
 
    Of course, they weren’t all dolphins. Several of the dolphins were, in fact, merdolphins. I scanned the water for my cousin Indigo. King Creon had ordered me to bring her back at once. Something was happening at the grotto. There had been a flurry of preparation, but I didn’t know why. It wasn’t as if the king shared his plans with me. Why would he? I was an annoyance to him, a constant reminder of his deceased brother who’d ruled before—and better than—him, a brother whose death had bought Creon the throne. 
 
    “Ink?” Seaton called. “Are you all right?” 
 
    I glanced over at him. The gruff old merman stiffened his back, his dark purple tail uncurling. Small clouds of blood trailed from his ears. 
 
    I nodded. “You?” 
 
    “They are using seal bombs,” he growled. “Illegally.” 
 
    “When did humans ever pay attention to their own laws?” I turned to the others, the small band of scouts who’d come with me. It was times like this that I missed Roald who’d left the ocean for his exile year. He would have had something smart to say to cut the mood. But Roald was not there, and the rest of us were far too serious to make jokes. “Everyone else okay?” 
 
    “We’ll be fine,” Achates, a hulking merman with dark hair and a ruby-red tail, assured me. He squeezed his blades and glared angrily at the boat overhead. There was no one we hated more than the fishermen…well, except the oilmen. It was no wonder the mermaids of old hypnotized and drowned humans for fun. Of course, that was before my great-great-grandfather King Tricus outlawed siren song. His daughter, Princess Tigonea, had tried to use siren song against her father in an attempt to usurp power. We mermaids still suffered for her failed regicide. 
 
    I scanned the water. The bubbles caused by the blasts faded into halos at the surface. Some of the dolphins and the merdolphins started to recover. We needed to get to them. 
 
    The tuna clustered under the dolphins. Atlantic tuna were easy to find if you knew where to look. If you hunted dolphins, you found tuna. The fishermen began dropping their purse-shaped net. It drifted downward like a dark haze. 
 
    “Let’s go,” I called, gripping my blades. 
 
    We swam quickly toward the pod, careful to stay far enough below the surface to remain unseen. By sonar, we’d just look like another pod of dolphins. Humans knew nothing about the deep. As long as we were cautious, they’d never see us. 
 
    As we drew closer, I noticed that some of the older dolphins had been killed. They floated like plastic bottles on the surface, their white bellies facing the sun. Others kicked and tried to recover from the deafening blast, swimming away in confusion. The dolphins’ blood clouded the water, filling my nostrils. This was nothing short of murder. 
 
    “Indigo,” I called, careful not to sound too loudly. Hearing me, several of the merdolphins turned and swam our direction. I could see from their awkward movements that many of them were injured. Indigo, whom I finally spotted among the dolphin pod, had shapeshifted into dolphin form. Preoccupied with one of the mother dolphins, she had not heard me. 
 
    “Can you get them home?” I asked Achates, referring to the injured mers, several of whom had started to shift back to their natural mermaid or merman form. 
 
    “Yes, My Lady,” he said as he and two of the other scouts led the wounded mers away. 
 
    Overhead, the boat motored in a wide circle: halfway done. Soon they would close the net, and we’d be trapped inside. We needed to work fast. 
 
    I motioned to Seaton, and then we shot through the water. “Indigo,” I called. 
 
    She turned and whistled at me in panic. Once we got close, I could see the problem. The mother dolphin had started to calf and wouldn’t be moved. 
 
    “Ill-omened,” Seaton grumbled. “Nothing can be done here, Lady Indigo. You have to go. They are dropping the net.” 
 
    Indigo shook her head, and then stared at me, making direct eye contact. Against my better judgment, I knew what had to be done. 
 
    “We have to cut the net,” I told Seaton. 
 
    “Dangerous work,” the merman said and grinned. “Best get to it.” 
 
    “In the meantime, try to convince her,” I told Indigo, and then Seaton and I set off. I grabbed the net, feeling the rough, human-made object in my hands. It didn’t matter how many times drywalkers—mers who could shift into human form, mers like me—told me that humans were kind. All I saw was the death and filth and destruction they wrought. They were little more than barbarian apes. Land brought death. Just ask my mother. Who knew where her corpse lay rotting in the dirt? But that death had not been caused by humans. The Gulf tribe had killed my mother. She’d been a casualty of our war. I barely remembered her anymore, just the shadowy memories of her red hair, her dainty drywalker tribal mark, and the way she sang with a low cadence. How unlike her I was with my massive swirling drywalker tribal covering my back. While our marks were different, we were the same lot in life. Now it was my turn to walk on terra firma. My exile year had arrived. That night I would begin my drywalk. I shuddered at the thought and then turned back to my task. It didn’t do me any good to think about it now. Moonrise would be here soon enough. 
 
    I stabbed my blade into the net and jerked it. The net resisted. I yanked hard, and soon the metal began to cut. Below me, the massive tuna huddled together. I could taste their fear in the water. Poor beasts. We fed on them too but not in such a barbarous way. With a little luck, I’d have them out of there as well. 
 
    As I jerked my knife, I stared at the boat motoring overhead. Seaton was right. Everything about this fishing practice was illegal. The purse-seine fishing method they were using had been outlawed years ago. Disgusting. At least merpeople honored their laws, even when we didn’t like it. 
 
    The torn net wagged with the motion of the waves. As I worked, anger welling up in me. If it hadn’t meant having their refuse in my waters, I could just sink their boat and drown them all. It was, after all, instinctual for me to want their death. While our law forbade using siren song, which was nothing more than the tuning of sound resonance, I still felt the ancestral tug in me. I would have loved to purr a sweet song and pull them down into a murky death. I could almost hear the tune in the back of my head, humming from an ancient source. The song of the siren was nearly lost now, its banishment causing it to fade from common use or knowledge. I closed my eyes. With just a few notes, it would all be done. 
 
    “Ink?” Seaton called. 
 
    I opened my eyes. Careful, Ink. “Good. Almost there.” I glanced back at Indigo. She’d moved the mother dolphin deeper into the water, away from the surface, and had shifted back into mermaid form. Her bluish hair, befitting her name, made a halo around her. She was using merdolphin magic to dazzle the creature, talking in low melodious tones that echoed softly through the water. 
 
    Seaton stopped just above me. 
 
    “Got it,” I said, then slid my blade upward. The net broke in half, wagging like seaweed in the waves. 
 
    Seaton and I swam to Indigo who was guiding the mother dolphin, holding her gently by the flipper. From above, there was a terrible groan, then a screech as the gears on the winch sprang to life. The net wall moved like it was alive, the tentacles of a great sea monster closing in on us. 
 
    “We must hurry,” Seaton said. 
 
    Moving quickly, we swam through the tear and out of the net, back into the safety of the open ocean. 
 
    The gears on the winch lurched. Water pressure pulled the tear, causing the net to rip wide open. The tuna rushed free. I tread for a moment, stopping to watch the sight as Indigo guided the mother dolphin into the dark water below us. 
 
    “The pup is coming,” Indigo called from the blackness below. 
 
    Above, the bottom of the boat rocked, unsteadied by the broken net. The winch slowly reeled the mesh out of the water. It looked like a dead thing, a man-made monster fished out of the living ocean. As the fishermen moved along the rail of the ship, their images were weirdly distorted against the surface of the water. With all my willpower, I sucked in the death-dealing note that wanted to escape from my lips. The massive swirling tribal mark on my back started to feel prickly and warm. Harnessing myself in, I reminded myself that it was forbidden. I turned and swam into the shadowy deep. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    Indigo and I swam through the narrow cave that led to his Majesty’s grotto. Even before reaching the main chamber, I could hear Creon’s booming voice. Someone or something had made him angry. The two mermen guards at the entrance moved aside and motioned for us to enter. While Creon had no offspring, neither Indigo, daughter of my other—deceased—uncle and his wife Isla, nor I, were ever consulted on tribal matters. Most of the time, I thought Creon wished we’d just go away. We served as a constant reminder that he had no offspring of his own. It was rumored that he had started looking for a new bride, asking among even the most distant of the noble Atlantic blood for a candidate, even though his last three wives had all died giving birth. We mers were becoming less and less healthy each year. The contamination of the seas was shriveling up our fertility. So many little mers were stillborn. It was rumored that the Gulf tribe, our enemy of old, was dying. The recent pollution in the Gulf of Mexico had killed off the old, weak, elderly, and newborn mers of their tribe. Gulf mermaids had lost their unborn babes. Their situation was becoming dire. Some whispered they’d soon have to leave their native waters. But I had learned all these things through rumor, not through royal consultation. Indigo and I were inconsequential to Creon. After all, if he was still dreaming of sons, what good were two mermaid nieces? 
 
    As we swam into the grotto, we were startled to hear an even angrier voice roaring in retort to Creon. Strange. No one dared raise his voice at the king. It piqued my curiosity. Who would have the nerve to put Creon in his place? 
 
    “I will not abide this. The accord between us has not been broken since the founding of Oceanus. Your brother swore it would remain so, swore it with his blood. There are rumors among the freshwaters that you plan to—” 
 
    “Silence,” Creon shouted. “You will not speak of those…creatures…in my presence. Freshwaters,” Creon spat, “a dead race, just like your own. You exist because I tolerate it. You still live because I permit it!” 
 
    Indigo moved toward a ledge at the back of the grotto. When I saw who Creon was speaking to, who had spoken out in anger, I froze. My aunt Isla sat on a dais beside Creon. She wore a distressed expression on her face. She motioned for me to sit, but I couldn’t make myself move. Naguals, human-animal shifters, were rare. When we had warred on both land and sea, they had been our enemy—as had the Gulfs and freshwater mers. The Atlantic mers had given no quarter in their quest for dominance over Florida. I thought we’d killed them all. But there he was, a massive beast of a creature, with a leathery alligator tail in the place of our shimmering fins. His body rippled with muscle, his skin marred with scars. His head was shaved clean, but I could see the shadow of black hair thereon. 
 
    “For a king clutching at power, master of a dying kingdom, those are strong words,” the stranger said, his posture stiff and angry. He moved toward Creon. “I know what you are doing,” the nagual seethed. 
 
    I was surprised. Creon did not tolerate such disrespect. As for the stranger’s words—your brother swore to it with his blood—there was only one person he could have been talking about. My father. Indigo’s father had been a merdolphin, forever tied to the sea, not a drywalker. My father and mother had both walked the dry earth. It roused my curiosity even further. 
 
    “Enough. I will hear no more from you, Hal,” Creon said, and then motioned to his guards. “Take him to the shallows.” 
 
    I suppressed a gasp. The shallows, a series of chambers on the ocean floor, were mercilessly cold, dark, deep, and confined. Even for an alligator shifter like the nagual, it would be a harrowing torture. I wasn’t even sure how long he could stay submerged without air. I opened my mouth to contradict Creon but then thought better of it. There was another way. 
 
    The guards grabbed the nagual by the arms, but he shook them off. 
 
    “You dishonor your brother’s memory,” Hal, as Creon had named him, spat back. I could feel his anger. It polluted the water around us. It was not something you could see. There was just this strange, low vibration, not unlike the echo of a dolphin, emanating from him. I closed my eyes, tilted my head, and listened. I could hear a sharp whine rising from his body. It was growing louder as he became angrier. I had heard such a sound before…inside me. 
 
    I opened my eyes and looked around. No one else seemed to hear. The guards surrounding Creon were on alert but not frightened. They should have been. From the feel of him, Hal, the nagual, was ready to kill us all. 
 
    “Don’t speak of my brother again,” Creon barked. His eyes flitted toward me then away. “Get this aberration out of my sight.” 
 
    This time, the nagual did not fight. Creon’s guards took him by the arms and turned him toward the entrance which, I realized then, I was blocking. 
 
    “My Lady,” one of the guards said, alerting me to the need to step aside. 
 
    The nagual fixed his gaze on me. I’d expected to see long, yellow teeth, scaly skin, and reptilian eyes, but what I found instead was something entirely different. He was startlingly handsome, but his expression was stormy. His heavy brows furrowed over dark green eyes, his strong jaw clenched hard. At some point, he must have broken his nose. The crooked bump on the ridge gave his face rugged character. Because he was a drywalker, his skin was tanned by the sun. I held his gaze. 
 
    He looked me over, studying my face carefully. I heard a change in the vibration that surrounded him. He seemed…astonished. Whatever he was feeling, it had distracted him from his rage. A small halo of bubbles effervesced from his skin. He gazed so deeply at me that I looked away for a moment…but only for a moment. 
 
    “Princess,” he murmured, inclining his head to me. 
 
    “Ink!” Creon stormed. “Move! And what took you so long?” 
 
    Once more, the nagual seemed to seethe. I nodded to him then moved aside, watching the guards lead him from the grotto. Once they’d passed the outer chamber, I turned to Creon. 
 
    “Why are you sending the nagual to the shallows? Don’t you know what can happen to him there?” I demanded. 
 
    Creon’s tail had faded to an angry dark purple color, and the muscles around his left eye twitched spasmodically. Isla shook her head, warning me away from the conversation. 
 
    “Where have you been?” he demanded, ignoring my question. 
 
    “That was my father he was speaking of, wasn’t it? What oath did my father swear to the nagual? Why are you breaking a promise my father made? And why is that creature so far from land?” 
 
    “Silence! These matters are not your business, mermaid. By the fathomless deep, it’s no wonder King Tricus silenced your kind. You will not question me. I’m king here.” 
 
    “How convenient,” I murmured. The youngest of the three brothers, Creon’s rise to power was brought about by his siblings’ bad luck. The exact cause of my father’s death was still a mystery. While Creon and Isla contended my father had died “in the war,” that was never a good enough answer for me. Indigo’s father, the middle brother, had supposedly died in an accident, tripping a human mine underwater. Creon’s rise to power was conveniently surrounded by accidents. 
 
    “Go to the surface. Welcome the yacht that will arrive any moment. Escort the visitors to the grotto,” Creon commanded. 
 
    “And who am I welcoming?” 
 
    Creon’s face twisted into a strange expression of anger and glee. “Just go,” he ordered, then turned to Indigo. “You will stay here and wait. Don’t leave the grotto again. Enough of this business playing with dolphins, Indigo. Leave it to the lesser of our kind.” 
 
    “Lesser of our kind?” Indigo retorted, her voice edgy. 
 
    “Insolent girls! I am cursed with my brothers’ impudent daughters. You’re both of Tigonea’s ilk. One would think destroying the mermaid’s holy orders and drying up siren song would be enough,” he said, then looked at me and smiled. “Yet there are other ways to tame willful mermaids. Go, Ink. What are you waiting for?” 
 
    Turning, I swam out of the grotto. Rage made my hands shake. My great-great-grandfather had done everything he could to punish those involved with Princess Tigonea’s uprising. The temples of the Great Mother Ocean had been destroyed, the Great Mother’s cecaelia acolytes murdered, and siren song outlawed. But if Creon died leaving no heirs, I would become queen. When that day came, things would change. I would bring back the old ways. All Atlantic mers would live wild once more, reconnected to our Great Mother Ocean. I wouldn’t have mers building sky-scrappers in Miami nor investing in the human stock market, as Creon had them doing. Until then, however, I had to follow Creon’s will. Now he had me off welcoming visitors, playing pretty princess with some strangers. No doubt another mer tribe was arriving by boat, but who? Someone from farther in the Atlantic? The Bermudas, perhaps? It hardly mattered. I’d do as he asked…eventually. First, I had a little side trip to make. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    The caves leading to the shallows were dark and showed their disuse. Thick clumps of seaweed and crumbling rocks congested the passages. The water was cold and dark. I had to narrow my gaze to see in the black water. I had only been to the shallows on a few occasions before, more out of curiosity than need. During the wars, the cells had frequently been used but not since. The place echoed with dark memories. 
 
    I moved down the dimly illuminated tunnels, startling an eel in my wake. It slithered through the water away from me, disappearing into the darkness. I didn’t know for sure where they’d taken the nagual, but it hardly mattered. For some reason, I could feel him. His vibration buzzed in the water. Sometimes I thought I was the only mermaid alive who still felt the old power so strongly. Others sensed it, the merdolphins using it to work with dolphins, but no one seemed to feel it as powerfully I did. I never understood why the gift was strong in me. 
 
    I hid and waited for Creon’s guards to leave. At the bottom of the ocean, it was too cold and uncomfortably deep even for us. My skin faded to pale blue in response to the frigid temperature. Creon’s guards were soft. They soon headed back to warmer water. After all, there was no reason to stay. No one could escape the shallows—unaided, that is. 
 
    Once the guards were gone, I swam to the cave where the nagual was being held. I could sense him inside, but he was moving slowly. The cold water would cause him to brummate, to slow down his body’s systems so he could survive. I hated the thought that he was suffering. “Hal?” I whispered, using the name Creon had called the nagual. I touched the stone door of his cell. 
 
    I heard movement on the other side. “My Lady,” he replied weakly. 
 
    Using my blade, I pried the bar from the door. I then pushed the winch attached to a pulley which slowly moved the massive stone door. It made a grating sound as it slid open. 
 
    The water inside the cell was pitch black and icy cold. I shivered as the water mixed with the slightly warmer waves surrounding me. I couldn’t see Hal at first, but then he moved out, very slowly, clutching the door of the cell. His massive body drooped. He looked like he was going to pass out. 
 
    “Let’s get you out of here,” I whispered. Gently putting his arm over my shoulder and wrapping my other arm around his waist, I guided Hal down the corridor. 
 
    “Princess, King Creon will—“ 
 
    “I don’t give a damn about Creon.” 
 
    Hal did not reply, but again I felt a vibration emanating off him. He seemed pleased with my reply. 
 
    I led Hal through a series of caves, getting him as far away from the grotto as possible. The last thing I needed was for someone to spot us. I was defying Creon, but I didn’t care. Hal said my father had sworn an oath to protect him. I intended to keep that oath, even if Creon did not. 
 
    While I was edgy because my exile year would begin in mere hours, my focus turned solely to the nagual pressed against me. I was not the kind of mermaid who liked to get cozy with mermen. I had never been in a relationship, not because I was a princess—Indigo had plenty of romantic dalliances—but because I’d never felt attracted to anyone before. There was something about this nagual, however, that caught my attention. He had startlingly soft skin even though the muscles underneath were hard as stone. He was huge, his body towering over me. I did my best to guide his massive frame though I had to cling to him to do so. I found I didn’t mind having him pressed close to me. 
 
    Once we were a distance away from the grotto, I guided Hal toward the surface, closer to the sunlight where the water was warmer. In the distance, I spotted a bloom of jellyfish. They swayed among the waves, their white, blue, and purple colors shimmering in the slants of sunlight. Such gentle looking but deadly creatures, I always found them enchanting. I smiled at them then back at Hal. 
 
    “This area is safe as long as you keep your distance from the jellies. Land is that direction,” I said, pointing. 
 
    Closer to the surface, Hal started to look better, much more alert. Sunlight streamed down on him. He really was enormous. If he’d wanted, he probably could have crushed my skull, retribution for his imprisonment. But for some reason, I knew I was safe with him. 
 
    “Are you well enough to travel alone from here? I have people I trust. I could bring someone to help,” I said. 
 
    “No, thank you. Please tell me if I am mistaken, but you are the daughter of Dauphin?” 
 
    “I am. You said you knew my father?” 
 
    The nagual nodded. “Your father was a wise man, a man of peace. It seems his daughter follows in his wake.” 
 
    I tried not to show how much the compliment affected me. “You said my father swore an oath that you would be protected. I couldn’t let Creon break my father’s word.” 
 
    Hal smiled gently. Given his rough ways, it was sweet to see such a soft expression on his face. “Then I am twice honored by your blood, princess.” 
 
    “Please, just call me Ink.” 
 
    “As you wish,” he said softly. 
 
    “Do you have far to travel? The salt water must hurt your skin,” I said and inadvertently reached out to touch his arm. 
 
    I was surprised when he gently took my hand. He moved closer to me, looking deeply into my eyes. “I’ll be all right,” he said, then lifted my hand to his lips, “thanks to you. Be cautious, Ink, daughter of Dauphin. There is blood in the water.” 
 
    “I’m prescribed to leave the waves this very night,” I said, keenly aware that Hal was still holding my hand. 
 
    “Your exile?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Hal scowled deeply. “Do not trust Creon. A new war is coming. There are shadows of it everywhere. Trust only what you feel.” 
 
    I stared at Hal, my heart slamming in my chest. “You must take care as well. Creon will not be pleased to learn you made an escape,” I said. 
 
    “Creon had no intention of letting me go. I would not have survived the night. I felt his will. My death would have been a message to my people.” 
 
    I didn’t have to question his words. I knew he was right. “Your people…there are more of you?” 
 
    “You didn’t know?” 
 
    I shook my head. “We were told the naguals had perished.” 
 
    “Then we are already dead to Creon, as are the freshwater mers we protect,” Hal said, looking distressed. He bowed to me. “I must bid you good-bye, but I am glad to have set eyes on you. I will not forget your kindness,” he said, kissing the back of my hand again. Then, on second thought, he let go of my hand and reached out to stroke my cheek, “Nor your lovely face.” 
 
    I opened my mouth to speak but didn’t know what to say so I merely inclined my head. When it came to the opposite sex, I was not skilled with words or anything else. I had male friends and was close with Seaton and Roald, but I shied away from even the slightest flirtations out of awkwardness. But something about the idea that Hal was leaving, that I might never see him again, made me feel desperate. 
 
    Hal had already moved away, swimming toward the surface, when I called to him. “Hal?” 
 
    He turned toward me. 
 
    Focusing very gently, I sounded an almost inaudible note. I wanted to tell him that I was so glad that he’d come with my father’s name on his lips. The sound was infused with gratitude and the hint of something more. I wanted him to know that meeting him had meant something to me, even if I didn’t have the words to say what. I sounded a note and let the water carry the vibration to him. 
 
    When the sound reached him, Hal looked at me in amazement. He smiled softly then bowed to me. In a low voice uttered with a similar vibration, he said, “It is the same for me as well.” Then, with a shimmer of light, he shifted into the form of an enormous alligator, turned, and disappeared among the waves. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    Once Hal had gone, I rushed to surface. Sure enough, the yacht was there. The important visitors had arrived, and I hadn’t been there to provide a royal welcome. No one was aboard. Creon was going to be furious. I headed back to the grotto and tried to think up an excuse, but I was distracted. If the nagual lived, what about the other aquatic shifters? Hal and Creon spoke of the freshwater mers, but I thought they’d been decimated. Why had their existence been kept a secret? Hal said a new war was coming, but what did that mean? But, even more important, what had come over me? I’d never told anyone about my gift, not even Indigo. Now I’d shared my deepest secret, that I knew siren song, with a complete stranger. I was lost in a whirlwind of thoughts when I finally arrived at the grotto. 
 
    The king’s royal chamber was crowded with mers, many of whom I didn’t know. Looking the strangers over, I realized that these were not Atlantics. Their hair was plaited in braids trimmed with shells and stones. Some wore long, dark-colored robes that floated strangely in the water around them. The mermaids’ chests were covered in snake or alligator hides, and they carried talismans made of coral and bone. 
 
    “Ink,” Indigo scolded me in a harsh whisper, rushing to meet me when I entered. Pulling my hand, she led me to a coral shelf above the assembled crowd. “Where did you go? Creon went into a rage when he realized you were missing. Don’t you see who’s here?” 
 
    Isla sat alongside Creon as he spoke in cordial tones to the strangers. Whoever they were, they must have been important. After the display we’d seen earlier, it was almost too much to bear. But much about Creon’s rule had been hard to take, and now I had even more reason to suspect he was a liar. My mother and father had died, and shortly thereafter, the war ended. Why? Something didn’t make sense. Creon’s reign began just as peace came into accord. Most in the tribe questioned what he had done to bring about an end to the fighting, but no one had the nerve to confront him. Isla claimed that Creon brokered peace because of my parent’s death. I didn’t believe her. Now, some new danger lurked on the horizon. What was it? And how was I going to do anything about it if I had to leave the coral kingdom that very night? 
 
    Trying to bury my thoughts, I clenched my jaw and turned my attention to the visitors. “Who are they?” I whispered to Indigo. 
 
    “The Gulf tribe,” she replied excitedly. “You’ve missed half the discussion. Apparently, some deal has been struck.” 
 
    “What kind of deal?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Indigo said with a shrug. “They talked about the contaminated conditions in the Gulf of Mexico and a plan to find a new home for the Gulfs. Did you see their young king? He’s handsome.” 
 
    “His name is Manx,” I told her. Seaton, who had met the new king of the Gulfs the year before in Pensacola, had not been impressed. He’d called him an overgrown and spoiled child. I hadn’t been interested enough to ask more. Nonetheless, I looked him over. Sunlight slanted through holes in the cave walls above the grotto and fell on Manx. His long, dark hair floated in the water around him. I studied his muscular body. He was a drywalker like me. He bore swirling tattoos on his arms. His tail was a dark blue, the color of the deepest pockets in the ocean, each scale trimmed with a filigree of red. His body was athletic, and from this angle, I could see he was handsome. But what of it? It wasn’t like he had the rugged charm of the nagual. A creature like Hal could make any mermaid’s heart beat faster. The nagual was an exquisite creature, not an overgrown child. 
 
    I looked away from Manx. I was an orphan of the war between the tribes. The Gulfs were our enemy. Peace or no peace, these people had killed our kind, my parents. It left a bitter taste in my mouth to see them in our grotto. 
 
    Indigo, however, was staring at him. I followed her gaze. We must have been eyeing him too intensely because this time Manx looked at us. Even from this distance, I could see his eyes were bright, green-blue. He smiled at us. I looked away. 
 
    “Well, that’s embarrassing,” Indigo whispered behind her hand. 
 
    It was then that I realized why the Gulfs were there. Something told me that the Gulf tribe was there for more than just a friendly, diplomatic meeting. Something told me there was a reason I was sent, with haste, to round up Indigo. Something about the way Manx held himself so gracefully before Creon told me that a bargain had, indeed, been struck. Something told me, when I saw the glimmer in Indigo’s eyes as she gazed at Manx, that my cousin suspected the same thing I did. All the words yet unsaid spoke a truth: the Gulfs had come for Indigo. 
 
    King Creon moved from his dais. All attention turned to him. I gazed back at Manx and was surprised to find him staring at me. He grinned, a bemused expression on his chiseled features. 
 
    I then saw an elder woman among Manx’s group motion for him to turn his attention back to the Atlantic king. Manx did as instructed, looking dutifully in front of him. The ancient-looking mermaid set her gaze on me. She had long white hair adorned with shells and bones. She was a frail looking thing, her skin deeply wrinkled. Her tail had started losing its green-gold pigment. The old mermaid was dying. She must have been the Queen Mother, the renowned ancient lady of the Gulf. Was she there to help broker the young king’s future? I held her gaze. She softened, nodding politely to me, then turned her attention to Creon. 
 
    “Noble king,” Manx said then, “We thank your highness for affording us this official visit to your court to discuss the joyous agreement drawn between our tribes.” 
 
    “We, too, are pleased with our negotiations. All will come to fruition in time. But today we shall share a special announcement.” Creon motioned for Indigo to come forward. 
 
    I was right. My cousin squeezed my hand, rose tepidly, and then moved toward the gathered troupe. In the very least, my cousin would be happy with a handsome king. Indigo’s tastes had always been very different from mine. I had no use for a puffed-up merman. Until that very morning, I’d never had use for any male save the friendships I shared with Seaton and Roald. Now, however, I couldn’t shake the nagual from my thoughts. 
 
    As Indigo moved forward, Lady Isla’s expression change from serene disconnect to worry. She rose quickly and motioned for her daughter to stop. She shook her head at Indigo who paused. 
 
    Creon cleared his throat. “My apologies, Lady Indigo. I had intended for Ink, Daughter of Dauphin and Coral, to come forward.” 
 
    Me? What in the hell did they want from me? I sat frozen. 
 
    Indigo looked back at me, confusion plastered on her pretty features. Nonetheless, she came back and took my hand, pulling me gently through the water. Both of us stunned, Indigo led me to the royals. King Manx and the ancient Queen Mother watched my reaction with worried skepticism. 
 
    “Ink, for the deep’s sake, plaster on a smile before you start another war,” Indigo whispered in my ear then let me go, coasting me toward the assembled group. 
 
    She was right. I gave a lukewarm smile then swam to them. 
 
    “I…my apologies, Your Highnesses,” I stammered, bowing to them. “I was confused.” 
 
    “Ink, it is our royal decree that you will bond to King Manx in the ancient tradition of our people. Your bonding, which will take place tomorrow night, will cement the peace between our tribes,” Creon pronounced grandly. 
 
    Flabbergasted, I gazed at Lady Isla. She was smiling serenely, but I could see the worried lines forming around her mouth. She knew as well as anyone that this was a disastrous match. I…I couldn’t marry one of them. How could they just give me away to a complete stranger and a Gulf? Enraged, I didn’t know what to say. 
 
    King Manx looked at me with a perplexed expression on his face. 
 
    Creon laughed good-naturedly. “I think she is in shock, Your Majesty. This great honor is far beyond her expectations. Isn’t that so, my sweet niece?” 
 
    I was stunned. There was no discussion to be had, and I dare not argue in front of the Gulfs. It would humiliate my tribe. It was done. Decided. Creon had kept this arrangement secret on purpose, knowing I would reject the match if I’d had the chance. I would never marry a Gulf. But he could not send Indigo to them because she could not drywalk. She was a merdolphin. I was the only pawn Creon had. He would force me to do his bidding, cornering me so I could not say no. I might have hated Creon, but I loved my tribe. I would protect them at any cost. I was trapped. I had to put on a false face for their sake. 
 
    “It is a great honor, Your Majesties,” I choked out. 
 
    King Creon nodded, satisfied, then turned to the Queen Mother and the other Gulfs and began conferring over the details of my bonding ceremony. With detachment, I heard that the Gulfs would attend my exile ceremony. My new king would be there to receive me on land. It would be a joyous celebration as the bride rose from the sea to meet her intended bonded one. Someone spoke of a mansion in Miami and how the Gulfs had already arranged everything for me. Miami? The Atlantics ruled Miami. Why were the Gulfs in our city? 
 
    My heart slammed in my chest. I closed my eyes, tuned it all out, and listened to the sound of the waves. Water lapped against the cave walls of the grotto. Somewhere in the distance, I heard dolphins whistling to one another. Overhead, metal clanged against the rail of the yacht. A whale sounded. Its sorrowful moan reverberated within my soul. I turned my focus further away and felt the yawning depths of the ocean surrounding me. Something deep inside me screamed at me to swim down into the darkness, down to the sandy bottom where, somewhere, my father’s bones lay broken and picked clean. I imagined curling up next to his bones, cradling him. 
 
    Someone took me gently by the hand, breaking the spell. My eyes popped open. I was surprised to see that it was Manx. His charming façade gone, he looked at me with sympathy. “It will be all right. Please don’t look so upset. I don’t know why you were not told, but I see this is coming as a surprise. I’m sorry for that. I will do everything I can to make you comfortable.” 
 
    “It’s not you, it’s just…” 
 
    “We are the enemy.” 
 
    I shook my head, not wanting to talk about the war, not wanting him to suspect my true feelings. “No, it’s not that. It is a surprise, but a pleasant one,” I lied. “Did I hear someone say Miami? Not Pensacola?” 
 
    “The Gulfs have been in Miami for a year now, part of an ongoing peace accord,” Manx said dismissively, but something told me he wasn’t being entirely forthcoming. “Miami is where we will live, Ink. It is a hot, human-infested city, but there is a life to be had there. It is fun, even exciting. I’ll show it all to you. We are strangers now, but that will change. And I want to get to know you. I mean, after all, you have quite a reputation.” 
 
    “Reputation? What kind of reputation?” 
 
    “Your tribal. All the Gulfs know of the Atlantic princess and her massive tribal mark. There is even a prophecy about you. Didn’t you know?” 
 
    I shook my head. While my tribal mark, which covered most of my back, was far larger than any mers’ mark I’d ever seen, there was nothing particularly special about it. I was confused. 
 
    “From the darkness of our dying years, an inked princess of the Atlantic will rise to save the Gulf’s children. It was a cecaelia who made the prophecy. You should have known we’d eventually ask for you.” 
 
    “I…I’d never heard of such a prophecy.” 
 
    King Manx shrugged. “Perhaps it’s just superstition, but it pays to take advantages where they can be had. Don’t worry, my inked princess. I’ll take good care of you.” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow at him. “What makes you think I need taken care of?” 
 
    He grinned, then leaned into my ear. “All mermaids want a mate who worships them, and I will worship you.” 
 
    I smiled at Manx mostly because I wanted him to stop talking. The whirlwind of events was beginning to make my head hurt. I looked away from the pretty king in time to see Creon’s guard approach and whisper in my uncle’s ear. While his expression didn’t change, the muscles around his eye twitched. Creon nodded then waved the guard away. The king stared off into the distance, lost in thought, then turned and looked directly at me. There was a tempest in his eyes. This time, I held his gaze. I wanted him to know it was me. After what he’d just done, I wanted him to know that I was the one who had set Hal free. I gave him a hard stare, and in the end, it was the king who looked away, a frustrated look on his face. If Creon wanted to play with me, then he had just made a colossal mistake. I would go to land with pretty King Manx, but I would be no pawn. If Creon wanted a war, that’s what he was going to get. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    The caps of the waves off Aurora Island shimmered silvery in the moonlight. The island, located off the coast of Florida, had long been a sacred place to the merfolk. Too small for a fancy human hotel, the land too unstable for a beach house, and the water too infested with sharks for partiers, the remote little island was the place where mers walked out of the ocean to begin their year in exile, their year as a drywalker. 
 
    I tread water, my head and shoulders above the waves. I could feel the sandy ocean bottom with my shimmering blue flipper. Isla, Indigo, and Creon swam in the water nearby, the rest of the tribe, including Seaton, deeper in the water behind us. On the sandy shore, King Manx stood waiting, the Queen Mother at his side. Torchlight illuminated their faces. Behind them, a group of drywalkers, many of whom belonged to my tribe, stood waiting. Among them was Roald, my old friend. His hair looked very yellow, paled by his days in the sunlight. He had a strange expression on his face. Why did he look nervous? 
 
    A path from the ocean to the beach been lined with glimmering shells, flickering torches, and a rainbow of flowers. I could smell the heady scent of the blossoms. The smell of earth things burned strong in our noses. Life in the water had tuned our senses to the subtlest scents in the environment. It was a skill that was both a blessing and a curse for drywalkers. 
 
    “They are ready for you,” King Creon said, urging me forward when I did not move. 
 
    I glared at him. 
 
    I then gazed back at King Manx who was smiling at me. He looked handsome in the firelight. He was wearing a white shirt that fluttered open at the neck and tan pants. His feet were bare, and his long hair was unbound. He was holding a pale-blue robe. I would emerge from the water in my naked human form. While it was the custom, the thought of it humiliated me. 
 
    Isla swam closer to me. “Don’t be afraid. I’m sorry all this is happening against your wi—” 
 
    “I’m not afraid,” I said, cutting her off, then turned to Creon. “You’ve sold me to my parents’ killers. I’ll never forgive you.” 
 
    “Ink,” Indigo said, her voice full of warning. 
 
    Creon motioned for her to be silent. He moved closer to me so his voice could not be heard by the others. “I don’t need your forgiveness. If you’re brave enough to play with a nagual, let’s see how you fare with the Gulfs,” he said, then turned and swam away. 
 
    I gritted my teeth and turned back, staring at those gathered on the small island. Steeling my nerve, I swam forward. My tail dragged along the sandy ocean bottom. I curled it, resting it on the sand, then closed my eyes. I had seen the transformation many times, had come to bear witness as the others left the tribe for their year in exile. I always pitied them. 
 
    The first crash of agonizing pain washed over me. I felt as if I had been stung by an entire bloom of jellyfish. Pain swallowed me. It was like I’d been sliced from my flipper to my waist. I betrayed myself by gasping out loud. 
 
    “Ink,” Indigo whispered softly. 
 
    My body arched as another shooting wave of pain bolted upward. My body shook as jolt after jolt racked me. After the sharp pains subsided, I felt a warm tingling sensation. I opened my eyes. Blue and gold light spiraled around the lower half of my body. I stared down at the water in amazement, watching as my tail slowly transformed into legs. 
 
    The glowing light then traveled up my body. It centered on the tribal mark on my back. The mark began to feel very hot. Suddenly, pain seared across my back. I felt like I’d been scraped along a coral reef. A drywalker’s tribal mark forms into its final pattern when we make our first transformation. The mark on my back, strange and large, always puzzled me. Now I learned it was renowned enough to earn me a prophecy. I hardly knew what to think of that. Had Creon known? Would he believe something like that or did he just find a way to use it to his advantage? The answer, it seemed, was obvious. At the end of the pathway, King Manx waited for me. 
 
    The glowing light pulsated brightly once more, surrounding my body in an orb of light, then dissipated into the night’s sky. Moments later, I felt a strange sensation as cool water swished between my legs, touching my body in its most sensitive female parts which, without the protective covering of my tail scales, were exposed. It took me a moment to steady myself in the rocking waves. My hand drifted underwater to my sides. I gently stroked my hands over my body, feeling the bastardization of myself as a mer. Now, I was just like the humans. I stood on two feet, feeling the sand between my toes. Fighting the waves on wobbling knees, I made my way toward the beach. 
 
    King Manx moved down the beach to meet me. I stiffened my back. If I had to walk out of this water naked, in front of strangers, destined to wed my enemy, then I would do it with as much dignity as I could. I was Ink, daughter of Dauphin and Coral. I was no fragile mermaid princess. Stone-faced, I scanned the group collected on the beach. Then, I noticed a shimmer in the darkness behind them. Among the thick foliage along the shore, I swore I saw a pair of glowing green eyes. Something or someone was watching from the shadows. For just a moment, I felt a soft vibration. There was an odd feeling like someone had whispered in my ear, touching my cheek in a soothing manner. I could almost hear words on the wind. I tilted my head to listen more closely, but could not make them out. Had Hal really come? There was too much risk in it. My mind must have been playing tricks on me. I peered more closely, but the green eyes had gone. 
 
    Feeling encouraged, I tensed my muscles and moved against the waves. I tried ignoring the pain as I walked with soft feet on broken stones and jagged shells. I‘d nearly reached the beach when a loud voice intoned. 
 
    “Land and bone; earth and tomb; may the blood of the Great Mother Ocean remain strong,” chanted an ancient woman in long robes. 
 
    I looked her over. Surely, she’d come with the Gulfs. She was a holy woman, that was obvious, but she was not a mermaid. My mother loved to tell me folktales of other aquatic shifters, the cecaelia, in particular, who’d lived among our kind before my ancient relatives’ unfortunate gambit, but there were more creatures out there besides mers and cecaelia. Judging by the swirling snake-like designs trailing down this woman’s arms, I guessed her to be a mamiwata, a serpent shifter. I was beginning to see how naive I really was. Creon would have us believe that the other shifters had all been decimated, but it was a lie. Freshwater mers, naguals, and mamiwata all still lived. Why perpetuate the ruse? What purpose did the lie serve? 
 
    “Speak the words,” the mamiwata commanded. 
 
    “Sea to stone; water to air; exile reborn; stand among us here,” the Gulfs crooned. 
 
    Her long, dark robes trailing along behind her, the mamiwata moved down the beach where the surf faded along the sand. She took a small dagger from her belt, stabbed her hand, and then shook her blood into the water. 
 
    “Walk, princess. Child of the ancients. Join your bonded one.” 
 
    I scanned the crowd. My Atlantic brothers and sisters looked worried. Some even looked angry. And again, I looked for those green eyes, but there was no one there. A flight of fancy, just romantic nonsense, I must have imagined the eyes, the feeling, in the first place. By now, Hal would have returned to his own people. 
 
    I walked forward. The surf lapped around my ankles. The pain was excruciating. Most mermaids cried. It was expected. But not me. I would be the one mermaid in history who did not weep even though my newborn legs felt like they were on fire. I clenched my teeth and moved forward one foot at a time. 
 
    The mamiwata called to me, “Come, brave princess.” 
 
    I stepped along the shell and flower path. The crowd bowed. I tried to ignore the nagging embarrassment I felt about being naked in front of them. They had all been through this before. They knew what it was like, the pain and shame. I fixed my eyes on Manx who moved forward to meet me. He stood at the end of the path waiting for me, holding the sheer robe in his hands. 
 
    As I walked forward, I realized the Gulfs were weighing me, judging me. When I wed Manx, I would rule them too. What kind of princess had the Atlantic tribe sent? Did they all believe I was the mermaid from some prophecy? No doubt they were trying to determine. I fought away the pain, stiffened my back, and reminded myself that the eldest among them had fought in the wars, had shed the blood of my tribe. We were at peace, but that didn’t mean I had to forget. 
 
    Yet there was Manx, waiting for me, looking so…concerned. Maybe he was different from the Gulfs of old. Maybe I would be able to find some good in the merman to whom I had been traded like a heap of kelp. 
 
    The sharp scent of land assailed my nose. I looked back once more at the waves. Isla, Creon, and the rest of the tribe had gone. Only Seaton and Indigo remained to watch my wretched transformation. The surf roared as it broke along the shore. Moonbeams reflected off the fins of a pod of dolphins swimming nearby. I was lost to the sea. I was an exile. But I would not cry. 
 
    Taking a deep breath, I turned and made my way down the path to Manx. 
 
    “Ink,” he whispered, then carefully helped me put on the robe. I slid my wet arms into the human garb. The material was soft and sheer. I moved to close the robe, but Manx did not let go of the fabric. Standing very close to me, the front of the robe still open, his eyes slid slowly down my body. He stared at my wet, uncovered breasts. My nipples were pert in the chill of the air. His eyes slid further, down my waist, across my hips, between my legs. He took a deep breath and sucked in his bottom lip. 
 
    “Thank you,” I said, tugging the fabric. 
 
    He did not let go. His eyes drifted back up my body, hovering on my breasts for just a moment, before he met my eyes again. “By the old ones of the sea, you are amazing,” he whispered in a voice too low for the others to hear. “So beautiful.” 
 
    Annoyed and feeling taken advantage of, I pulled the fabric hard. This time I wrestled it from his grasp. I folded it across my body and belted it. 
 
    I then looked back at the water. 
 
    Seaton inclined his head to me and then disappeared into the waves. 
 
    Indigo was crying. I could see the shimmer of tears on her cheeks. A water-bound merdolphin, she would never have to face exile. There was nothing she could do to help me. She raised her hand in farewell, turned, and sank under the water. A moment later, I saw her dorsal fin reflecting the moonlight. She’d transformed back into her other self, and so had I. 
 
    I looked up at Manx, who was smiling down at me, his forehead and upper lip moist with sweat. “Welcome to sunny Florida.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    I sat along the rail of the yacht as it glided across the waves toward Miami. 
 
    “Look at the lights,” Manx said as he held my hand. “Aren’t they amazing?” 
 
    I stared at the city. It glowed with a prism of color, the man-made lights shimmering on the waves. The tall buildings looked silver against the skyline, drowning the twinkling stars overhead. I gazed at Manx who was staring adoringly at the cityscape. Maybe I was the strange one, but I didn’t find the city attractive in the least. Riding on the boat made my head and stomach lurch, and it was all I could do to calm my newly-transformed stomach. 
 
    “Here, Ink. Drink this.” 
 
    I looked up to see Roald standing before me, a bottle of a blueish-colored liquid in his hand. “Roald,” I said, half-rising to greet him. 
 
    “Easy,” he said, reaching out to steady me. “Your legs won’t be steady for a few days yet.” 
 
    Roald had worked with Seaton and me as part of the scouts. Keeping watch for deep-sea mines, new drilling operations, or other signs of trouble, we had kept the tribe safe. On land, Roald had joined the suffocators, the mer equivalent of the human police force. Creon kept the suffocators, his personal army, always in close reach. I’d always assumed it was because he expected the Gulfs to wage war again at any moment. Maybe that was not the case. 
 
    Suddenly aware of the fact that Manx’s eyes were on us, I let go of Roald. “Thank you, old friend,” I said, sitting once again. I took the bottle from Roald. 
 
    “We call it aqua vitae,” Roald explained. “It helps us acclimate to the dryness, and it will help with the nausea you must be feeling.” 
 
    “How thoughtful, Roald,” Manx said then. 
 
    I heard the hard undertone in his voice. Apparently, I wasn’t the only one. 
 
    “King Manx,” Roald said with a courteous bow. “Princess,” he added, also bowing to me. With a polite smile, Roald left us. Considering Roald was not easily disturbed, it worried me to see him respond to Manx like that. I didn’t think Roald was bothered by anything. 
 
    “You should try it,” Manx said, encouraging me. “It will help if you are feeling seasick.” 
 
    “Now, there is a misnomer,” I said, and then sipped the liquid. It was some kind of spring water. I could taste the sharp tang of minerals inside. I swallowed slowly, afraid my stomach would revolt, but instead, it made me feel much better. 
 
    As I drank, Manx leaned toward my ear. “You’ll find that mers don’t act the same on land as they do in the water. You may have been friends with or trusted others in the ocean, but people have different agendas here on land. Don’t be quick to trust those you knew below the waves, no matter how friendly they seem. There are rumors about your friend.” 
 
    “Rumors?” I cast a glance at Roald who was leaning against the opposite rail looking out at the city. Clearly, mers on land lived a very different lifestyle. I glanced at my mersisters who were dressed in bikinis or short dresses. They had embellished their ears in the fashion of the humans, large sparkling diamond and gold earrings adorning them. Mermaids could never resist such beautiful human trinkets. We loved them in spite of ourselves. Such items had lured many a mermaid to their doom. As well, many mers were smoking cigarettes and drinking alcohol, vices of humans. Clearly, mers acted differently on land, but what about Roald? I gazed at him. His dark colored shirt fluttered in the breeze. “Roald worked with me. He was a scout and a good and trustworthy merman. What kind of rumors are there about him?” 
 
    Manx leaned into my ear. “You know he is a suffocator?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Half the suffocators have gone rebel. The other half, such as your friend, have questionable loyalty.” 
 
    I was shocked. I stared back at Roald, who was gazing out at the city. “I cannot believe it. The suffocators are undyingly loyal to Creon. Why?” 
 
    “That’s the question, isn’t it? Don’t trust him. We may yet have a use for your friendship, but don’t put your faith in him. A storm is coming. You must be careful who you put your faith in.” 
 
    “Then how do I know if I should trust you?” Though I said it in jest, my mind had cataloged the fact that he had not let go of the robe, that he had stolen a moment for his own pleasure. Perhaps I should have been flattered? I was, after all, intended as his wife. But it hadn’t felt like flattery. It had felt like control. 
 
    Manx leaned into my ear. “If there is one person here you can trust, it is me. I would die for you. You will be my wife, rule at my side, and be the mother of my offspring. I will never let anything harm you now that you are mine. I’d give my life for you.” 
 
    His passionate words surprised me. I opened my mouth to speak but didn’t know what to say. 
 
    “No sharp comeback this time?” Manx asked jokingly, then wrapped his arm around me and pulled me close. “Drink, dearest mermaid. We’ll have you home soon. It’s windy in Miami tonight, but the weather is still hot. You’ll see, I have everything ready for you.” 
 
    Not sure what he meant, I could only smile and sip the aqua vitae. I glanced across the deck of the yacht. This time I caught Roald standing at the side of the mamiwata whose robes and white hair whipped in the breeze. He bent low so the mamiwata could whisper in his ear. He wore a somber expression. When the old woman finished speaking, they both turned and looked at me.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    “This is South Beach,” Manx explained as the yacht glided along the shore. Humans lingered on the beach: couples walking hand in hand, laughing partiers sitting around a bonfire, children chasing the surf. It was strange to be so close to them. They seemed so happy to be on the beach, near the ocean. It puzzled me. 
 
    “They call this the art deco district,” Manx explained, gesturing to the shoreline. “The buildings here have unique architecture. Humans can be very creative, like industrious schools of crabs,” Manx said with a laugh. 
 
    As the yacht pushed toward land, I saw more people. I caught their scent, and could hear their words, their laughter. I don’t know what I expected, but I hadn’t expected them to seem so…normal. There was really nothing menacing about them. 
 
    We motored down the coast then turned from the ocean into the bay, passing under bridges and through narrow straits. The ocean disappeared from view, and soon we were cruising down a canal between rows of human dwellings. The sweet scent of the ocean faded. Now all I could smell was the land. The yacht motored toward a secluded stretch where an enormous villa sat along the water. The passengers prepared to debark. 
 
    “Welcome home,” Manx told me. “I’ve prepared a suite for you. One of your people, Pangi, has come to assist you. Tonight we will celebrate your exile. All of the mers in Miami have come to meet my future queen. And tomorrow night, we’ll have our bonding ceremony.” 
 
    “So soon,” I said, realizing the moment I said it that it was not a sentiment I should have shared aloud. 
 
    I saw an annoyed expression cross Manx’s face. “Do you think you’re too good for the king of the Gulfs?” 
 
    I cursed myself for my carelessness. “Not at all. I’d hoped for more time to prepare for the ceremony, to choose my gown,” I lied. 
 
    Manx laughed. “You mermaids and your love of beautiful things. Pangi selected something for you. It was Creon’s wish that we wed quickly. Your uncle has his own ways,” he said then added in a low tone, “but I have secured a future for my people.” It was Manx’s turn to speak a sentiment better left unspoken. 
 
    “A future?” 
 
    He frowned then nodded. “In the Atlantic. In safety.” 
 
    “Then your people are leaving the Gulf? You’re joining our waters?” 
 
    “The humans have poisoned our home. The Gulf is killing us. Your uncle and I have brokered an agreement, and I have negotiated our refuge. Now I just need to take care of my part, clean up some old entanglements for your uncle.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” At once, my mind went back to the argument I heard between Hal and Creon. 
 
    Manx shook his head. “Don’t let it concern you, lovely mermaid. We’ve arrived, and you have a party to get ready for.” The yacht docked at the most enormous house along the strait. The massive white mansion had tall marble columns. A long reflecting pool sided the walkway that ran from the dock to the mansion. Fountains with flickering rainbow lights illuminated the path. The heady scent of flowers filled the air. I could see flashing lights inside the house and hear the thumping sound of human music. The mers of Miami were celebrating in true human style. 
 
    The yacht docked, and the mers debarked and headed toward the mansion, all of them shooting excited glances my way. I debarked the ship and stepped with wobbling legs onto the dock. The Queen Mother waited for us. In the distance, I saw the mamiwata climb into a small fishing boat. Roald gently guided her. Once she was safely aboard, the driver turned on the engine, and the small craft set off back into the night. The mamiwata stood leaning against the rail. I could feel her eyes on me. 
 
    Roald, too, gazed back at me. Seeing me surrounded by the royals, he turned and headed toward the mansion. He looked frustrated. 
 
    “Welcome to Miami, Ink,” the Queen Mother said to me then turned to Manx. “You’ll make certain sure she is comfortable?” 
 
    “Of course. I would hardly leave my bride to linger in a robe.” 
 
    She smiled gently at him then turned back to me. “I’ll leave you, for now. My duties in Pensacola call, but I will meet you again very soon.” 
 
    I bowed to her. “My Lady.” 
 
    She took my hand. “You are my daughter now, Ink.” 
 
    Like hell, I thought, but I smiled nicely at her. “Then…Mother.” 
 
    The old mermaid smiled. 
 
    Manx bowed to her then took my hand. “Let’s go get you cleaned up.” 
 
    I stared at the mansion. The lights inside were bright and flashing, the music blaring too loud. This was my life now. I was a drywalker exiled to the nightlife of Miami. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    “I’ll take you around the side,” Manx said, leading me down a path away from the others. 
 
    The walkway at the side of the mansion was lined flowers. I bent to breathe in their perfume. Intoxicating. The ocean did have its own beauties. There was nothing more stunning than a bloom of iridescent jellyfish, seaweed-filled the water with an aromatic scent, and I loved the kelp forests, but the simple blossom’s rich fragrance surprised me. 
 
    “Gardenia,” Manx said, picking a blossom and stuffing it behind my ear. He brushed a stray hair away from my forehead. “It brings out colors in your hair.” 
 
    “Colors?” 
 
    Manx grinned. “Come see.” 
 
    We entered a side door to the mansion. Inside the entryway was a gold-trimmed mirror. Manx stood me before it. I stared at myself. It was strange to see myself with legs, my shimmering blue tail gone. But my hair…it had always been dark, highlighted by the blue waves. Dry, however, my dark hair was shimmering with highlights of purple and blue, my hair glimmering with a magenta hue. I gazed up at Manx. Under the bright human lights, his dark hair carried a bluish hue as well. 
 
    “Won’t the humans notice?” 
 
    “No,” Manx said, shaking his head. “They’ll believe it is artifice. They love to play with the color of their hair. They even have a hair color, the same as Indigo’s, that they call mermaid. Humans are stupid, cruel and stupid. It’s hard to believe we ever warred with such creatures. We are sharks gliding among manatees.” 
 
    I turned from Manx and looked back at my reflection. My skin looked very pale under the bright light. But my eyes were still clear blue. 
 
    “Come,” Manx said. Taking my hand, he led me forward. 
 
    Even though it was very warm outside, the air in the house was extremely cool. Covered only with the light robe, my skin rose in bumps. The chilly air froze my bare toes. The unnatural light felt over-bright. It hurt my eyes. 
 
    We came to a large staircase. “Let me carry you,” Manx said, and then without waiting for my reply, he picked me up. “You’re just getting used to your legs. The stairs are trickier than they look.” 
 
    He lifted me gently and carried me up the stairs to the second floor of the mansion. I wanted to resist him, feeling indignant about being carried, but his embrace was comforting. I appreciated his thoughtfulness. Maybe, just maybe, I could become accustomed to him. After all, it wasn’t like I would ever see the nagual again. I would be married to Manx the following night. 
 
    Manx pushed open the door to reveal a massive bedroom suite. He set me down slowly onto the marble-tiled floors. 
 
    “Pangi?” he called. 
 
    “Here,” a singsong voice called back. 
 
    It took me a minute to steady myself. The large room was decorated beautifully. There was an enormous white-wood bed draped with gauzy blue fabric. The bed cover, trimmed with sparkling beads, matched in color. On the walls were paintings of the ocean and of mermaids. How handsomely the humans had painted us. 
 
    “Oh, my king, my princess, welcome,” Pangi called out once she spotted us. 
 
    I remembered her just a little. A pretty mermaid with flowing rose-gold colored hair, she’d gone to exile around the same time as Roald. She and Indigo had been close friends.  I remembered Indigo crying at Pangi’s exile ceremony. She’d told me later that Pangi was some distant relative of ours, but the mermaid and I had never traveled in the same circles. 
 
    “Pangi, help Ink get ready, and then bring her downstairs.” 
 
    “Of course! Oh Lady Ink, wait until you see what your king has done for you. All these human clothes and jewels. You are outfitted like a human princess. Here, I chose this dress for you. Do you like it?” Pangi asked, rushing from Manx and me to the bed from which she picked up a pale pink gown made of soft material. 
 
    “Not that one,” Manx said. He crossed the room and opened the double doors to a large closet that was, I realized, stuffed full of clothes. “This,” he said, handing Pangi a short black gown with sparkles that shimmered like our tails. 
 
    “Open back. Good idea. Everyone will see her tribal mark.” 
 
    “What does that matter?” I asked. 
 
    “Well, everyone knows about your tribal. The Gulfs say—” 
 
    “Don’t talk her to death. Just her get dressed,” Manx said, shooting her a sharp look. He then turned to me. “I’ll go greet our guests. Are you all right here?” 
 
    What was I going to say? “I’m fine. Thank you for everything.” 
 
    “Of course, my princess,” he said with a wink, and then left. 
 
    “Oh, you’re going to look beautiful in this,” Pangi said, laying the garment down on the bed. “Now, let’s get you out of this robe and dressed. Everyone is waiting to meet you. It’s wild down there, I have to warn you, but you’ll get used to it. Mer ways on land are different,” she said, gently unbelting my robe, pulling it over my shoulders. “Wow, it’s even more impressive now. Come look,” Pangi said, then pulled me to a mirror. 
 
    I stood naked before my reflection. The large mark on my back had changed during my transformation. Now it took up my whole back. Its strange design played tricks on the eye. At times, it almost seemed to move. 
 
    “What do people say about my tribal mark?” I asked Pangi. 
 
    “Well, you know how it is for our tribe. We don’t really pay much attention to our marks other than them indicating we’re drywalkers,” she said, turning to show me the mark on the side of her neck. It was small and shaped a bit like a turtle. “But to the Gulfs,” Pangi continued, “the marks are significant. They tell about your fate, your strengths. The bigger the mark, the more powerful the mer. All the Gulfs know about you. Your mark is rumor, legendary among them. Seems like you’re quite the mystery to them. No wonder they wanted you for Manx. Surely they will send you to see their cecaelia so she can read your mark.” 
 
    “A cecaelia? I thought such creatures were long dead.” 
 
    “I’ve never seen her. The Gulfs have her stashed away somewhere. They have a lot of secrets like that. They are different from us, Ink. They,” she began, then paused and looked toward the door, “…they are very superstitious. They have their own ways, ways we don’t practice.” 
 
    “They don’t worship the Great Mother Ocean as we do?” 
 
    Pangi shook her head. “I don’t know. We are not invited to their practices. But I’ve seen things. You saw the mamiwata?” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “Another creature under their protection. They say, in the swamps of Louisiana, the Gulf mers practice very old magic. Strange things are happening here on land, Ink.” She suddenly turned quieter, more serious. Her bubbly persona faded. She met my gaze in the mirror. “Something has happened among the suffocators. They’ve all but disappeared. Please don’t tell Manx I told you. Roald will know more. I just didn’t want you to walk into the situation blind. I don’t know how much Creon and Isla know, but it’s good that Creon chose you. The Gulfs don’t know you, Ink. All they know is you are a princess with an amazing tribal mark. Don’t show them your real self, the strong Ink we know. We know what and who our princess really is, the orphaned daughter of Dauphin and Coral. We know what that means. We’ve all suffered because of the Gulfs. Let them think you’re soft. Be cautious. Keep your eyes open. And above all else, don’t trust anyone.” She painted on a fake smile then said, “Now, let’s get you in that dress. Your king is waiting.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    The sound of human music thudded through the walls. It made my ears hurt and my knees shake. Wearing a sparkling dress that made my skin itch, undergarments that heaved up my bosom, and my face adorned with a ridiculous amount of make-up, I looked like a fool. Though Pangi all-but-insisted I wear high heels—apparently human women love to torture their feet—I refused. I could barely walk as it was. I wouldn’t fall flat on my face in front of the Gulfs just to make some sort of impression. And if what Pangi said was true about my reputation among the Gulfs, I wasn’t sure what kind of impression I should be making. 
 
    “Ready?” Pangi asked. 
 
    I didn’t answer. 
 
    She opened the door to a raucous sight. There was a large swimming pool in the center of the covered space. Several mers had shifted back into their aquatic form and were enjoying the water. On the tiled floor all around, people were laughing, drinking, and dancing. Music blared. Bright lights flashed with a rainbow of color that spun all around the room. I could smell smoke, alcohol, and sweat. Most of the mermaids were topless, their breasts covered in some sort of glittery salve, wearing only a bikini bottom and loads of glimmering jewels. Some of the Gulf mers had painted their tribal marks with paint that made it glow under the blue light. The scene was disgusting. 
 
    I spotted Manx on the other side of the room. A mermaid with long blonde hair was sitting on his lap, her hand inside his open shirt, her breasts rubbing against him. A second mermaid, a beauty with short red hair, handed him a drink then kissed him sweetly on the cheek. I froze. What the hell? In the back of my head, a low note sounded. I could just hear the sound under the thud of music blasting. Careful, I cautioned myself. 
 
    I cast an eye around the room. In a dark corner, I spotted Roald sitting with two other mermen. He wore a grim expression. It was clear that these mermen were not here to party. Roald lifted a lit cigarette, inhaling deeply. The glowing ember cast shadows across his face. The other mermen were looking at me too. Roald exhaled, smoke circling his face, and then nodded to me. 
 
    “The suffocators,” Pangi whispered in my ear. 
 
    Despite the fact that the scene in front of me was supposed to be my welcome party, my darling king was too busy squeezing the ass of the pretty blonde on his lap to even notice I’d entered the room. I sucked in a sharp breath and turned, crossing the room to Roald. 
 
    “Ink? I need to take you to Manx,” Pangi called. 
 
    I ignored her. 
 
    Pangi hurried behind me, catching me by the arm. “No, Ink. Manx will be angry. You don’t understand the way of things here.” 
 
    “I can see very clearly,” I replied. 
 
    “You’re making a mistake,” Pangi whispered urgently. 
 
    Seeing I was making my way to him, Roald stood. 
 
    “Ink,” Pangi said desperately then squeezed my arm, “you’ll put Roald at risk!” 
 
    I stopped and turned to look at her. 
 
    “Now is not the time,” Pangi whispered desperately. 
 
    I looked back at Roald who also shook his head no. 
 
    What the hell was going on? “Fine, let’s go see my king then.” 
 
    I nodded to Roald then headed back toward Manx. Holding my head high, I straightened my back and walked directly toward my king. I could feel my anger emanating from me. The wild mers, dancing around like wanton humans, disgusted me. They wasted the freedom our mothers and fathers had bought with their blood. I was ashamed to see my kind behave in such a manner. This was how the king led his tribe? Clearly, he had no interest in setting a good example. Had I been sold off by a tyrant to a hustler? 
 
    The rowdy mers finally recognized me. They stopped dancing, turned down the music, and cleared a path. Manx was one of the last to notice I’d arrived. Still flirting with his whores, it wasn’t until I was standing in front of him that he noticed I’d arrived. The room, however, had stilled. The music played on, but the tribe had turned to watch. 
 
    The red-haired mermaid, seeing the storm on my face, moved off and disappeared into the crowd. When Manx finally turned to see me, it was too late for his blonde-haired tart to escape. She was caught with her guilty tits pressed against my so-called fiancé. 
 
    “Ink,” Manx called happily. “I’m so glad you could join us.” 
 
    “You have something on your shirt,” I said stiffly. 
 
    Behind me, several of the mers laughed. 
 
    “Go away,” I heard Manx whisper to the mermaid. 
 
    I looked her over, expecting to see a condescending smile on her face. Instead what I saw was fear and an apology. 
 
    Manx rose and came to stand in front of me. “You look so beautiful,” he said, reaching out to stroke my cheek. I could smell the other woman’s sweat on his fingers. I turned my face away. Manx gripped my arm and leaned into my ear. “Don’t be jealous. I see nothing but you now. They are just toys. Now smile before the Gulfs so they don’t think you’re haughty and arrogant like every other Atlantic mermaid.” He let me go and then turned to the crowd. 
 
    “My kin, my tribe of Miami,” Manx called, turning me to face the mers. “My Atlantic princess, soon to be my bride, has come to join us. Gulfs, I am pleased to introduce you to the mermaid who will be your queen. Mers of Miami, show Ink your respect.” 
 
    Much to my shock, the assembled mers bowed low before me. Even those in the water nodded their heads in submission. I cast a glance out at the crowd. Roald and the two other suffocators were standing at the back. Roald made eye contact with me, then bowed, the others following his lead. 
 
    “You see, my bride,” Manx said in a low voice so only I could hear. “Look at the life I’m giving you. Because of me, they all bow to you. You are a lucky girl, Ink of the Atlantic.” 
 
    Astonished, I didn’t know what to say. 
 
    Manx smiled. “Now, let’s show her Miami,” Manx screamed, causing all the mers to yell back in excitement. Moments later, the music blared, and I felt the welcoming hands of Miami on me, the other mermaids and mermen hugging me, receiving me. 
 
    “Her tribal,” I heard someone whisper aghast. “I’ve never seen anything like it.” 
 
    “I swear it moved when she was angry,” the other mer whispered in reply. 
 
    I was propelled forward by friendly hands. Manx disappeared in the crowd as champagne began flowing. The already intoxicated mers started drinking even more. People I knew, other Atlantic mers, blessed me. My head felt dizzy, but moments later, I found myself steadied by strong arms. Roald. 
 
    Roald pulled me out of the fray. “Ink, you’re in danger.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “They’ll come for you soon. I’ll do everything I can. For now, be careful, be smart, and keep your eyes open,” Roald whispered then let me go. 
 
    Two excited mermaids from the Gulf tribe took me by the arms, spun me around, and then began talking to me, both of them speaking at once. Struggling out of their grasp, I turned to look for Roald, but he and the other suffocators had gone. 
 
    “Lady Ink? Did you hear us?” one of the mermaids asked. 
 
    I hadn’t listened to a word they’d been saying. “I’m sorry, what was it?” 
 
    “Your tribal…it’s amazing. Do all the Atlantic royals have such detailed marks?” 
 
    I shook my head. “No. We’re not all drywalkers. My parents…I don’t really remember their marks.” 
 
    “Oh, she needs to see the cecaelia soon. We’ll tell Manx to take her straight away.” 
 
    “No wonder they wanted her. I’d bet she’s the one in the prophecy.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter. Just look at her. She’s gorgeous. And she is a princess.” 
 
    “We’re just so pleased to meet you,” they gushed in unison. 
 
    I scanned the crowd once more. Curious faces peered at me, but I didn’t see Roald anywhere. What had he meant? Who was coming for me? Frustrated, I sighed heavily. More than being exiled from the ocean, I was beginning to feel like I’d been exiled from reason. Hal was right, there was blood in the water. But I was still too blind to see. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    I lay in bed staring up at the canopy overhead. Someone had strung twinkling blue lights through the gauzy fabric. I’d opened the windows, dying to get the fake chill out of the air. Hot wind blew in through the open casement, ruffling the curtains. The noise downstairs had finally abated. The reveling mers had left. I was grateful. I’d stayed downstairs pretending to enjoy myself for as long as I could. Finally, it seemed, Manx had cued in on my discomfort and asked Pangi to take me back upstairs. 
 
    “You look very tired,” he said. “The first day can be exhausting. Too many hands and too many people. Why don’t you rest?” 
 
    “Thank you,” I said gratefully. The day had been more overwhelming than he knew. I desperately needed to escape to somewhere quiet. 
 
    “I’ll check in on you later. Tonight didn’t go as I had hoped. There was miscommunication between us. Is it all right if I come by, wake you?” 
 
    “You’re assuming I’ll be able to sleep.” 
 
    “I’ll get these carousers out of my…our…house and see you soon.” He’d smiled sweetly at me, making me wonder for what felt like the tenth time that night who he actually was. Was he the regal king who’d appeared in our grotto, the caring fiancé who’d carried me upstairs, or the sharp-tongued letch from the party? I wasn’t sure and didn’t like the uncertainty. 
 
    Sighing deeply, I got out of bed and went out to the balcony. It was that strange time of night when the moon had already passed most of the evening sky. It was not yet daylight, but the night’s sky had lost its depth. The balcony looked out on the canal. A sleek yacht motored down the waterway. I looked at the human passengers sitting on the deck. They were an old, white-haired couple wearing matching red, white, and blue jackets. They sipped drinks from stainless steel mugs and laughed as they headed out to sea. They looked sweet. I had assumed that humans would be my biggest problem on land. Maybe not. 
 
    A second, smaller fishing boat passed by. It had a canopy covering the deck. Its metal rigging clacked against the deck poles. The boat moved slowly as it passed the villa. The waves in its wake were illuminated orange by the light of the nearby street lamps. The light cast long shadows across the rickety old vessel. The boat slowed to a near stop. A man stood in the shadow of the canopy. I could make out his silhouette. But more than that, I could make out the shimmering green color of his eyes. I stood frozen, my hands gripping the balcony rail. 
 
    The man stepped forward into the light. His face was shadowed by his hood. He dropped his hood back to reveal his face. 
 
    “Hal?” I whispered. 
 
    He motioned as if to speak to me but then stopped short, pulled his hood back on, and stepped back into the shadows. 
 
    Behind me, the door opened. “Ink?” Manx called. 
 
    The boat picked up speed and motored away from the mansion. But I could still see the glimmer of Hal’s green eyes. What in the world was he doing here? 
 
    “Ink? Where are you?” Manx called. 
 
    I watched the boat motor out of sight, slipping down the dark canal.  
 
    “Ink?” 
 
    “Here,” I called then stepped back inside. 
 
    Manx laughed. I could smell the sharp scent of alcohol on him. “I thought maybe you’d swum home. It was quite the sight downstairs, wasn’t it?” 
 
    Immature. Asinine. Disrespectful. I couldn’t figure out which word to use to describe what I had seen. “Yes, it was,” I said simply. 
 
    “Humans are wonderfully hedonistic. They have so many pleasures, amusements we are not provided. Mers are naturally drawn to the sensual. Human food, alcohol, drugs, even sex…they are all delicious indulgences. On land, some mers struggle to control themselves. Others choose not to.” 
 
    “What about you?” 
 
    Manx shrugged. “Life in the ocean is about survival,” he said, coming close to me. Gently, he put his hands on my waist. “We live in hiding, strive to protect our ways, but we don’t enjoy life much, do we? Humans enjoy life. You should see New Orleans. Many Gulf mers enjoy the erotic pleasures of that city. And Miami is alive with energy, wild, hot energy. It wakes us up, makes us crave pleasure again.” 
 
    I pulled back, forcing him to drop his hands. “They are dancing on the bones of their ancestors.” 
 
    “Have they sent me such a serious mermaid?” Manx asked, raising an eyebrow at me. “You are a vision of loveliness, and we are alone here. Most mermaids would have melted into my arms by now.” 
 
    “I’m not most mermaids.” 
 
    Anger flashed across his face. “Clearly. Maybe your heart already lies elsewhere? Tell me about your old friend Roald. What was he to you?” 
 
    “A comrade, nothing more. My heart belongs to no one,” I said, but I surprised myself when Hal’s green eyes and the feel of his lips on my hand crossed my mind. 
 
    Manx looked carefully at me. “You’re wrong,” he said then. “Your heart belongs to me. You don’t know where you are, princess. I’m the only thing that stands between you and danger. Be glad you have me looking after you. It’s about time you realize that I’m all you have.” 
 
    In a way, he was right. I was an orphan sold off by my own king. But it had been done for the good of the tribe. I might not have had my parents, but I still had my tribe, and I loved them. I was about to tell Manx just that when he put his hands on my waist again and pulled me close to him. He pressed his face into my hair. “You still smell like the sea,” he whispered. “Don’t worry, Ink. I won’t let anything happen to you. I’ll love you all my life. You’ll be my bonded one, my beautiful bride, my queen. You looked so beautiful tonight. My tribe liked you. They liked your looks and that smart mouth of yours.” 
 
    “Did they?” 
 
    “Hmm,” Manx groaned, pulling me close to him. This time, I could feel his erection pressing through his pants. Surprising me, Manx leaned in a planted a kiss on my lips. I could taste the flavors of coconut and alcohol in his mouth. 
 
    “Manx,” I protested, “please stop.” 
 
    “You’re so beautiful, Ink,” he said, his hands gently stroking my breasts. 
 
    I stepped back. “Manx, we are not common mers. Our ceremony…they will want to ensure we are properly bonded, that you are my first. I understand such things are important to the Gulf tribe. We must wait.” 
 
    Manx exhaled heavily. “Yes,” he whispered. “You’re right.” I could feel waves of frustration emanating off him, but he tried to compose himself. “Rest tonight, my princess. Dawn will come soon. In the morning, I’ll take you to Club Blue. And tomorrow night, after the ceremony, you will go to the cecaelia.” 
 
    “And what, exactly, will she do?” 
 
    Manx stroked his hand across my back. “In the bayou, they saw your tribal mark among the smoke and blood. The mamiwata advised our bonding. But the cecaelia knows the meaning of the tribal marks. We’ll soon learn what you are destined to do.” 
 
    “They are nothing more than patterns, shapes.” 
 
    “No. They are more. They are a vision into the future. If the prophecy is true, then I have the most powerful bride in the deep. What are you going to do with all that power, Ink?” 
 
    “Sleep,” I said jokingly, making Manx laugh. 
 
    “Then I will leave you to it, though I hate to go. Are you certain we can’t—” 
 
    “Good night, Manx.” 
 
    He nodded, and then begrudgingly left the room. 
 
    After he was gone, I went back out onto the balcony. Hal and the fishing vessel were long gone. I couldn’t sense him anywhere. Why had he come? What had he wanted to say? 
 
    The city of Miami was just waking up. I could hear the purr of car engines and boat motors. I looked at the dark waves slapping along the breakers and thought about my tribal. While we Atlantics put little stock in our marks, my mother once told me that they’d named me Ink because when I was born, tribal marks covered my whole body. They faded in the days after my birth, leaving only the mark on my back. Everyone said that as a newborn, I looked as though I’d been born into a cloud of ink. What news would the cecaelia have for an inked princess like me? 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    Club Blue, a nightclub housed in a building that Manx described as an Art Deco masterpiece, sat along the strip in South Beach. While I had no interest in the human architecture, the third-floor office where Manx was meeting with two armed mermen had a fabulous view of the ocean just across the street. It was already midday, and the sun was high in the sky. I watched the scantily clad human women, over-muscular men, and sagging elderly humans moving across the beach. They were so excited to be by the ocean. It surprised me. I hadn’t known humans could love the sea as I did, could relish playing among the waves. It perplexed me. Humans were strange creatures. Those I’d ever gotten close to were usually doing something wretched to our world. These people, however, were not unlike us. 
 
    I touched the sun-warmed glass. The human children were so joyful, so happy to come to the seaside. They squealed with excitement, running along the surf on chubby little legs, laughing joyfully when the waves broke against them. Who knew humans were capable of such joy?  
 
    “Would you like to try coffee?” Pangi asked, pushing a cup of steaming black liquid toward me. 
 
    I shook my head. The smell of the liquid nauseated me, but the others seemed to have adapted. Pangi had been toting around a mug of the drink with her since she woke. Even Manx was sipping a cup, careful not to spill any on his crisp, white shirt. 
 
    “I’ll find you something else then,” Pangi said then drifted away. She seemed distracted. 
 
    My skin itched, and my whole body ached. I felt like I was drying out. In centuries past, mers used to spend more time on land. We interacted more freely among the humans. Now our movements were limited. It was decreed that we were safer under the waves. Maybe we’d done ourselves a disservice. Would it be better if we spent more time on land? I wasn’t so sure how I felt about it anymore. 
 
    I sat down at Manx’s desk. He was sitting on a couch across the room from me talking to the armed mermen in low, serious tones. 
 
    A moment later, Pangi returned. “Here you go,” she said, setting down the glass of water. “I’m going to go downstairs to the kitchens to bring you and Manx some breakfast.” In the bright sunlight, her hair looked even rosier than it had the night before. 
 
    Propping my elbows on the desk, I pressed the palms of my hands against my eyes. The sunlight was giving me a headache. When I pulled my hands away, my elbows pushed some papers across Manx desk, causing the glass to wobble. I grabbed it, but not before some water spilled. 
 
    I looked up. Manx hadn’t noticed. Something told me he wouldn’t be pleased. I grabbed a napkin from a tray nearby and then started to clean up the water. Papers shifted from a closed folder to reveal a pile of photographs. All of the photos were of Hal. There were pictures of him coming in and out of a pink building, a neon blue sign shone the name of the place: Space Coast Billiards. They’d also taken pictures of him getting onto a motorcycle as well as one fuzzy photograph of him disappearing into a river half transformed. His eyes glimmered strangely in the image. Under the pictures, I spotted some very old documents and a crumbling map of the Indian River Lagoon near Cocoa Beach. Sections of the map had been highlighted. I picked up a black and white photo of a pier that extended out into the ocean. Underneath, the date 1962 had been noted alongside the word Oceanus. 
 
    “Find something interesting?” Manx asked, setting his hand on my shoulder. He took the photo from my hand and set it face down on the desk. 
 
    “I’m so sorry,” I said as sweetly as I could. “I spilled water on your desk. I was just cleaning it up when I spotted that old photo. Humans are so inventive, building piers just so they can be closer to the sea. Look how they all flock to the ocean,” I said, motioning toward the humans on the beach outside, moving Manx’s attention away from the photo of Hal. “They don’t even know what lies at the heart of the deep.” I looked up at him and smiled. I could tell by the expression on his face that I had pulled it off. 
 
    “Let them stay blind. All the better for us.” Manx kissed the back of my head then turned to reorganize his desk, sliding the photos of Hal back into the folder. He handed me the glass of water. “You must be very thirsty.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Why did Manx have photos of Hal? What the hell was going on? “Who were those men?” I asked, casting a glance at the armed mermen who were, their meeting adjourned, leaving. 
 
    “My guards. Gulf mermen I trust. They are tracking down our renegade mers. At least half of the suffocators have suddenly gone missing.” 
 
    “How do you know they are renegade? What if something terrible has happened to them?” 
 
    Manx raised an eyebrow. He wore an expression that told me he hadn’t expected me to ask questions. “We’ve had reports. Some of them have been spotted…well, where they should not be. Our people need stronger leadership, leadership we—you and I—must bring. We need to change our ways, come out of the sea, and recapture our power on land. No more hiding under the deep. It’s time for the sharks to come out of the water.” Manx was staring off into the distance, a worrisome glimmer in his eyes. He then took hold of my arms and looked into my eyes, his eyes bulging wide as he stared at me with such intensity it made me nervous. “You’ll help me. The mamiwata said you have great power. Whatever it is, you will use your power to help me. We will rule over the humans, and more…so much more.” 
 
    “Manx? Ink? I have breakfast,” Pangi called with a singsong as she entered the room carrying a large tray. “Scottish salmon, Ink. You’ll actually like it, I hope.” 
 
    Manx let me go. I realized then that he’d been squeezing my arms so tightly that they’d started to bruise. 
 
    Shaking off the strange zeal that had taken over him, Manx crossed the room to meet Pangi. “Looks beautiful,” he said, examining the tray. “Come eat, my mermaid. The clock is ticking, and you have a big day.” Pangi set the tray down on the table and Manx dropped himself into a seat. 
 
    I looked at his desk to see one photo of Hal lying forgotten on the desktop. The picture had been taken at night. He was standing outside Space Coast Billiards. He was smoking a cigarette, the red flame illuminating his handsome face. I picked up the photograph and stuffed it into my pocket. I then plastered on a fake smile and went to eat breakfast with my fiancé, a man whose wild eyes and words worried me to the depth of my soul. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    In the Atlantic, a bonding ceremony takes place in the king’s grotto. His Majesty says a few words of blessing on to the couple, they exchange the symbolic marriage shells, and the bonding is complete. In my great-great-grandfather’s day, however, the acolytes of the Great Mother Ocean presided over the holy affair. After King Tricus decimated the temples in his fit of rage, the ceremony had gone from being a spiritual one to a matter of state. The bonding ceremony that was waiting for me, however, was nothing of either sort. 
 
    About midday, Manx had loaded Pangi and me, and four Gulf mermen guards, into his Cadillac SUV and sent me back to the villa to change for the event. The bonding ceremony would be held at Club Blue. I would become a bonded mermaid and queen of the Gulfs while standing on two legs. This was not how I’d ever envisioned such a special day. But, then again, nothing about my bonding was as I wished. When I imagined who I would wed, I’d never imagined someone like Manx. I’d never really romanticized much over who my bonded partner would be, but when I did, I’d always seen myself with someone more like Hal. 
 
    I lifted the nagual’s photograph and stared at it once more, my eyes taking in every line on his face. Looking at him was making me feel even more trapped. Creon had sold me into this arrangement to advance his own power. His niece would rule the Gulfs. The Gulfs would owe Creon for the refuge he was offering and would owe me their allegiance. Creon would have the Gulfs in his hands. I had become a puppet. Now Manx would try to shake the truth from me, using the cecaelia to discover my gift. And then what? Would he have me use siren song against humans? On the freshwater mers? On the naguals? I stroked my hand across the photo, touching Hal’s face. Mere hours after my heart was awoken by someone I had no hope of ever loving, they’d traded me off. 
 
    “How does it fit?” Pangi called. “Don’t you love it? The color reminded me of your tail.” 
 
    I stared into the mirror. Pangi had selected me a sequin, aquamarine-colored gown for my bonding ceremony. She’d already neatly braided my dark hair, curling the dark streaks of blue and magenta, pinning my locks at the back with a sand dollar adornment. 
 
    “It looks…great,” I said. I did look striking, but it hardly mattered. 
 
    For a minute, Pangi was quiet. “Ink, I know you are nervous, but we need to get going.” 
 
    I looked down at Hal’s picture again, folded it, then slid it into my sequin bag. Sighing, I rose and opened the door. 
 
    “Wow,” Pangi said. “You look beautiful!” 
 
    Despite my own frustrations, I didn’t want Pangi to feel bad. She had selected a lovely gown. “Thank you. It was a lovely choice.” 
 
    The pretty mermaid, who was dressed in a rose-colored gown that matched the hue of her hair, smiled. “Let’s go.” 
 
    Walking clumsily in a pair of sparkly silver heels, which Pangi said were “not that high,” I followed her out of the house to the waiting SUV. I couldn’t help but notice that Manx’s guards seemed to be on alert. Their weapons were drawn. 
 
    “Is there a problem?” I asked the merman guard who opened the door for me. 
 
    “No, My queen. We’re just being cautious.” 
 
    My queen? “Why?” 
 
    The merman shifted uncomfortably. Not answering me, he helped me into the vehicle and shut the door behind me. 
 
    I cast a glance at Pangi who was chewing on her fingernail and looking out the window. “Do you know why they are on alert?” I whispered to her. 
 
    She shrugged and shook her head, but the expression on her face betrayed her. Something was afoot, and Pangi knew, or at least suspected, what. 
 
    The vehicle pulled out of the driveway and headed across town to South Beach. I wondered then about Roald and the suffocators. What, exactly, was happening? Roald had said they would come for me soon. Who were they? The only one who seemed, thus far, intent on having me was Manx. But his reasons for that were apparent. He’d bought his people a home and through me, he thought he’d bought himself a weapon. But I also remembered the expression on Hal’s face the night before. What had he wanted to say? Why had he come? 
 
    I sighed deeply and slumped back in my seat. The SUV moved down the busy streets, the glowing orange lamplights illuminating the inside of the vehicle. The tall, silver-hued skyscrapers rose overhead. It was another hot night, the air sticky and humid. When we finally reached South Beach, the place was alive with people. The neon lights on the buildings illuminated the streets where smartly dressed men and women headed off to clubs and restaurants. The city street was alive with opalescent color and thumping music. 
 
    We parked in the reserved spot for Club Blue. Manx’s guards opened the door to the SUV and helped Pangi and me out. The club, usually open to humans, had a sign out front stating the place was closed for a private event. I felt the eyes of a group of human men on Pangi and me as we made our way inside. Flicking my eyes toward them for just a moment, I could see they were staring at us. It was a strange feeling. I knew that human males couldn’t resist our mermaid charms. They were instinctually drawn to our beauty, but I never imagined I would cast that much allure. 
 
    The armed mermen opened the door and ushered us inside. Therein, I found many of the same revelers I’d seen the previous night. This time, however, everyone was dressed in their finest. The assembled group of mermen and mermaids looked stunning. Gold, diamonds, gems, and sparkling gowns twinkled under the Club’s lights. Once again, they were drinking and dancing, the music blaring loudly. They let out a loud cheer when I entered. 
 
    Was this how I would wed? Was this the scene of my bonding ceremony? I cringed at the thought of it. Not two hundred years ago such rites had been conducted in the most sacred places in the ocean, calling the spirit of the Great Mother Ocean to bless the bonding. Would I be bound under the glare of strobe lights? 
 
    Manx crossed the room and joined us. “My beautiful queen,” he said, kissing my hand. “You are a vision. Come. We will dine before the ceremony begins. They have a feast laid out for us…literally,” he said with a laugh. “Have you ever heard of nyotaimori?” 
 
    Puzzled, I shook my head. 
 
    “You’ll love it,” he replied then led me by the hand to an alcove where dinner waited. “Pour the champagne,” Manx called to a mermaid attendant then motioned toward the dining table. “Your feast, my bonded one.” 
 
    I was shocked when I looked at the table to see a human woman lying there, her breasts fully exposed, her body covered with cuts of raw fish and sushi. “Is this a joke?” I asked. 
 
    Manx laughed out loud. It was then that I realized that he was already intoxicated, if not under the influence of other illicit substances. Clearly, he too enjoyed the pursuit of human pleasures. From the look of his wild eyes and erratic movements, he was flying. He leaned over the woman and inhaled deeply. “I smell the sea. Just like back home,” he said. 
 
    “Is she…” I didn’t know what. She looked like she could be dead. 
 
    “Stoned out of her mind,” one of the mermen guards said then as he gently trailed his finger around the girl’s nipple. “Pretty though. Can I have dessert?” the guard asked Manx with a laugh. 
 
    An attractive Gulf mermaid returned carrying a tray of champagne glasses. “My queen,” she said, handing a glass to me. 
 
    She curtsied politely to Manx, handed him a glass, and then left. 
 
    “Drink,” Manx encouraged me. 
 
    I lifted the glass to my mouth. The effervescence tickled my nose. I smelled the sharp scent of grapes. I pretended to drink while Manx turned away. I set the drink down. 
 
    Manx leaned over, licked one of the morsels off the girl’s stomach, and then nodded to his man. “After we’re done. Let me see if I can tempt my bride. Will you eat, my mermaid?” he asked me. 
 
    I looked at the woman. Her eyes were closed. Her long, dark hair fanned out all around her. “I…” I began, then shook my head. “I don’t want to mess up my dress,” I lied. Disgust and rage wracked me, and from somewhere deep inside me, I started to hear a low, hollow sound. The rage began rippling upward. My back tingled, and I heard a tune echoing through my mind. It was all I could do to cage the sound. 
 
    “Have it your way then,” Manx said with a laugh then lifted a cut piece of tuna from between the girl’s legs, popping it into his mouth. “The sooner we complete the ceremony, the better. Let’s get this done so we can go meet the cecaelia then go back home for some real fun,” Manx said then took me by the arm, leading me onto the dance floor. He motioned for someone to turn off the music then bowed to a man standing near the back of the room. I had not seen him at first. The merman blended into the shadows. When Manx motioned to him, he came forward. The man had long, dark dreadlocks that trailed down his back. He was wearing a black robe adorned with bones, shells, and feathers. 
 
    “What is this?” I whispered to Manx. 
 
    “My priest,” Manx replied. “He will perform our ceremony.” 
 
    I cast Pangi a worried glance, but her face was blank. She would not meet my eyes. I then glimpsed around the room. Most of the mers assembled were Gulfs. I recognized only a few Atlantic faces in the room, very few. I hadn’t expected Creon to be there, but perhaps Seaton or Roald? Maybe one of my old companions? Instead, I saw Atlantic mers who I hardly remembered. Where were my people? 
 
    “Princess,” the Gulf priest said, bowing to me. 
 
    “What is your name, merman?” 
 
    “I am called Legba.” 
 
    I eyed the man carefully. He had that air about him that those close to the spirit world often carried. I exhaled deeply, uttering the lowest of hums from the back of my throat, and tried to feel the vibration around him. It was chaotic and dark. Before he noticed, I pulled my energy back. 
 
    “We are ready,” Manx said then turned to me. “Just follow my lead,” he added, taking my hands. Manx and I stood face-to-face while the assembled mers watched on. Legba stood before Manx and me. 
 
    From inside his robes, Legba pulled out a turtle shell rattle. He shook it, silencing the crowd. The sound filled the air with a strange vibration that set me on edge. “Let Mother Night make her watch, and the old ones bless this pair,” Legba called. “Who bears witness? Who will attest to this bonding?” he asked. 
 
    “We will,” the Gulfs called. 
 
    “Manx of the slow waters, name your bonded one,” Legba said. 
 
    “I name Ink of the Atlantic.” 
 
    “Ink of the fathomless deep, name your bonded one,” Legba commanded me. 
 
    Everything inside me rebelled. This was not what I wanted. I imagined my father and mother watching this fiasco from the spirit world, abhorred at what they were seeing. Was this right? Was this really happening? I didn’t want this. For a second, the memory of Hal with the sunlight shining down on him flickered through my mind. It didn’t matter. Nothing I wanted mattered. I had to do this for my tribe. “Manx,” I whispered. 
 
    “The princess calls her king,” Legba confirmed. The man motioned for someone to bring forward a table upon which he set an abalone shell. 
 
    “Tell it to the rivers, lakes, and oceans,” Legba said then reached for Manx’s hand which he gave over willingly. Legba pulled a knife from his belt and cut a line down Manx’s palm. He turned the king’s hand so the blood dripped into the shell. 
 
    Legba reached for my hand. Sensing my nervousness, he nodded kindly at me. “Tell it to the streams, the waves, and the sea,” he said then cut me quickly. 
 
    I harnessed in my body’s reaction. My blood dripped into the shell. 
 
    “Old enemies, your blood is now mixed, your blood is now one,” Legba said, lifting the shell which contained our intermixed blood. “The past is dead. With blood comes new life. Ink and Manx, now you are one. Bonded. King and queen. Turn and face your court,” Legba said, motioning to the mers assembled behind us. 
 
    “My queen,” Manx said, reaching for my good hand. 
 
    I placed my hand in his. My knees felt weak. Following Manx’s lead, I bowed before the crowd who erupted in cheer. I looked at Manx, who leaned in and kissed me. When he pulled back, he whispered, “my bride.” The finality of the situation settled in on me. I was now Manx’s bonded one, queen of the Gulfs, and that night, I would have to give myself to him. At the thought of it, it was all I could do to keep myself from sounding a note to kill every living creature in the room. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    The evening air was perfumed with flowers and the scent of wet earth. We wove down a narrow dirt road through the Everglades on our way to meet the cecaelia. Outside, the frogs, crickets, and birds created a fantastic chorus of noise. I stuck my hand out the window to feel the warm air. The humidity made my skin feel dewy. I looked up at the stars. They looked much the same over land as they did at sea. The wetlands around me shimmered silver in the moonlight. Florida was such a wet place.  It was no wonder our kind had once felt comfortable to come and go as we pleased between land and sea. Florida was little more than a mottled mess of islands. 
 
    After more than an hour’s drive, we pulled into the parking lot of a dilapidated tavern. The sign overhead, in twinkling neon lights, read The Drunken Mermaid. An illuminated mermaid, her nipples illuminated by red lightbulbs that flashed on and off, was poised above the door. A sign read Live Mermaid Shows. 
 
    “What is a live mermaid show?” I asked as we crossed the parking lot. 
 
    The mermen guards laughed. 
 
    “You’ll see,” Manx told me with a grin. 
 
    I raised an eyebrow at Pangi, but she seemed distracted. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m just…I got a little car sick. How about you? Are you okay? What a night, right?”  
 
    I nodded. What could I say? I was now Manx’s bonded one, queen of the Gulfs. It was done. What a night indeed. 
 
    One of the guards pushed open the door to the tavern. Two guards stayed outside, their weapons drawn, while two others entered the tavern with us. Taking my hand, which Pangi had dutifully bandaged after the bonding ceremony, Manx led me inside. 
 
    The place had a slightly rancid smell, not unlike the scent of Club Blue. The tavern was very dark. The bar was lined with a dozen glassy-eyed men. Some of them stared absently into their drinks while others sat looking at the large glass wall behind the bar. It was an enormous aquarium. Inside, a girl dressed in a red halter top and a plastic mermaid tail swam to thudding rock music. Holding her breath, she spun and shimmied, her dark hair making a halo around her. This, apparently, was the live mermaid show. 
 
    The “mermaid” signaled to the bartender who went down the line collecting dollars in a basket. After he’d made a haul, he showed it to the girl who winked at the men, blew them a kiss, and then pulled off her top. She pressed her breasts against the glass. The men, at least those who weren’t lost in the haze of alcohol, cheered with delight. 
 
    “Gross,” Pangi muttered under her breath. 
 
    Manx led us to the back. In the corner of the tavern, half hidden in darkness, I saw a woman sitting alone at a table. She was smoking a cigarette and watching us carefully as we crossed the room. She had long white hair. Her skin was dark, her lips red. She nodded to Manx then motioned for me to come forward. 
 
    “Go ahead, Ink,” Manx said then turned to Pangi. “Let’s get a drink.” Leaving the guards standing post not too far from me, Manx went to the aquarium wall and tapped on the glass. The “mermaid” swam to him, did an underwater flip, and then blew him a kiss. He laughed loudly and shook his head in amusement. He motioned to Pangi to follow him. 
 
    “Come, Ink,” the cecaelia called. “You don’t need to be afraid.” 
 
    I was getting tired of people telling me what I should and shouldn’t fear. I crossed the room and came to stand before her. “My Lady,” I said respectfully, inclining my head toward her. 
 
    She laughed, nodded her head to me, and then motioned for me to sit beside her. “I like your manners,” she said then added, “but I expected no less from the daughter of Dauphin and Coral. Your parents had none of the engrained snobbery Creon feels toward my kind. It was they who sought to protect the last of us. Did you know that?” 
 
    I shook my head then took a seat beside her. 
 
    The cecaelia gazed at Manx. “The Gulfs find me useful, but I only tell them what they want to hear. Otherwise, they’d have no patience with me either. They like for me to read their marks, tell them their fate. They’re believers. Now you are their queen. But what about you, my dear? Do you believe your fate lies in your tribal mark?” 
 
    Her frankness caught me off guard. “I don’t know.” 
 
    “Well, let’s see this legendary mark of yours. Your mother once told me that you were born with marks all over your body, but they faded after a time.” 
 
    “That’s why they named me Ink.” 
 
    “Indeed it is. She asked me what it meant. I told her that it meant you were special.” 
 
    “And were you just telling her what she wanted to hear?” 
 
    The cecaelia laughed. “I like your wit as well, princess.” With gentle hands, the cecaelia helped me turn in my seat. She moved the hair away from my back and uttered a low “hum” as her finger traced the marks on my back. It sent a shiver down my spine. 
 
    “How did you learn to read tribal marks?” I asked her. 
 
    “In your grotto, princess, very long ago. My kind lives much longer than yours, you know. I was there during Princess Tigonea’s uprising. We lived among you in those days, when mers sang the song of the siren. After Tigonea’s ruse, we were thrust out of the grotto, my kind and so many others. The Atlantic king’s scouts hunted us to the edge of extinction. But not just us, all creatures who were not Atlantic mers, including the naguals.” 
 
    I could hear the bait in her voice. I wasn’t biting. “Why did they try to eliminate you?” 
 
    “We tried to help the princess. There is a prophecy, you know, about an Atlantic princess who will rise in power. We backed Tigonea because we thought she was the one,” the cecaelia said then let go of my hair and leaned back. “But she wasn’t. You know, you have her eyes.” 
 
    I smiled at her. Cecaelias had a reputation as tricksters, and I knew she was toying with me. In a way, it was fun to tangle with her, but I had a serious question for the seer. “And what do you see now?” 
 
    The cecaelia leaned in closely. “Oh, you’d like me to be honest, would you? I can respect that. The lies from all of those around you must batter against you like waves. Mermen are playing games,” she said then lifted her drink and tipped it toward Manx who was flirting with the “mermaid” who was now sitting on a barstool wrapped in a towel. “Your king wants what is not his. But his heart is in the right place, on that matter at least.” 
 
    “Oceanus? The Indian River Lagoon?” 
 
    The cecaelia lifted her cigarette, inhaled, and then nodded. “His people need a home. It is unfortunate, however, that Oceanus is already inhabited.” 
 
    “By the freshwater mers.” 
 
    “What is left of them. Of course, that’s nothing a little genocide can’t solve. In that matter, your king’s heart is…misplaced.” 
 
    “What can I do?” 
 
    “Oh, my dear,” she said, then took another sip of her drink, “if only it was so simple.” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow at her. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Your father swore to protect Oceanus’ residents. Did you know that?” 
 
    “Yes,” I whispered. 
 
    “And how do you know that?” It was her turn to raise an eyebrow at me. 
 
    She had me. I smirked at her. I don’t know how she knew, but she knew. 
 
    “Honor your father’s promise…any way you can. It will not be easy. Not now. Not after tonight. But you must protect the innocent. You will, won’t you?” 
 
    “I will try.” 
 
    “No,” the cecaelia said as she rose. “No. You must. Any way you can. Let your heart guide you.” 
 
    Her words puzzled me. I was about to question her further when I heard a strange sound coming from the parking lot. Beyond belief, it was the sound of gunfire. 
 
    “Now it begins. Our hope lies in you,” the cecaelia said. 
 
    I turned to look back at Manx. A moment later, a group of men I recognized, suffocators who worked for Creon, entered, their guns blazing. With a quick blast, they took out the drunken humans. I heard a sharp wail as the pretty faux mermaid took a gunshot to the stomach. She crumpled to the floor, red blood pooling around her. Manx pulled a gun from his belt as one of the suffocators took aim at him. He shot the man between the eyes. 
 
    “Ink! Get down,” he called to me. He and his guards shot back, a firefight consuming the place. 
 
    I turned back in time to see the cecaelia morph into her half-octopus form. With her eight sticky black legs, she climbed up the side of the mermaid tank then lowered herself into the aquarium. She motioned toward the back door then disappeared down, out of sight. 
 
    “Pangi,” I called to the mermaid who was huddling under the table nearby as the two groups of mermen shot at one another. “This way!” 
 
    Pangi looked terrified, but finally, she came with me, moving as best she could in high heels. She skidded over the shards of glass then headed with me toward the back door. I pushed the door open. 
 
    “Shouldn’t we wait for Manx?” she asked. 
 
    “Let’s get to the SUV,” I replied, but the moment we turned the corner toward the parking lot, I saw what looked like a war zone. Manx’s guards had taken position behind a car and were shooting at a group of suffocators. Several bodies, both human and mer, lay in the parking lot. 
 
    “There,” I heard one of the suffocators yell. “There she is!” The merman, whom I’d seen several times at Creon’s side, raised his gun and fired at Pangi and me. 
 
    Moving quickly, I pulled Pangi behind a truck. The door to the bar clapped open followed by more gunshots. I peered through the car window to see Manx and his guards taking aim at the suffocators. Two of Manx’s mermen already lay dead, the suffocators dropping in equal numbers. I scanned the group for Roald. He wasn’t there nor were the two suffocators I’d seen with him at my welcome party. But I did recognize Creon’s men. 
 
    “Those are the king’s mermen! He must have sent them after Manx…after me!” 
 
    Pangi, who had a cut on her forehead, sat shaking and clutching her bag. She didn’t say a word. 
 
    “We need to find a way out of here. I think we can make it to the SUV. Come on,” I said. Grabbing her hand, I started weaving among the vehicles. 
 
    I scanned the parking lot and was shocked to see that all of Manx’s guards had been killed. Manx was trapped in the foyer of the bar. Creon’s suffocators fared no better. From what I could tell, there was only one still standing. The parking lot was littered with bodies. Pangi and I had just reached the SUV when I saw Manx step out to shoot the last of Creon’s men. The merman fell to the ground. 
 
    “Ink,” he called. “My queen!” He turned and rushed toward Pangi and me. I moved to meet him, crossing the parking lot toward him. 
 
    “Manx, are you hurt?” I called. 
 
    He shook his head. He had a sharp cut down the side of his face, but otherwise, he looked okay. “We need to get out of here—” he started to say when I heard a gunshot…from behind me. 
 
    Seconds later, blood blossomed across Manx’s chest. It stained his white shirt. He froze. 
 
    In disbelief, I turned and looked behind me to see Pangi holding a gun. 
 
    Manx dropped to the ground. He still wore a shocked expression, but the light in his green-blue eyes had already started to go dim. I kneeled beside him and collected him into my arms. He shuddered hard, blood erupting from between his lips, and reached out for me. “Creon,” he whispered, then those striking eyes went dim. 
 
    “Manx?” I whispered. 
 
    “I told you not to trust anyone,” Pangi said. 
 
    The king of the Gulfs was gone. He had died in my arms. I stared at Pangi. “Why?” I asked, my voice shaking. 
 
    “Because there can only be one ruler in Florida, and it’s not that piece of shit,” she said, motioning to Manx. “That’s for my grandfather, you blood-thirsty Gulf,” she spat at the dead merman. “I’m sure you understand. You saw what he was. The Gulfs decimated my family too. But…I’m sorry, Ink. It’s nothing personal, but it can’t be you either. You’re queen of the Gulfs now. And, well, I can’t let that happen, not if I’m going to be Creon’s queen,” she said then lifted her weapon once more and aimed at me. 
 
    “No, Pangi! Wait,” I called, but then I heard the harsh echo of a gunshot. There was a strange moment, seemingly suspended in time, as I waited for the killing blow that ultimately didn’t come. On the contrary, Pangi staggered forward, looking surprised, a bullet hole between her eyes. A moment later, she dropped to her knees, blood trickling from her wound. She tumbled over in the dirt. 
 
    A wave of comforting vibration cascaded over me. I turned and looked behind me. Slipping his weapon back into its holster, Hal stepped out of the shadows. His green eyes glimmered in the moonlight. Without a word, he beckoned to me. Without hesitation, I followed. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    I sat wiping blood off my arms as we drove away from the Everglades, Miami, and the incomprehensible, bloody scene. Hal stayed quiet as I stared out the window and tried to process what had happened. This had all been orchestrated by Creon. He’d bonded me to Manx, making me queen of the Gulfs, as a play for power. The Gulf and Atlantics were now locked in bonds and blood. Creon would frame our deaths on the renegade suffocators. He’d set it up so easily, playing the Gulfs’ weaknesses. Now he would step in to protect them. Manx had no brothers. The Gulfs’ line was dead. Creon had gambled big, hoping to win it all, but he had not anticipated the interference of Hal. I was supposed to be dead. Creon’s poor sweet mermaid niece, murdered by renegade suffocators. It would have been a terrible tragedy. 
 
    “How did you know I would be there?” I asked Hal once my hands had stopped shaking. 
 
    “The cecaelia is a trusted ally. She let me know you were coming. We suspected Creon’s plans for you and Manx.” 
 
    “She survived, didn’t she? She disappeared out of sight.” 
 
    “There are caves under the tavern. She escaped, as she always does.” 
 
    “You’re taking a great risk rescuing me. Creon will learn where I have gone. He may try to blame Manx’s death on you, probably on both of us.” 
 
    “Creon wanted you dead. I couldn’t permit it.” 
 
    It was all going to work so perfectly for Creon. With Manx and me dead at the hand of the suffocators, they would all turn to Creon to punish the killers of the young king and queen. Little would anyone know, Creon himself had set the death sentence on us. 
 
    “I don’t know what to say. You have my deepest thanks,” I said, turning to him. His handsome face was dimly lit by the glowing street lamps. 
 
    Hal smiled gently at me then reached out and took my hand, squeezing it lightly. “Why don’t you rest? We’ll be there in two hours.” 
 
    “Where are you taking me?” 
 
    “Oceanus…Cocoa Beach, as it is called today. My home. Creon will come for you, but not tonight. Tonight you may sleep. I’ll keep you safe.” 
 
    “Thank you, Hal.” 
 
     He nodded. 
 
    I curled my legs up into the seat sideways and lay my head against the headrest, gazing at Hal as he drove. His eyes glimmered inhumanly, soft green light sparkling in the glare of the dashboard lights. 
 
    “You were at my exile ceremony,” I said then, my voice sounding hollow. 
 
    Hal nodded. 
 
    “And again in Miami. Why did you come?” 
 
    “I wanted to make sure you were safe.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    He turned those flashing eyes on me. “Because my heart is lost to you…from the moment I set my eyes on you,” he said simply then turned back to the road again. 
 
    I lifted his hand and pressed it against my lips. I then closed my eyes and prayed to the Great Mother Ocean. Against unfathomable odds, I had found my way back to the only person who’d ever sparked my heart to life. 
 
      
 
    *  *  * 
 
      
 
    I woke when Hal’s car pulled into the driveway of a small house sitting alongside a river. The house was painted in hues of faded orange and was trimmed in blue, the side of the building covered with vining jasmine that perfumed the night. Old oak trees, thick Spanish moss hanging like beards from its branches, shadowed the road. The moon cast its light on the rippling river water. I could smell the tang of the brine in the air, the fresh and salt water mixing together. 
 
    “Where are we?” I asked groggily. 
 
    “Along the Indian River…at The Plaza Hotel,” Hal said. 
 
    Puzzled, I raised an eyebrow at him. 
 
    Hal smiled gently. “We are in Rockledge, just outside Cocoa Village. My people owned a hotel here in the 1920s. It perished in a hurricane so they built the small community, Valencia, in its place. The nagual and the lagoon mers have inhabited this area since the 1800s. This is my home.” 
 
    Hal got out and rounded the car, opening the door for me. Taking my hand, he led me to the door of his small house. Key jangling, he pushed open the door and switched on a light. The room was lit with a soft orange glow. The house was neatly arranged but filled with a number of curiosities: antique maps and illustrations of ships decorated the walls, odd little trinkets he’d fished from the deep sat on the mantel, and he had orchids growing everywhere. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Hal said. “I can’t remember the last time someone was in my home. I do my best, but I’m just an old alligator,” he added, his eyes crinkling at the corners as he smiled. In the dim light, his eyes glowed a warm green. He shifted uncomfortably, like he wasn’t sure what to do next. I could see he was nervous, and I was sorry for it. Clearly, he was a very solitary creature. 
 
    “Hal,” I said, taking his hand. “Thank you for rescuing for me. And thank you for bringing me here. But I think I should go. I need to confront Creon. I don’t want…I don’t want you pulled into the middle of this. My being here endangers you. That’s the last thing I want.” 
 
    “I owe your father my life. I owe you my life. And you,” he said, looking down at me. He reached out gently and touched my cheek with the side of his finger. “You.” 
 
    Before I even knew what I was doing, I reached up and wrapped my arms around Hal’s neck, then pressed my lips against his. Every step I’d taken after I’d met Hal had been in the wrong direction. The fact that I was free, even if just for a moment, to follow where my heart wanted to go made me feel urgent to try. I wanted Hal to know just how much I wanted him. I only hoped he wanted me too. 
 
    When I pressed my mouth against his, I felt something I’d never experienced before. I felt like I was melting into him. His mouth was soft and sweet. I loved the feel of his hot breath intermixing with mine. His strong hands clutched my waist, pulling me close to him. My skin prickled, and I felt a burning need inside me. In the midst of all this chaos, I found a soft refuge in Hal’s arms. This strong, soft-spoken creature was everything I needed. He was not one of us, that was certain, but it didn’t matter. All I knew was I wanted him. 
 
    “Ink,” he whispered, pulling back. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I said, breathless. “I couldn’t help myself. I thought I would never see you again, would never be able to have you.” 
 
    “I want you too,” he whispered, setting a soft kiss on my lips. “But you’ve seen so much this night. They’ve put you through so much.” 
 
    “That’s why it must be tonight. Make it go away,” I whispered in reply. 
 
    Hal lifted me and carried me through his house to a small bedroom in the back overlooking the river. Moonlight shimmered on the waves. Hal lay me down on his bed. The scent of jasmine filled the room. I pulled my aquamarine-colored gown, covered in Manx’s blood, over my head and dropped it on the floor. I sat, topless, in the dim light. Hal pulled off his shirt and slid out of his jeans. He then joined me on the bed, leaning over me to kiss my neck and face. With gentle hands, he carefully stroked my breasts. My body jerked, the sensation setting me on fire. Mers whispered that lovemaking on dry land was much more pleasing. I’d never been with anyone before so I had no way to compare, but the sensation of Hal’s hands and lips on my body was pure bliss. 
 
    He kissed down my chest and across my stomach, stopping when he reached the line above my panties. He sat up and looked at me, brushing a strand of hair away from my face. “Are you certain?” he whispered. “I know the meaning of this…gift…is heavy among your kind.” 
 
    I didn’t answer him with words. Instead, I exhaled deeply letting my desire for him travel on the invisible waves around us. 
 
    “Siren song?” he whispered. 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    His hands slid down my sides. I reached out to touch him, stroking my hands across his muscular chest. I reached up and touched his cheek. He closed his eyes and leaned into my touch. His expression moved me. 
 
    “Ink,” he whispered, his voice cracking. He buried his head into the crook of my neck and kissed me while he gently touched and kissed my body. I breathed him in deeply, caressing his back and arms. He was covered with so many scars. 
 
    “What happened to you?” I whispered. 
 
    “Too much,” he said, lifting my hand and kissing it. “Battles…human, mer, nagual…always, there is fighting. I’m weary of such machinations. The desires of the few destroy the lives of the many.” 
 
    “It will stop. It must.” 
 
    “Yes,” he replied simply, planting a sweet kiss on my lips. “Let’s think about it no more. We may only have this night.” 
 
    He was right. When Creon found me, he would try to kill me…us. We could be dead by the next eve. It didn’t pay to waste the little time we had worrying over the past or the future. I would have two choices come morning, fight or die. Perhaps Creon would negotiate, but I didn’t trust him. If it came to it, I would do what I had to in order to protect my people, to protect Hal. But as Hal’s hands slid over my hips, his fingers hooking onto the sides of my panties, I realized I didn’t want to think about it anymore. That moment belonged only to Hal and me. And in that moment, my heart was in control. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15 
 
      
 
    I woke the next morning to the feel of soft lips brushing against my cheek. I opened my eyes to find the entire room bathed in glowing orange light. The sun was rising over the river. It cast its rosy hue across the room. Hal was lying beside me, his eyes glued to my face. 
 
    He lifted my hand and kissed it. 
 
    My life had been turned on its head. Just days before, I had been happily lost to the deep, bemoaning my upcoming year in exile. I had no way to know, at least not until I set my eyes on Hal, that a storm was brewing. It seemed like everything changed the moment I saw him. 
 
    “I can let you sleep a bit more, but only a bit more,” he said. 
 
    I shook my head. “No, I need to get up. The game is already afoot, and I’m a few moves behind Creon.” 
 
    “But you are alive.” 
 
    I closed my eyes and focused on the water lapping against the rocks outside. I felt the water flowing toward the ocean. And from the ocean, I felt a strong surge of energy. I could feel the pangs of war. For a moment, I thought about Pangi. It wounded me that she had betrayed me, but I’d understood her feelings toward Manx and the Gulfs. The peace between our people was hard to swallow. Now Manx was dead, murdered on dry land by an Atlantic. And me, his queen but scant few hours, had survived. Would they ever believe that I had not plotted his death? Would both the Atlantics and the Gulfs hunt me? 
 
    “I need to connect with the Gulfs,” I said. “I need them to know what happened.” 
 
    “The cecaelia is close to the Gulfs. She survived. She saw and knows what happened. The Gulfs will believe her.” 
 
    “I hope you’re right. But still, Creon will learn where I am, and he will bring the war here. I am endangering your people.” 
 
    “We will fight, as we always have.” 
 
    “I don’t want that. You have suffered enough. I won’t let you fight for me.” 
 
    “Creon and Manx started the war between our people and yours. Manx intended to slaughter us and move the Gulfs to Oceanus. The lagoon waters are ideal for their people. Creon and Manx made a deal. If Manx eradicated us, our land would be theirs.” 
 
    I stared at Hal. “How do you know?” 
 
    “The king sent his suffocators to kill us, but many of them refused. Instead, they gave their arms to protect us. Many of your people are already here.” 
 
    “Roald?” 
 
    “Yes, I have met this merman. He is a friend of yours.” I loved that Hal’s words had been a statement, not a jealous insinuation. And I was relieved to hear that I was not alone in finding the whole matter repugnant. Some of my people, at least, would already be behind me.  
 
    “Then I must meet with them.” 
 
    Hal nodded and offered me a hand, helping me out of bed. I realized then that he was dressed. He wore jeans and a black T-shirt. I, however, was still completely naked. In Hal’s presence, however, I didn’t mind. He inhaled sharply when he saw me but looked respectfully away. 
 
    “I went out this morning,” he said then. “There was not much to choose from at this time of day, but I thought you would not want to wear that garb,” he said, motioning to the blood-splattered dress that lay on the floor. He turned and handed me a small stack of clothing: a teal-colored t-shirt, faded blue jeans, and cotton underwear. 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “I…I had to guess at sizes. But I thought, maybe, I know your body now, a bit,” he said shyly. 
 
    “Hal,” I said with a smile, setting the clothing down on the bed. I cupped his cheek in my hand. “My sweet nagual. I never felt for anyone as I feel for you. My heart belongs to you.” 
 
    “And mine to you. I had resigned myself to the idea that I would never…love. My heart felt like it was made of stone.” 
 
    “Then I’m glad that I was the one to make it beat,” I whispered and set my head on his chest. “Now, we just have to stay alive.” 
 
    “That’s easier said than done.” 
 
    I felt something inside me stiffen in resolve. “We’ll see about that.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 16 
 
      
 
    “Ink, thank the Great Mother Ocean you’re alive,” Roald said with a relieved exhale as I entered the darkened pool hall of Space Coast Billiards. The small building, boasting bright pink paint, was nestled just off AIA along the Atlantic in Cocoa Beach. Cocoa Beach, lined with tourist shops, hotels, and pastel-colored houses, was starkly different from Miami. The small town, a bit past its prime, had a humble look and feel. I’d caught just a glimpse of the pier as we drove through the town. I loved being so close to the ocean, smelling the briny scent of the sea in the wind, tasting salt in the air. Space Coast Billiards sat in a row of similarly painted shops that advertised hermit crab races, key lime pie, and buy-one-get-one-free bikini sales. Since it was early morning, the billiard hall, which doubled as a tavern, was shuttered. Apparently, Space Coast Billiards was a night spot. Inside, the décor, surfboards and taxidermied fish, was a far cry from the chic modern trappings of Club Blue in Miami, but it had its own charm. “Hal,” Roald said then, nodding to the nagual. “Many thanks for saving our princess.” 
 
    I scanned the room. There were at least three dozen people assembled there, about a dozen of which were suffocators from my own tribe. I nodded respectfully to them. They returned the gesture. In the crowd, however, I saw others. The naguals were easy to notice, their eyes glimmering in the dim light. The others I did not recognize must have been the freshwater mers. They were a handsome-looking, dark-haired group with large, dark eyes. 
 
    “She looks like her father,” a voice called from the back of the room. “Princess Ink,” an old man, one of the freshwater mers, said as he came toward to the front. He was a slip of a thing, bent and walking with a stick. His tanned face was deeply lined. “You are welcome here among us.” 
 
    “This is Milne,” Hal introduced. “He is the eldest of the mers in the Indian River Lagoon.” 
 
    “Well, we aren’t really in the lagoon much anymore, are we old friend,” the old man said cheerfully to Hal. “But at least we still have our home here in the brine waters. We have your father to thank for that, though it cost him his life.” 
 
    I felt as if a fist had tightened around my heart. “What do you mean?” I asked. 
 
    Milne looked up at Hal. “You didn’t tell her?” 
 
    Hal shook his head then took my hand. I could feel a soft vibration emanate from him as he tried to lend me his strength and comfort. 
 
    Milne cast a glance from Hal to me. “In the midst of the war, your father negotiated an accord between our people. If the nagual and the freshwaters would lay down our arms and accept the rule of the Atlantics, not aligning ourselves with the Gulfs, we would be given rule over the Indian River Lagoon and the Florida coastline from Oceanus north to Jacksonville. 
 
    “We accepted. It was a fair agreement. Creon, however, cast a warrant for our death behind your father’s back. He wanted our lands. When your father stepped in to protect us, Creon’s men took your father to the heart of the deep and left him there to die. Your mother was easier to kill. They paid a human to execute her. She was lost in the Everglades. The mamiwata and her people loved your mother, searched for her, but they couldn’t recover her body. Creon then executed most of us until our last king bought us this small slice of land in exchange for his head. So much blood. This small girl is the only living descendant of our royal line. Come forward, Imogen,” Milne called. 
 
    A young mermaid, perhaps no more than fourteen or so in age, stepped forward. She had a delicate face, dark eyes, and luxurious, flowing dark hair. “My Lady,” she said then, bowing politely to me. 
 
    It is silent in the deep. Leagues below the surface, truth dies. My kin and I had lived blind under the waves. Secrets swam all around us. Hal was right when he said there was blood in the water. But, blood had been in the water for many years. Creon had simply done a very good job of concealing it. 
 
    I bowed to Imogen then cast a glance at the collected crowd. What a ragtag group they were, the last of the naguals and freshwaters, murdered to the edge of extinction by my uncle who had just sentenced me to death. In my heart, I had always known Creon had killed my parents. I’d known it like I knew my own name. Now, more than ever, I yearned to end what Creon had started. Now that, finally, someone had confirmed what I’d known all along. 
 
    Imogen looked at me. “What shall we do now?” 
 
    I glanced up at Hal who nodded to me.  
 
    “Now, we fight.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 17 
 
      
 
    The moonlight glimmered on the waves. It was a cloudy night, wisps of gray covering the stars and fracturing the moonbeams. Such haunting dark shapes in the sky added to the ominous feel in the air. The Atlantic waves crashed against the shoreline. The surf was heavy. It left a froth of sea foam all along the shore. 
 
    Word had come from the Atlantic. Creon knew I had left the scene at The Drunken Mermaid with Hal. How, I didn’t know, but Creon knew I was in Cocoa Beach. He’d called up his suffocators to find me and deliver me to him that night. He would come to land and retrieve me himself. But Creon’s lack of emotion would be his undoing. He had not anticipated that his own people would stand against him. Empathy was an emotion Creon did not understand. He never would have guessed that Roald and the others had turned against him to protect the freshwaters against Manx’s imminent assault. So, when Creon had called up his suffocators to find the renegade princess who’d murdered the king of the Gulf and run off with her nagual lover, he couldn’t have guessed that some of those mermen would warn us. 
 
    It was Roald who learned the news. With shaking hands, he’d taken a phone call in the billiard hall that afternoon only to return looking ashen. 
 
    “Creon,” he’d said, looking at me with a startled expression on his face, “has called for your death. He is calling it regicide. He’s sent the suffocators for you and Hal.” 
 
    “Is there any news from the Gulfs?” I asked. 
 
    “They’ve gone to ground, back to the Gulf. They will not rise against you, Ink. They believe the prophecy.” 
 
    The scope of what was happening was starting to slowly congeal around me. If I could wrestle power from Creon, I could truly ally the Gulfs and Atlantics in the name of peace. And I could protect the freshwaters and the nagual.  
 
    “Ink,” Roald said with all seriousness. “We must defeat Creon.” 
 
    “Yes, but how?” 
 
    “We will fight,” Milne said. “With our dying breath.” 
 
    “What of the Atlantics?” I asked Roald. “Creon’s guards? The scouts? Will Seaton and the others turn against me?” 
 
    Roald shook his head. “I don’t know.” 
 
    I looked back at Milne. “We Atlantics should face Creon alone. I don’t want any of you to die because of my people.” 
 
    “We will die either way,” Imogen said. “But, we will die on our feet beside you.” 
 
    “If Creon wants the renegade mermaid and her nagual, let’s give him what he wants. Tell them you have us and arrange a meeting,” I told Roald. 
 
    “Are you sure?” he asked. 
 
    I cast a glance at Hal who nodded. 
 
    “Let’s lure the bloody king out of the deep,” I said, my back tingling as waves of rage threatened to spill out of me. 
 
    Hours later, I found myself staring at the waves rolling onto Cocoa Beach. From the other side of Florida, I could feel the Gulfs holding their breath as they waited for the outcome of this night. I hoped I survived long enough to make amends. All these years I had blamed the Gulfs for my parents’ death. And all along, their real killer had slept in the same home as me. 
 
     It was Creon who rose out of the ocean first, his trident in hand, his long white hair lying wet on his chest. A warlike beast, on land he was an impressive specimen. He rose slowly, surprised to find all of us waiting to meet him on that dark stretch of beach. I saw his brow furrow. He’d expected to see Hal and me bound and gagged, waiting for his majesty’s judgment, not to see every aquatic shifter in Cocoa Beach on the beach. But Creon had told his suffocators to bring Hal and me there, and that is what they had done. 
 
    Roald and the other Atlantics stood around Hal and me. I looked up at him. Hal’s face was hidden in the shadow of the hood he’d pulled over his head, but I could feel the rage growing inside him. There was an intense strength in him that he could barely control. The air around him vibrated with fury. 
 
    Behind me, I heard Imogen take in a sharp breath, but she did not move. I honored her bravery. 
 
    The mers of my tribe rose from the waters around Creon, a deadly looking force, their weapons glimmering in the moonlight. They’d come prepared, already transformed into human form, ready to drywalk. They were clothed in black and armed. Creon had brought at least three dozen mers, including my scouts. Among them, I saw Seaton who rose from the water behind Creon. His face was stony. 
 
    “You have the traitor?” Creon called. I could see him eyeing the assembled group. Surely, Creon would realize that these men were not his allies. But then again, Creon was not one to be bothered with the lesser of our kind. 
 
    “We have,” Roald replied. 
 
    “And the nagual?” 
 
    “Yes,” Roald answered. 
 
    “Cut his throat,” Creon replied, motioning for two of his most loyal guards to step forward. 
 
    “No,” I said then. 
 
    “Murderous mermaid,” Creon spat, “how dare you speak?” 
 
    “Do you fear my words, Creon? Are you afraid the tribe will hear me speak the truth?” 
 
    “Silence!” 
 
    When the guards rushed Hal, he bolted forward to meet them, his bare feet moving quickly across the sand. Hal kicked one of the mers so hard he fell back into a crumpled heap. The other got a punch in, but Hal stopped him, slamming the merman onto the earth. Neither man got up, but they were still alive. 
 
    “Enough,” Creon yelled then strode forward onto the beach, brandishing his trident before him. “What is this incompetence? Someone grab the nagual.” 
 
    “No,” I said again.  
 
    “You were always a willful one, weren’t you? King killer,” Creon roared, “you and your nagual lover must pay for this regicide. King Manx is dead because of you, mermaid. You assembled naguals, you brine-water mers, step aside so we may deal with this treacherous lot. Advance, Atlantics, and take them,” Creon called, motioning to the army behind him. 
 
    I stepped down the beach toward them and looked at my people, making eye contact with Seaton and the others. “Lay down your arms, my brothers and sisters,” I called. “The real killer stands before you here. Creon, son of Hytten, I charge you with the murders of Dauphin, Coral, and King Manx. Creon has lied to us for years. He killed my parents. It was he who ordered the death of Manx, planning to place the blame for his—and my own—murder on the renegade suffocators whom you see standing around me. But it was Creon’s people who did the killing. These brothers and sisters standing here with me left Creon’s rule when he and Manx ordered the genocide of the remaining freshwaters and naguals. I was supposed to die alongside Manx. But I lived and learned the truth. Search your hearts. You know me. Would I murder the king of the Gulfs? How many of you have doubted the story of my parents’ death? Atlantics, lay down your arms.” 
 
    “Usurper! Liar,” Creon shouted, but his face betrayed him. He was found out. At long last, his treachery was unveiled. The muscles around his eyes twitched. 
 
    Seaton tossed his blades on the beach. Achates and the other scouts following suit behind him. Moments later, my brethren, the Atlantic mers, laid their blades down and bowed their heads to me. 
 
    “You will stand trial for your crimes,” I told Creon. “After you’ve had a little time to think over your rash behavior in the shallows.” 
 
    “Never,” Creon said, then moved quickly toward me. With a hurl, he threw his trident at me. 
 
    “Ink,” Roald yelled. 
 
    Hal, however, moved fast, putting himself between the trident and me. 
 
    I had no time to think. I let out a shrill so loud that it knocked the mers behind me to their knees. I shrieked, the sound waves moving around Hal, then in the direction of the trident and the king. I could see the sound rippling through the air. Somewhere in the distance, glass shattered, and I heard a car alarm whine. The mers standing on the beach behind Creon covered their sensitive ears with their hands. They went down on their knees into the surf. Between Hal and the king, the trident stopped midair and then burst into a thousand pieces which flew backward, piercing Creon like a thousand tiny daggers. 
 
    The king of the Atlantic screamed in agony as a large piece of his trident slammed into his chest. He clutched it then fell backward onto the beach. 
 
    A second later, the song dissipated, leaving only a bonging echo. I rushed to Hal who had fallen in the wake of the siren song. 
 
    “Hal,” I gasped, falling on my knees beside him, “are you hurt?” 
 
    He grinned at me. “My ears are ringing, but I’m alive.” 
 
    I held him, my body shaking, then gazed at Creon. Blood oozed from the massive piece of metal lodged into his chest. Streaks of blood marred the sand and water around him.  
 
    Taking a deep breath, I helped Hal stand then turned and faced the Atlantics.  
 
    “Is everyone all right? Is anyone hurt?” I called to them. 
 
    At first, no one spoke. They stood looking in awe. Then, Seaton stepped forward. 
 
    “Hail Queen Ink,” Seaton called then, “the Siren Queen.” 
 
    “Hail the Siren Queen,” the Atlantics chimed after him, kneeling in the water which was tinged with Creon’s blood. 
 
    “Hail the Siren Queen,” Imogen called, bowing. The other freshwater mers joined her. 
 
    “Hail,” Hal said then bowed, the naguals joining him. 
 
    For a moment, I stood motionless. The turn of events seemed so strange, so unbelievable. 
 
    “All of you, please rise. My friends, we have important work that must be done.” 
 
    “What work is that, my Queen?” Seaton called to me. I couldn’t help but notice the proud expression on his face. 
 
    I looked back at Hal who was smiling at me. Waves of love emanated from him. 
 
    “True peace.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Epilogue 
 
      
 
    My hand hung out the open window of Hal’s car. I scooped light and air into my palm. We were driving away from Pensacola back to Cocoa Beach, which I now called home. I gazed out at the dunes. It was a pity that the Gulf had become poisonous. The white beaches looked like they were made of sugar, the surf a lovely sapphire blue. Maybe one day the Great Mother Ocean would heal the waters, but not yet. Not yet. I closed my eyes, inhaled the perfume of the ocean, and thought about the conversation that had taken place that morning. 
 
    “I saw you in the smoke, in the fire, the mermaid from the prophecy. We knew you were coming, but we did not expect things to end like this. Yet that is the way of things,” the mamiwata said that morning as we—the cecaelia, mamiwata, the Queen Mother of the Gulf, Hal, and me—sat on the deck of a nearly-empty café overlooking the ocean. 
 
    “After a lifetime of watching Gulfs and Atlantics kill one another for power, my son no different than his father or grandfather before him, it really isn’t a bad thing to suddenly find a mermaid on the throne in the Atlantic,” the Queen Mother had said. “Bittersweet.” 
 
    I took her hand. “I am sorry for your loss. He died in my arms. I couldn’t do anything to save him, and I am sorry for it,” I told her. There had been no love between Manx and me, and given the way he was, I doubted any love could have ever grown there. But in the end, he had died because he had wanted to save his people. 
 
    She nodded kindly, patting my hand. “When we first met, I told you that you are my daughter. I meant it. With Manx’s death, our line is finished. Our race is nearly finished. The Gulfs will rely on you now, Ink, to guide us, protect us, lead us.” 
 
    “With all my heart, I will do my best.” 
 
    “With heart,” the cecaelia said then, sipping her Bloody Mary. “What else can we ask for?” 
 
    As I sat beside Hal, driving away from that small, strange gathering, I thought about my new role, my new life. I was now queen of the Atlantics, the Gulfs, naguals, and freshwaters all under my protection. 
 
    I reached out and took Hal’s hand. 
 
    “Are you all right?” he asked me. 
 
    “What more could I ask for?” 
 
    Hal lifted my hand, kissing it softly. 
 
    I closed my eyes and directed my energy toward the ocean. I let a nearly soundless siren song emanate from me. I felt the fathomless deep, the sea life, and the Great Mother Ocean. Her energy was alive, and soon, I would bring back her ways. 
 
    I smiled as I remembered a question Manx had asked me my first night in Miami. “What are you going to do with all that power, Ink?” I didn’t know what to tell him then, but now I knew. I would rule. I looked back at Hal who smiled at me. I would rule, with heart. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Thank You 
 
      
 
    Thank you for reading Ink. If you enjoyed the novella, would you mind leaving a review and let other potential readers know you enjoyed the story? Word of mouth is an author’s best friend! 
 
      
 
    Thank you! 
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 Sneak Peek: The Glass Mermaid 
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    I'm the last mermaid. 
 
    On the shore of Lake Erie, I spend my final days hunting beach glass and waiting for my mermaid glamour to leave me. Then it will be over. I resigned myself to the fact that there's nothing more for me. Until I saw Cooper. 
 
      
 
    He comes to the beach every day to paint the sunrise and sunset. Nothing in this vast world has sparked my attention as much as him. I have no business falling in love with a human. Not now. And Cooper seems to have secrets of his own. I should leave him alone, but the curious mermaid in me can't let that shiny bauble go. 
 
      
 
    More than anything, I want to be part of his world...before it's too late. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 1: Kate 
 
      
 
    The surf lapped over my feet, sea foam tickling my toes. It was early summer, but the lake water was still icy. I closed my eyes and felt the cool waves. In the deep of winter, when the lake would freeze, we always sheltered on one of the small islands that dotted Lake Erie. The humans in those days had called us lumpeguin. Sighing deeply, I opened my eyes and looked down at the rocky shoreline. 
 
    “There you are,” I whispered, bending to pick up a piece of green beach glass. I lifted it and looked at it in the dimming sunlight. It was tear-shaped and worn smooth from its time in the water. A soft white sheen coated the green glass. That made seven green pieces, five light blue pieces, eight white pieces, and seven amber pieces. Not a bad haul. Alas, no red. I rarely found red anymore. The lake had stopped giving up her most beautiful treasures. If I wanted, I could swim down deep to the troves of wave-kissed glass. But I hadn’t been below the surface in nearly three hundred years, and I certainly wasn’t going to ruin that stretch over some sparkly bauble, even if all my customers begged for red beach glass. 
 
    I tucked the green beach glass into my satchel, pulled my long, straw-colored hair back, and then bent to pick up my sandals. I looked out at the lake. The sun was dipping below the horizon. There was nothing more glorious than a Lake Erie sunset. Shimmering shades of rosy pink, orange, and magenta illuminated the sky and reflected on the waves. Breathing in deeply, I tried to inhale the scene. The briny scent of the fresh lake water was perfumed with the lingering smell of snow and flowers. Not for the first time, I wondered what my old home looked like now. Forgotten under the waves, the eerie sea kingdom had been left to be ruled by ghosts and memories. 
 
    I sucked in a breath and turned to go. I wouldn’t cry. Mermaids’ tears were, after all, a special and rare commodity. They carried life itself, and I didn’t have much of that magical spark left in me. A single tear could spell my end, sapping out the last of the gift from the deep. No, I’d managed to live for over three hundred years. It wouldn’t do to weep over a fantastic sunset, a nearly-forgotten past, nor the realization that I was truly alone. It was what it was. I couldn’t change the fact that I was the last mermaid.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 2: Cooper 
 
      
 
    I dipped my brush into the purple paint. Not quite the right shade. Swiping my brush in the red, I fattened the color then spread it across the canvas. The sunset was particularly striking tonight. It was a perfect summer sunset, except for the fact that the wind still thought it was early spring. A breeze blew across the lake. It had an icy edge, like it had swept down from some far-off glacier. It chilled my fingers. 
 
    I dropped my brush into the jar of water and blew on my hands. For the love of God, would I have to wear gloves in May? I didn’t remember Mays in Chancellor being so cold. Maybe all my years in Pensacola, stretched out along those sugar-white beaches, had spoiled me. I loved the water. That’s how I’d ended up in Florida in the first place. Marrying my love of people and the sea, my degrees in marine biology and psychology had landed me at the Dolphin Key Sanctuary. I’d made my career doing research on the therapeutic relationship between dolphins and children with disabilities. I’d spent every day in the water until…well, now I was home, back in Chancellor. Lake Erie had been my first love, but she’d grown so cold in my absence. 
 
    I blew on my fingers again, picked up the brush, and looked at the fading sunset. I tried to take a mental picture, knowing the colors were about to fade. Too bad, it had been an amazing view. I played the last bit of paint across the canvas then picked up a smaller brush, dipped it in black, and scrawled a number in the bottom: forty-three. This was the forty-third sunset I’d painted. One-hundred forty, give or take, to go. 
 
    I leaned back and zipped my coat up to my chin. I told myself I was just taking in the last of the sunset, or letting the paint dry, or stretching my back, then I’d go. But the truth was, I was waiting for her. I shouldn’t have been, but I was. 
 
    She was strolling up the beach toward me. I’d seen her head out earlier. Like every night, she set off down the beach with her little satchel strung bandolier-style across her curvy body. At first I’d thought she was hunting for shells. It took me almost a week to remember that beach glass washed up on the shores of Lake Erie. She was hunting glass. Every night, she would head down the beach, returning just after sunset. I loved to watch her. It was almost like she melted into the surroundings, her yellow hair the same color as the dried grass, her eyes—the one and only time I’d yet had the courage to look into them—the same dark blue as the waves. Today she was wearing khaki cargo pants, a white T-shirt, and an aquamarine-colored scarf. She was, without a doubt, the most beautiful woman I’d ever seen. But she seemed a little sad, and her sadness helped me stay away. I had no business flirting with women, at least not now, but it was still nice to look at her. And sometimes, when I felt bold, more than look. 
 
    Today, I felt bold. 
 
    Today, I had something more to say. 
 
    While I knew I had no business with her, I couldn’t quite get myself to stop looking for ways to break the ice. Today, I found one. 
 
    As she neared me, I rose, took a deep breath, and stepped down the beach toward her. “Good evening,” I called gently, hoping like hell I wasn’t going to annoy her. 
 
    She startled a little, like she’d been lost in her thoughts. 
 
    Great, scare her to death, moron. 
 
    She looked at me with those deep-blue eyes and smiled. “Hello,” she said in a voice as soothing as the deep. 
 
      
 
    Continue Kate and Cooper’s story in The Glass Mermaid 
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