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      “May God bless her and all who sail on her.”

      I cleared my throat, hoping I’d said it correctly, and gripped the bottle of champagne, terrified of letting it go too early or, worse still, missing the ship entirely.

      Beyond the ship, the ocean shimmered in the midday sun. Diamond-like sparkles of light bounced off the calm cerulean water—water that looked so inviting, I wanted nothing more than to jump in, to surrender to the balmy ripples. Of course, wanting it and doing it were two different things. First of all, I couldn’t swim, and secondly, my mother would pitch a fit if I took another step closer to the dock edge. She was already a bag of nerves from today’s event.

      I looked behind me, needing reassurance from my parents. This was my first official royal engagement, and I was terrified of messing it up. My father beamed at me with pride while my mother gave me a thin smile. I could see the fear in her eyes although she was doing her best to hide it. I was amazed she’d come at all. The ocean positively terrified her. My father’s hand was almost white with how hard my mother was squeezing it. Next to them, my little brother, Anthony, was picking his nose and examining the treasure he found up there. Not for the first time I was reminded how fortunate it was that I was the first in line to the throne.

      Beside me, my life-long best friend nudged me to let go of the bottle. Officially, his title was Sir Hayden Harrington-Blythe, but to me, he was just Hayden. He’d been my first crush since our first day in kindergarten when he’d pulled on my pigtails, and I’d stamped on his foot. Despite our unpromising start, over the years we’d turned into friends. My crush on him was long since over, and his pigtail pulling days were long gone, but somehow, our friendship had survived.

      “You do know you are supposed to let go of the bottle right?” whispered Hayden in my ear. I gave him a look I only ever reserved for him and lifted the bottle. Letting go, I watched it swing on a length of string, arcing towards the majestic ship’s wooden hull. It made a tinkling sound as it smashed against the side of the ship, scattering glass all over the paved dock. I couldn’t help thinking it was a waste of good champagne and that it would be better served at the ball being held in honor of my birthday in a couple of days’ time. Still, I felt invigorated by the salty smell of the ocean, the atmosphere of a thousand happy people coming out to see the launch, and the fact that I now had a boat that bore my name. I was feeling as excited as I could hope to feel, second only to being allowed to actually go out on the damn thing.

      The Erica Rose’s white sails flapped in the breeze below the official flag of Trifork as if she were eager to be off, out onto the ocean. I couldn’t blame her. To sail on the ocean was a lifelong dream of mine. Ever since I could remember, I’d looked out of my bedroom window toward the ocean and dreamed of the day that I’d be able to disappear beyond the rolling waves toward the horizon.

      It was a dream that had never, and would never, be realized as long as my parents were in charge. For a kingdom so well-known for its naval and merchant vessels, my parents were ridiculously strict about letting me go near the ocean. This was the closest I’d gotten in the whole eighteen years of my life, and I had a full team of palace guards surrounding me, stopping me from taking one step closer to the water’s edge than I had to. It was all because of my mother, of course. My father might have been the one that ruled Trifork, but in the palace, my mother was the one that wore the pants, so to speak. If my mother said I couldn’t go near the ocean, then my father wasn’t going to argue with her. However, today was a special day, and not even my mother could come up with a good enough reason for us not to be here. She might have been absolutely petrified, but she was the queen, a duty she held above everything, even crippling panic.

      Everybody clapped as the wooden ship began pulling up its anchor, its crew readying themselves to set sail.

      I took a deep breath and inhaled the salty air. Above the excited chatter of the crowd, seagulls cawed to each other as they flew overhead looking for an easy snack. Oh, how I envied them and their freedom.

      My father managed to extricate himself from my mother’s vice-like grip and joined me on the dock’s edge. My poor mother’s face turned even more ashen, and she had to grip a nearby railing instead to save herself from fainting. It was almost cruel, living so close to the ocean and being so frightened of it. I saw her eyes darting past my father and me to the ocean behind us as though it could somehow climb above the dock and swallow us whole. I don’t doubt it could on a stormy day, but today the skies were blue, and the sea was calm.

      “We here in Trifork have a rich sailing heritage, one of which I am immensely proud,” began my father into the microphone that had been set up for the occasion. “Today is a big day for me, both as a king and a father. As you all know, my daughter, the princess Erica Rose, will turn eighteen in just two days’ time. Her first official engagement was supposed to be at the ball, but she begged me to be allowed to launch this ship. Being the dutiful father I am, I agreed.” He paused at this point waiting for a laugh. When he got it, he carried on. “This is my birthday gift to you, dear Erica. I know you’ve always had a fondness for the sea and so this ship not only bears your name but also belongs to you.”

      I blinked a couple of times, unsure if what I was hearing was true. The ship was mine? I wasn’t allowed to dip my toes in the shallow waves at the beach, but I was allowed to own a ship?

      I gazed up at the huge galleon. “She’s mine?” Hope rose in my chest that I might, for the first time in my life, be able to go out on the ocean. My parents had never so much as let me sail in a dinghy before now, let alone go on a ship.

      “She’s all yours, sweetheart. As part of our fleet and a working ship, she will be taken out by her captain, Captain Jackson. But when she’s back in Trifork, you will be able to see her whenever you want.”

      “See her?”

      “Yes,” beamed my father, oblivious to the disappointment I was feeling. Only see her? I didn’t want a ship to look at. I’d spent my entire life watching the ships of Trifork sail in and out of the harbor. I wanted to sail to foreign lands, to feel the sea breeze upon my cheek. I wanted to know what it felt like to roll over the gentle waves with the vastness of the ocean the only thing in view.

      My mother caught my disappointment though. She could read me like a book. An elegant woman with a sharp tongue and an even sharper sense of style, she swallowed her terror and took a few steps toward me, toward the ocean. She walked tall and calmly, but a slight tremor in her step gave her away.

      “Aren’t you happy with your new ship?”

      “Yes ma’am,” I lied. What was the point of having a ship if I wasn’t allowed on it?

      She flicked her eyes past me, once again, toward the ocean. What was it she was looking for? Her eyes snapped back to me. “You know my feelings on you going near the sea, Erica. It’s a dangerous place. I nearly drowned when I was about your age.” She took my hand and pulled me a couple of steps toward her—away from the dock’s edge.

      I’d heard the story a million times. Every time I even hinted at wanting to go near the sea, she’d dredge up the same story about how she nearly drowned when she was younger. I wasn’t in the mood to hear it again.

      The ship was cast off, the gangplank raised. My ship was about to go on an adventure I could only dream of. The wind caught the sails and the majestic vessel began to move, her crew waving at us as she inched away from the dockside.

      My father clapped me on the back, a beaming smile on his face. Even my mother, who usually had a face like a prune when it came to anything to do with water, had found her smile again. I glanced over at Hayden. He knew I was disappointed. I talked about nothing but the ocean with him. He loved the water as I did, but unlike me, he could go out onto it whenever he wanted. He even had his own boat. It was nowhere near as grand as the Erica Rose, but at least, he was allowed to sail in it.

      He flicked his eyes almost imperceptibly towards the ship. I arched a brow.

      “Do it,” he mouthed silently and cast his eyes towards the ship once again.

      He wanted me to jump on the ship! He was actually daring me to do it. Thoughts of all the silly childhood pranks and adventures he’d led me into filled my mind. Hayden was the epitome of an irresistible bad idea. I followed his eye line to where the gangplank had been pulled up. The gate was still open, but it wouldn’t be for long. The ship was already a foot away from the dock and moving swiftly towards the open sea. I had seconds to make a decision.

      My heart hammered, and adrenaline took over. Without thinking too hard, I ran from my parents, barged past the palace guards, and jumped as far as I could right off the dock. The ship had moved much faster than I’d anticipated, and I missed the gate by a long shot, and instead of landing on the ship, I plunged head first into the sea.

      All I could hear were my mother’s screams as the water crowded in around me.

      The water that had looked so warm and inviting when I’d been standing on the dock was actually a lot colder than I’d imagined, and as I scrambled for air, its icy grip took my breath away

      Mouthfuls of briny water flowed into my mouth, causing me to choke as I tried desperately to keep above the water’s surface. In one terrifying instant, I realized what it was that my mother had been keeping me from for all these years.  As I’d never been allowed in water deeper than a bath, I’d never learned how to swim. It occurred to me now that this wasn’t exactly my finest moment.

      The dress I’d had picked out for me, a knee length cotton blue dress was perfect for looking smart and launching a ship. It was utterly useless as a floatation device. The heavy, waterlogged fabric weighed me down, making it even harder to try to keep my head above water.

      Beside me, I heard a splash. I looked over to see a red and white life ring bobbing close by with a rope attached to it. On the other end of the rope, the Erica Rose’s crew shouted at me to grab hold. After I’d managed to pull myself through it, they heaved me up and pulled me over the side of the boat.

      A group of worried faces peered down at me. One of the men reached a hand down to help me up. As I righted myself, my dress dripped ocean water all over the deck and tightened around me. I felt so uncomfortable in the soggy outfit, but when I saw how far from the dock we’d already moved, excitement flooded through me. The fear I’d felt just moments before dissolved, leaving me feeling exhilarated. I was on a ship for the first time in my life, and we were sailing away from the dock.

      With giddy excitement, I gripped a railing. On the edge of the dock, my parents shouted and waved for us to come back. My heart fell as I caught the expression on my mother’s face. Her usual stern expression had contorted to one of absolute fear, and she wasn’t trying to hide it anymore. Her screams pierced the air, her usual stoic facade dropped completely as she tore at my father who was desperately trying to pull her back from the edge of the dock.

      Her fear of falling into the ocean was obviously smaller than losing one of her children to it.

      My stomach churned as I realized the severity of my actions. I’d only wanted to go out to sea. I didn’t want to hurt my mother in the process. I was going to be in the worst kind of trouble for this little stunt, and as we floated further and further out to sea, the more I realized that the adventure was not worth it.

      Captain Jackson, a tall man with a perfectly groomed black mustache and oiled down hair greeted me with a salute. I’d never been saluted before. Bowed to and curtseyed aplenty, but a salute was new to me. I raised my hand and saluted back, unsure of the etiquette.

      “I’m going to try to turn the ship back, your highness, but it may take a little time to adjust the sails. The wind is not optimal right now. There’s a squall coming, and I’d hoped to get far enough away to miss it.”

      I glanced out to the horizon. The seamless blue sky was darkening, and the sea below it matched its threatening color. Where had that come from? Only seconds before, the weather had been as perfect as anyone could wish for.

      “Yes, please turn around.” My heart dropped as I realized that my adventure was over before it had even started, and I’d gotten nothing out of it except to embarrass myself in front of thousands of onlookers and terrify my poor mother.

      I looked back over to the shoreline. My parents and all the onlookers were barely dots on the horizon now. To my right, I could see the public beach to which people flocked in the summer months. Beyond that were magnificent white cliffs that I’d heard plenty about but never actually seen before as they were only visible from the sea. To my left, the coast was much rockier, and here was where the royal castle stood. Only a wide promenade separated the rocks from the castle. It looked so dark and imposing with its granite grey towers; I barely recognized it from this angle.

      “Why don’t you go to my cabin and get changed out of those wet clothes. I’ll have one of my crew show you where it is.”

      Captain Jackson swiveled on his toe and left me alone, feeling terrible. I’d not paused to consider the crew or the captain, and now they were going to have to abort their mission. I could chalk up a few more people to the list of those I’d disappointed.  With a sigh, I walked to the other side of the deck to look out at the vast ocean. In the distance, the sea turned black and churned ominously almost as though that part of the ocean was alive and out to get us. It was a stark contrast to the crystal clear and calm water beneath the ship.   Above me, the crew of the Erica Rose battled to maneuver the sails to turn us around.

      “Your Royal Highness.”

      I heard someone shouting at me above the wind that was now blustering fiercely. Lightning forked, splitting the sky in two, and the wind tugged my hair from the clip that had been keeping it in place. Strands of long red hair whipped around my face. I turned to see a young man heading toward me.

      “I’m Joe, Your Highness, the second in command of the Erica Rose,” he said, giving me a quick bow. “The captain has asked me to escort you to his cabin.”

      Joe was barely older than me, with short, dirty blond hair and a winning smile. I was surprised to see someone so young be the second in command of such a ship.

      “It’s getting a little choppy,” Joe cautioned, his cheeks red as he took my hand. “They are going to struggle to get the ship back to shore. The forecast mentioned a little bit of turbulent water, but it looks to be shaping up to be a proper storm out there.”

      I followed Joe to a big wooden doorway, which he opened for me and beckoned me inside. As I thanked him, a boom filled the darkening sky.

      “Thunder,” Joe remarked, taking my hand and leading me down a corridor. I held on tightly to him as the ship listed violently to one side from the sharp turn of the wheel. He showed me to a large room with a writing desk on one side and a bed on the other.

      “There will be some clothes in the wardrobe there,” he said, pointing to a small door. “I don’t expect the captain has any dresses, but I’m sure you’ll find something dry to wear.”

      I watched the storm unfold through a small porthole as Joe left me to help the captain. It seemed no one was expecting the weather to be this bad and how could they? Only ten minutes earlier, there hadn’t been a cloud in the sky, and now there was barely any blue left, only the darkness of the sea and the sky. It was strange how quickly the storm had taken hold. I certainly had never seen anything like it before. Outside, the rain began to lash down, pitter-pattering on the round window. Thunder crashed as the waves became more intense with the roaring wind that whipped all around us. The storm had sneaked up on us quickly, and as far as I could see, we were getting further and further away from the coastline. Whatever Captain Jackson’s men were doing to turn the ship around, it wasn’t helping.

      I hated admitting it to myself after dreaming of the day I could finally sail on the sea for so long, but I was beginning to get scared. My mother’s screams echoed in my head, although we had drifted too far to really hear her. The boat creaked with the strain, and from out of the window, I could see we were being pulled closer and closer toward the storm. A crash from behind me made me jump. I turned to find that some previously neatly stacked dishes had been flung from the cupboard and were now in hundreds of pieces on the floor.  Holding on was almost impossible, the ship was lurching so much.  I tried walking over to the wardrobe that Joe had pointed out, but the floor beneath me was rocking so much under the motion of the waves that I could barely stand at all.  With a shock, I saw a stream of water pushing the remnants of the dishes across the floor. It was coming from the doorway. We were taking on water. I held on to the writing desk to keep myself upright, but the motion of the ship knocked me to the floor. Something sharp pierced my side, and when I looked down, I saw a sliver of broken plate had cut through my dress and into my flesh creating a bloom of fresh blood on the wet fabric.

      I looked up to grab hold of the desk to pull myself back up and was shocked to see that the window was now partly submerged. We were sinking, and we were sinking fast. Pulling myself up, I ran to the door quickly. I had to get out, or I would drown. I yanked the door as hard as I could, and as it opened, a deluge of water rushed in knocking me over once again. The lights flickered out leaving me in complete darkness as the water engulfed me, sending me flying into something hard. Water filled my lungs as the blackness folded in around me, my mother’s warnings of the fierceness of the ocean echoing in my head.
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      Soft lips touched mine and softly blew into my mouth.

      What was happening? Was I being kissed? Why?

      I coughed roughly, and salt water flooded into my mouth, except it was coming up rather than going in. Someone rolled me forcefully onto my side, and the salty water trickled out.

      I coughed again and opened my eyes. One minute I was being kissed, the next my lungs were screaming in agony, and I was coughing up half the ocean. Sunlight flooded my retinas as I opened my eyes, causing me to blink a few times. Sunlight? Hadn’t it been dark just a moment ago? I closed my eyes again, not ready for the brightness.

      “Are you ok?” a voice asked. It was a man’s voice. Probably the same man who had pushed me onto my side, the same man who had kissed me. His accent was very strange, and I couldn’t place it, but his deep voice was warm and comforting. I’d not traveled much, but I’d met many visitors from other lands, and he sounded like none of them. He certainly wasn’t from any of the nine kingdoms.

      I nodded my head and promptly threw up. An acidic taste filled my mouth as the contents of my stomach, mostly salt water and a bit of breakfast, emptied out of me.

      I wasn’t alright, but I’d been schooled long enough not to show my feelings.

      “You don’t look it,” the voice replied. The man attached to it gently moved my hair from my face, leaving me exposed to the sun. It beat down on my cheek warming it. I opened my eyes again, this time readying myself for the brightness. In front of me, was the most beautiful man I’d ever seen in my life. I couldn’t call him handsome. The word handsome reminded me of men in suits. This man was striking with piercing green eyes and black hair so long, it was almost down to his waist. I’d never seen a man with long hair before. Everyone in my life had been presented to me perfectly turned out, wearing only the finest of clothing. This guy wasn’t even wearing a shirt. His bare chest glistened with water dripping from his wet hair. As I gazed up at him, a flash of purple came over his eyes. A second later, they were green again. I blinked, mesmerized by what I’d seen or what I thought I’d seen.

      “Princess!” I heard a voice shouting from far away. The man heard it too. He cocked his head up and to the side. Following his gaze, I saw some men at the top of the cliffs. I blinked a couple of more times and glanced at my surroundings. We were on a tiny beach inaccessible except by the water. I had been laid out on a flat rock by the water’s edge, and my savior was half in and half out of the water. Perhaps, he’d come across me when he’d been out swimming? Beyond him, the sea had returned to a shimmering blue and the sky was once again cloudless. It was like the storm hadn’t happened at all.

      “They are looking for you,” said the man, pulling me away from my thoughts. “I think you’ll be ok now.”

      I looked back at him again, shocking myself at how deeply irresistible I found him. My head pounded, and my throat felt as though someone had used sandpaper roughly on it, and yet, all I could think of was the way his lips had felt upon mine.

      “Kiss me again.” Just saying it shocked me to my core. I didn’t know where I was or how I got there, and here I was asking a perfect stranger to kiss me. I wondered if I’d suffered a concussion at some point. My head certainly hurt enough. And yet...I meant it. I wanted to feel the taste of his lips again. The last time, I’d been half asleep.

      He gave me a confused grin. “Again?”

      “Your Highness!” It was that voice again from the cliff above. I wished it would go away. The very edges of my consciousness were hazy, and my memory was blurred. It was like everything in my past was just out of reach. I knew I was the royal princess, heir to the throne of Trifork. I also knew I was at the base of one of Trifork’s famous white cliffs. Beyond that, everything, including how I ended up on a beach with a half-naked man, was floating just beyond my grasp.

      “I’ve got to go,” said the man. “You’ll be ok.” He disappeared out of my line of sight. I tried sitting up to see where he went, but the effort made me feel dizzy again. I scanned the shoreline, but there was nobody there. Out in the distance, I thought I saw a ripple on the surface of the ocean, but darkness was closing in again. I closed my eyes and once again succumbed to unconsciousness.

      I woke to find myself in the palace infirmary.

      With over three hundred staff working and living in the palace, not to mention my accident-prone brother, my father had had the small hospital built in one of the palace wings a few years ago after a bad strain of flu had left half of the staff ill.

      The infirmary was quite cheerful for a hospital. A rainbow of color decorated the painted white walls thanks to the light coming through a large circular stained-glass window depicting the founder of Trifork. A strong, floral scent invaded my senses, and a brief glance around showed me it was coming from a vase of lilies in the corner of the room.

      Beside my bed, I found my mother. Without her usual perfect makeup she appeared pale, almost a ghost of her usual self. Dark circles had taken up residence under her eyes, eyes which were bloodshot from lack of sleep. Her hand held mine. It felt warm and reassuring, although her grip was a little too tight. I tried to sit up, but the effort made me feel sick.

      “What happened?” I croaked. My throat burned with the effort of speaking. Goodness only knew just how much sea water I’d swallowed.

      “Just lay back, honey,” she replied, letting go of my hand and plumping my pillow. Honey? She never called me honey. She never called me anything but Erica. When she sat back down, I noticed she’d been crying.

      My memory of earlier was slipping, as if an invisible hand had reached into my brain and started pulling at the fibers, spilling all my memories from the last day. Her tears reminded me of something, but I couldn’t remember what. My mother never cried. I had a feeling that those tears were because of something I’d done, but I couldn’t remember what. A fog had descended into my brain distorting everything.

      My mother pressed her lips together and stared down at the bed as though she was weighing what to tell me. When she looked back up, I saw that the tears had returned.  “You almost drowned. For a while, we thought you had drowned. The ship went down in a storm yesterday. We sent thousands of people out looking for you, but it was only this morning one of our volunteers found you. He brought you straight here.”

      This morning? I’d been out all night?

      “He had long hair?” I asked, remembering my strange encounter on the beach. I felt my cheeks begin to redden as I recalled what I’d said to him. I’d asked him to kiss me. Oh, I hoped he’d not told my parents that. I’d never live it down.

      “No honey. It was just one of the palace guards.” She looked confused. “What makes you think he had long hair?”

      “I saw him. He had long hair, and he disappeared.” I tried to get a clear picture of him in my head through the fog but failed. Just like the events of the previous twenty-four hours, he was slipping from my mind.

      My mother’s brows knitted together, and she pursed her lips. Without saying anything, she brought her hand up to my forehead to feel for a fever.

      “There was no one on that beach with you, sweetheart. You were completely alone when you were found, and there couldn’t have been anyone down there with you because the beach you washed up on was cut off from all sides. We had to get someone with a rope to scale the cliff to get down to you, and you were pulled up by the same rope on a stretcher.”

      I’d not dreamed it. He’d definitely been there. Surely, I couldn’t have made him up. Everything about him was drifting from my mind, and yet, I could remember his distinctive voice so clearly. “He swam out to sea then?” I ventured.

      She shook her head and took my hand again. “The sea is very dangerous at that part of the coast. I’m told that it was a fluke that you managed to swim to the beach without your body being bashed against the rocks.”

      I hadn’t swum to the beach though, had I? I’d either floated there or been brought there. The question was, if I’d been brought there, who was it that brought me and where did he go if he wasn’t on the beach when I was found?

      “What about Joe and the captain?” I asked realizing I wouldn’t get anywhere trying to solve that particular mystery.

      My mother’s eyes began brimming with tears once again. “I’m so sorry, honey. The Erica Rose went down in the storm. We’ve still got people out there looking for the crew, but it’s been over twenty hours since the storm, and you are the only person we’ve found.”

      My ship had gone down, and it looked like all her crew had gone down with her. I thought back to being onboard. A memory came to the surface. I snatched at it, thinking of all the details of the captain’s quarters before it went back into the fuzz.  I’d been trapped inside there. If anyone should have died on that ship, it was me. All the others were on deck when the storm hit. If I had managed to survive while unconscious, then they should have survived too.

      “They are still out there,” I insisted. It didn’t make sense otherwise.  “Don’t stop the search.”

      She gave me a sad smile. “We’ll keep the search going for a while, but it doesn’t look good.”

      Lucy, the head nurse came into the infirmary. When she saw I was awake, she hurried over. Without speaking, she popped a thermometer into my mouth and took my wrist presumably to check my pulse.

      I closed my eyes to block everything out.

      My heart felt heavy at the loss of the crew members. I’d only met them yesterday, but it hurt to think of them dying on the maiden voyage of my ship. And yet, a part of me still couldn’t accept that they were dead. We’d been pulled away from the shore by the storm, and yet, I’d ended up there. I’d somehow gotten to the beach without remembering it. Without even being conscious it seemed, and a mysterious stranger who looked like no one I’d ever seen before in my life kissed me before disappearing into thin air. None of it made sense. I wondered if my brain had made up the whole thing and if the man with the long hair had been a dream. My head pounded just thinking about it all.

      I heard my mother chatting away to Lucy, oblivious to the turmoil going on inside me. She was asking if I’d be alright enough to attend the ball tomorrow.

      Tomorrow! I’d somehow lost a day.

      “I don’t know,” replied Lucy. “She’s had a bump to the head and lost quite a bit of blood. I did my best to sew the wound in her side up, it was just a shallow flesh wound, but she is still very weak. It might be better to postpone it for a bit.”

      I opened my eyes and pulled out the thermometer with my free hand and gave it back to the nurse.

      “I’m fine,” I lied.  Before Lucy had mentioned the cut in my side, I’d forgotten about it, but now I knew it was there. I could feel it. Lucy had tightly bandaged it, but below the bandage, I could feel the sharp pain of stitches. I wasn’t about to tell my mother that, though. She’d been through enough in the last couple of days thanks to me and my idiocy. “I want to go.”

      My mother had been planning this party for months. I’d seen how much effort and planning had gone into it. It wasn’t as simple as postponing it. Everything was ready. The grand hall had been decorated for the better part of a week. The caterers had already started preparing the food, and over a thousand dignitaries from the nine kingdoms had been invited. Postponing it would be a nightmare of epic proportions.

      My mother looked at me with nothing but concern in her eyes. “Are you sure? You don’t have to if you aren’t well enough. I can ask your father to put it back a couple of months.”

      Even as she said it, I could see that she didn’t want to put it off. The way she was being so sweet to me now wasn’t like her. The shock of nearly losing her daughter to the thing she feared most had changed her. It was then I remembered my mother’s screams after I fell into the water. Ear piercing screams of pure terror. I’d done that to her. I’d caused that fear. A lump came to my throat as I looked into her eyes, eyes the blue-green color of the ocean she hated so much.

      I took her hands in mine and smiled. “I wouldn’t miss it for the world.”

      She jumped up and clapped her hands together. “I’ll tell Alexander not to call anyone. He’ll be so pleased. I think I’ve been driving him mad with all the talk of this ball. He’ll be down to see you shortly.”

      I suppressed a smile. My mother had run the whole gamut of emotion in the last day or so. I’d never seen her like this before. She was usually so rigid and composed. Now she was as giddy as a school girl.

      “If she’s going to the ball, she needs her rest,” Lucy asserted, ushering my mother away from my bed. “Her father will have to wait.”

      My mother’s eyes flashed with excitement. “I should go and let the dressmaker know that you will be needing your gown after all,” she trilled. I’d never seen her so excited. I waited until she left the room completely and closed my eyes pretending to be asleep. I didn’t want the nurse poking me or prodding me anymore. I just wanted to be left alone with my thoughts.

      As soon as I closed my eyes, there he was. I could see him again—the man with the long hair. I was sure I’d not made him up. How could I have? In my mind’s eye, I could see him so clearly. His chiseled chin and straight nose, his muscular chest and those eyes, those stunning green eyes that flashed purple.

      He was so unusual and yet so real; but at the same time, he was impossible. My mother had said it herself. No one could survive swimming through those rocks to get to the shore, and yet, I had. I’d survived and somehow done it while being unconscious. The whole thing was beyond belief. I hadn’t just washed up on that beach. Someone had to have brought me there.

      My mind was still whirling when Lucy came to me with some hot chocolate. The delicious smell of it had me opening my eyes.

      “I wasn’t sure if you were sleeping or just resting your eyes,” she remarked, placing the chocolate beside my bed along with a couple of pills. “These will really make you sleep and help with the pain. You want to be fresh for your big day tomorrow. Oh, and these are for you.”

      She handed me a hand-picked bunch of daisies.

      “Hayden’s been here?” I asked. As a princess, I was often given flowers. Huge expensive bouquets wrapped with ribbon. As a young child, I’d remarked how much I preferred wild daisies and the next day at school, he’d shown up with a bunch that he’d picked from a nearby field. Since then, on my birthday every year, he’d brought me daisies.

      She placed the daisies on the bedside cabinet, not bothering to find a vase for them. “He came while you were sleeping. I told him you weren’t well enough to see anyone today. He said to tell you he’d see you tomorrow at the ball.”

      I smiled, picturing his face, his dark blond hair never falling quite as it should, usually falling over one of his deep brown eyes, and the cheeky grin that almost permanently resided on his face. In my mind, the picture shifted. The brown eyes became green, the hair darkened, and the grin turned into full, smiling lips. What was it with the stranger? I couldn’t seem to get him out of my mind.

      “Lucy? Do you think what happened to me could make me see things that aren’t real?”

      “Like hallucinations?” she asked, looking all worried again.

      “No, more like fake memories.”

      She put her hand on my forehead again, no doubt checking to see if I had a fever. “You did have a bump to the head. Sometimes your brain tries to make sense of things, which can cause dreams to seem real. The best thing you can do is sleep and see how you feel in the morning.”

      She turned the lights down low as she left. I picked up the pills and chased them down with the hot chocolate. She was right about one thing, I really needed to sleep. I closed my eyes and let oblivion wash over me.
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      “How are you feeling?” My mother asked the second I opened my eyes. I noticed she was already in full makeup as she passed me a mug of coffee and two painkillers.

      I drank the whole thing down, using it as an excuse to decide how to answer her question. On the one hand, I felt pretty good, considering. My headache was gone, and I no longer felt dizzy or sick. Whatever had been in those pills that Lucy had given me had done the trick, and I’d slept well. On the other hand, my heart still felt heavy over the loss of my ship’s crew. I’d not known them, but it didn’t stop me feeling terrible about what happened. I could also still see the stranger clearly in my mind. The pills hadn’t taken that away.

      I went with “I’m fine,” because it was what she wanted to hear.

      “Wonderful,” she clapped her hands together as she always did when she was excited about something. “I’ll see if Lucy will release you, and then we’ll get you ready for the ball.”

      Twenty minutes later, I found myself in my mother’s dressing room with her bevy of beauticians. One started on my hair, teasing my long red locks into something manageable.

      “Up or down, Your Highness?” I knew the question was directed at my mother, and so, I waited for her to answer. I’d never been allowed to decide what to wear or how to have my hair on occasions like these. My mother always had the final say.

      She came up to me and looked at my reflection. Once upon a time, she had the same vibrant red hair as I did, but now, hers had dimmed with age and had more gray than red. Other than that, we looked remarkably similar. We had the same heart-shaped face and long eyelashes. My lips and green eye color I’d inherited from my father. Just thinking of green eyes reminded me of the stranger again. What was it about him that kept popping up in my brain? Was it the fact that it looked like I’d somehow made him up, my brain rearranging normality into something else? My eyes were a perfectly normal shade of green with flecks of brown in them. The stranger’s eyes. They were the brightest green eyes I’d ever seen, almost otherworldly and the only flecks they had in them were flecks of light just like the light I’d seen bouncing off the waves when I’d first boarded the Erica Rose. And then, there was that purple flash. Now that couldn’t be real. No one’s eyes changed color like that. It just wasn’t possible. I had to give in to the fact that Lucy was probably right, and my brain had simply conjured him up out of nowhere.

      “Erica, are you alright?” My mother gazed at me in concern.

      “I’m sorry, mother. I was just daydreaming. What did you say?”

      “I said, it’s up to you how you have your hair. Do you want it up or down?”

      I hadn’t yet seen what my dress looked like, but I knew it would be a deep purple color. On anyone else, the purple would have looked magnificent, but with my red hair, it was sure to clash. Purple was the traditional color of our royal family, and so for generations, Royal princes and princesses had been wearing it for occasions such as these. Unfortunately, when my great-great-great grandparents started this tradition, they didn’t foresee a time when one of their descendants would have flaming red hair that would look ridiculous with purple. My own mother had taken to wearing lilac these days just to tone things down.

      I sighed and looked at myself in the mirror. My hair reached almost down to my waist, cascading down in loose waves. It would have been nice to wear it down, to show it off, but in the end, I decided it would be far better to minimize it and have it put up.

      The hairdresser nodded his head and got to work while the young woman who was doing my makeup, dithered between the colors on her palette.

      “Just make it neutral,” I suggested. “Nothing goes with red and purple, so I’m screwed whatever you do.”

      “Erica! Language!” my mother admonished, but the young makeup artist gave me a grin and began to mix some pale beiges together to use as foundation.

      The end result was much better than I’d expected. The hairdresser had put a tiara on my up-do which hid most of the red, and the makeup artist had done an excellent job not making me look too garish.

      Once we were finished, my mother sent everyone away, so it was just she and I. She took me into her bedroom and sat me on the bed.

      “You look stunning today. I have never been so proud in my life to have a daughter as wonderful as you. You’ve grown up into such a beautiful young lady; it will be a pleasure to show you off tonight.”

      Tonight was not only my birthday party but a coming out party where I was to be formally introduced to the people of Trifork.

      “Have you been practicing your speech?” she asked.

      A few weeks earlier, I’d been asked to prepare a speech, which with a little help, I’d done. I’d read it so often, I knew the whole thing by heart. I nodded my head and fished around for the piece of paper I’d written it on.

      “I feel so nervous.”

      She put her arm around me and drew me into a hug. “It’s to be expected. I was terrified the day your grandparents threw an engagement party for your father and me. I was expected to give a speech then too.”

      “How was it?”

      She shrugged. “I can’t remember. I’d drunk quite a lot of champagne.”

      Her admission shocked me. I’d never seen my mother drunk. It was weird to think of her that way. She laughed at me and gave me a wink. “Don’t worry. No one could tell.”

      The happy look on her face dissolved into one of sadness.

      “I’m sorry about your ship sinking. I know you’ve found these past couple of days difficult. We all have, but your father and I have got another surprise for you. I hope it makes up for it.”

      I sat up straight “What is it?”

      She stood up and walked towards the door. “You’ll see,” she answered cryptically. “I’ll send someone up to get you when the ball starts. Your dress is hung up in the closet. I hope you like it.” And with that, she was gone.

      I rose slowly, not sure what to expect. I’d given my mother instructions on how I wanted my dress to look. I’d asked for nothing too fancy, but my mother had a tendency to go overboard with these kinds of things.

      I opened the door to find a long, silk, sleeveless dress with a band around the waist. It was only when I took it out into the light of my mother’s chandelier that I saw how magnificent it really was. It was iridescent, shining first purple then green depending on the light – almost like magic. The stranger’s eyes once again flashed through my mind. Something about the dress reminded me of him. I shook the thought off and pulled the dress over my head, being careful not to ruin my hair or makeup. In the mirror, stood a princess. While the purple clashed with my hair, the green complimented it. My mother had picked this strange material on purpose so I could look beautiful while still keeping to tradition.

      I gave myself a twirl. The light reflected off my skirt as it flew out all around me, giving the impression of a stormy sea. I looked striking. In all the years of wearing pretty dresses, I’d never seen myself in something so gorgeous, something that made me beautiful. I almost couldn’t tear my eyes away from my reflection.

      I had to practice my speech though, so I spent the next hour going through it in my head. I wanted to sound confident, but now that it was so close, I was positive that the whole thing sounded ridiculous—like the ramblings of a three-year-old who didn’t know what she was talking about.

      When the knock on the door sounded, I almost had a heart attack. Fear gripped me as I realized that this was it. There was no more time to prepare. I was to be taken down to the great hall by one of the palace staff, and there I had to walk out and greet every one of the six hundred people who were there to see me.

      I took a deep breath as I opened the door. In front of me, stood Hayden with a bouquet of flowers. A big bouquet of stargazer lilies and twenty other types of flowers I didn’t know the name of. They must have cost him a fortune.

      “Where are my daisies?” I teased as I let him in. From behind his back, he pulled out a bunch of daisies tied together with an old bit of string.

      “Someone asked me to bring these up to you,” he said, placing the bouquet down on a nearby table, “and these are from me.” He handed me the daisies. As the son of Lord Harrington-Blythe, he had more money than he could spend in a lifetime. He could have afforded a hundred bouquets of flowers, but oh, how I loved those daisies. I ran to the bathroom and filled a glass with water, placing the daisies in it before setting them down on the table.

      “Don’t you need water for the big bunch?” he asked pointing at the expensive bouquet.

      “I’ll get a maid to bring a vase up,” I replied, kissing his cheek.  I’d never been so pleased to see him as I was now. If anyone could keep me from dying of stage fright, it was Hayden.  I took his hand, and together, we headed down to the great hall.

      “How are you feeling?” Hayden asked as we stood behind the large golden doors that led into the great hall. All the guests would be lined up waiting to shake my hand—all six hundred of them. It made me feel sick just thinking about it. “Your mother told me that you’ve been having a tough time. She said you’d been hallucinating.”

      “I’ve been better,” I admitted. My headache was now more of a dull pain, thanks to the painkillers, but my side hurt, and I still felt a little foggy. “My mother is wrong. Someone, a man, saved my life. He brought me to the beach where I was found and gave me CPR.”

      Hayden looked at me curiously. “You hallucinated a man?” His eyes gleamed as if this was somehow funny.

      “I didn’t hallucinate anything. The man was real.”

      Why did no one believe me?

      “Ok. If you say he is real, then I believe you.”

      I could tell he was lying to appease me. He kissed my cheek and turned to leave.

      “Where are you going?” I asked him in a panic. I didn’t want to go in there alone.

      He pointed down the corridor that ran the entire length of the ballroom. “I have to go in through the catering entrance so I can join the line to formally greet you. I’ll see you soon, don’t worry.”

      “I can’t do this!” I cried, desperately trying to keep my breathing even.

      He kissed me on the cheek again, calming my nerves. “This is your big night. You have to go in there alone. I’ll be with you once you finish formally meeting everyone. Maybe after you’ve shaken hands with all the old fogies, we can play hooky and steal some food from the kitchens.”

      “We are being served a seven-course meal,” I replied to which he grinned. He gave me a wave as he jogged down the corridor.

      I took a deep breath and nodded my head at the guards at the door. They slowly pulled them open, and as they did, I heard the sound of clapping. The long line of people waiting to greet me stretched right around the hall. Thankfully, I only had to spend a couple of seconds with each person, or I’d have been greeting people for the rest of the night. To my right, stood my mother, father, and Anthony, who would follow me down the line and greet everyone in turn. To my left, the line began. A member of the staff had a list and began to read out the names as I shook hands in turn. The first people to greet me were Hayden’s parents. I’d known them all my life. They were my parent’s best friends and very high-up members of society. Lord Harrington-Blythe was the Admiral for the Navy of Trifork, while his wife spoke for many charities and organized fundraisers.

      I gave them both a warm smile as the page read out their names. Lord Harrington-Blythe, or Henry as I knew him, took my hand and kissed it warmly, before giving me a grin through his bushy gray mustache. Lady Harrington-Blythe, or Evaine, to her friends, politely shook my hand, although I could tell she really wanted to bring me in for a hug.

      I walked down the line, nodding, smiling, and shaking hands as I had been taught to do. I thanked every single person for coming and tried in vain to remember all their names. About two-thirds of the way down the line, just after I’d greeted Queen Charmaine and her husband, Prince Cynder of Silverwood, the page faltered. He’d been just about to read out a name when he stumbled and pulled the paper up to look at the continuing list below. I gave him a sharp look, raising my eyebrows. He just shrugged his shoulders. I turned back to the line, ready to see whom he’d got lost on. With any luck, I’d know them and could help the page find his place. It was then that I realized why he’d stopped. Right in front of me was the stranger—the figment of my imagination, the product of my bump on the head. He was real, and he was standing there as clear as day, a smile on his face and a look of amusement in his eyes.

      To top it off, he was even more gorgeous than I remembered.
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      I waited for him to speak, to say his name, anything; but he remained silent. Instead, he took my hand and brought it up to his lips. The way he looked at me as he did, never taking his eyes off me, eyes that reminded me so much of the dress I was wearing hypnotized me. They were one color one minute, another color the next. I was in dire danger of getting completely lost in them.

      My heart must have been beating a mile a minute because I lost all composure along with my mind. The words I’d been trained to say, the same words I’d literally just repeated four hundred times had flown completely out of my mind, leaving me speechless.

      “Thank you for coming,” I managed to finally get out through the fog in my head. In the back of my mind, I was aware that all eyes were on me, wondering what was happening. I wasn’t even sure what was happening myself, but it was becoming obvious that I’d already spent more than my allotted ten seconds with him. He nodded his response. His eyes crinkled up at the edges as his lips widened into a smile, exposing dimples in his cheeks. Just that small gesture made my heart nearly fly out of my chest.

      I knew I’d waited too long. People were beginning to notice that I’d turned to mush, and I was sure it was pretty obvious that the pink of my cheeks now clashed with my hair and my dress. Thankfully, the page saved me by calling out the name of the person next to him. Princess Carabosse of Eshen. I gave her a quick smile while internally trying not to fall apart. I probably would have too if my parents hadn’t been in the receiving line right behind me. I could only imagine their confusion at the stranger, but as many of the people we’d invited were dignitaries and royalty from other kingdoms, I doubted they knew many of the people here anyway. They’d probably pass him off as a prince from a far-off land. Maybe he was. He was certainly foreign-looking. No one I’d ever met had eyes quite the same color as his, and absolutely no men in Trifork kept their hair long.

      Greeting the rest of the people seemed to take forever. The never-ending line of people smiling and offering me congratulations, blurred from one person to the next. It took everything I had to keep to protocol and not gaze back up the line to where he was standing.

      Finally, after getting a quick kiss on both cheeks from princess Ala from Ling, I reached Hayden who was the last in line. As we exchanged inane pleasantries, the orchestra in the corner began to play.

      “Shall we?” he asked, taking my hand. It had been planned that Hayden would be my first dance, which is why he’d stationed himself at the end of the line. My mother had asked me who I wanted to dance with, and I’d not hesitated to ask for my life-long best friend. Now though, my thoughts were with the stranger. Where had he come from? How had he gotten in, and why hadn’t he spoken?

      Hayden led me to the center of the room, and the orchestra began to play a slow waltz. My mother had picked the music and organized dancing lessons, which I’d been taking for the past three months. Hayden bowed to me, and I curtseyed before he once again took my hand, and we began our heavily rehearsed dance routine.

      I gazed around the room, but now that Hayden and I had started dancing, everyone else had joined in. The room was awash with beautiful swirling dresses of all colors. The stranger was nowhere to be seen.

      “Are you ok? You seem a little distracted. Is it something to do with that strange man in the lineup?”

      I felt my cheeks redden at Hayden’s words. He looked at me so intently; it was almost as if he was trying to read my mind. If Hayden had noticed the stranger, it stood to reason that everyone else would have too.

      “What strange man?” I asked, pretending that the stranger wasn’t completely filling my thoughts. “Oh, the one where the page forgot his name. I don’t know what happened there. No, I’m just thinking about how lucky I am that so many people came out for my ball.”

      I tried sounding as nonchalant as possible, hoping that Hayden wouldn’t probe me further. Now that I knew the stranger was real and not just a figment of my imagination, I wanted to find out more about him, before telling anyone else. No one believed he existed anyway, and I decided then and there to keep it that way for now.

      “Is it my amazing groovy dance moves that’re putting you off then because you’re missing out by looking in every direction but at me.”

      “What?” I asked, my eyes turning back to Hayden. “Oh yeah, erm, no, erm, sorry. What did you say?”

      Hayden gave me his goofy grin and wiggled his eyebrows. “I said my groovy dance moves.”

      “Groovy?” I laughed. No one had used that term in like a billion years. “You have two left feet.”

      “Surely not?” he replied with mock sincerity.

      “You know it, I know it, and my poor feet that you’ve stepped on three times certainly know it. Don’t you remember anything from our dance lessons?”

      A swish of gold passed near to us causing me to change the subject.  “Astrid looks lovely this evening.”

      Hayden cast his eyes to the right where Astrid was dancing with her father.  Astrid was one of the ladies of the court, a good friend of mine, and Hayden’s girlfriend. I’d asked her a few weeks ago if she minded me having the first dance with Hayden, and of course, she hadn’t. There wasn’t a jealous bone in her body. Not that she had anything to be jealous of. She knew that I didn’t have a boyfriend and was more than happy to let me borrow him for one dance so I wouldn’t have to get up and do the traditional first dance alone.

      “She does, doesn’t she?” He smiled a soppy smile, the kind I’d only ever seen on him during the past few months of dating Astrid. Just seeing how smitten he was made me think of the stranger again. I still couldn’t see him in the crowd of dancers.

      “Did you see that guy?” I murmured, glancing about me once again.

      Hayden raised an eyebrow and looked around as if he was searching for him. “What guy? The guy in the lineup? You do know him!”

      “Yeah, sorry I lied. He’s the guy who saved me from drowning the other day. He wasn’t invited, he just kind of showed up, but I can’t see him now.”

      Hayden adopted a look of concern and stopped dancing. “Do you want me to get security?”

      “No, it’s ok. He’s probably already left.”

      Hayden shook his head. “He’s probably here to ask for a reward now that he knows who you are. I’ll bet you a dollar that you’ll find him trying to extort money from your parents.”

      “A dollar?”

      He slipped his hand into his pocket and brought out a silver dollar. “It’s all I have on me.”

      I pushed it back into his pocket. “Keep it. I don’t think he’s like that. Besides I can see my parents talking to your mother at the far end of the hall.”

      “Can I cut in?” We both turned to see Astrid. She had such an expectant smile on her lovely face. She wore a yellow dress that went beautifully with her long, golden hair. She was simply breathtaking.

      “Of course,” I replied, taking a step back from Hayden. Now that everyone else was dancing, Hayden and I had fulfilled what was expected of us.

      He still looked worried “Are you going to be ok?”

      I nodded as the tune changed and dashed through the dancers to the edge of the great hall.

      There were many people sitting in the seats around the edge of the hall, but he wasn’t among them. Where was he? Surely, he’d not turned up just to shake my hand and then disappear? What would be the point of that?

      I was beginning to wonder if I’d hallucinated him for a second time when I noticed the doors to the balcony were open. Outside, the sounds of the waves of the ocean were now audible over the sound of the music playing inside.  Our castle was situated on a cliff overlooking the ocean, which is where I got my love of the water from. I’d often sit on my own balcony and just watch the waves breaking over the rocks below or watching the seabirds catching fish.  I headed to the open doors, full of expectation. I couldn’t help it. My heart was hammering in my chest at the thought he might be out there.

      Tonight, the view was especially spectacular. The full moon shone brightly casting a thousand diamonds over the sea. I took a deep breath of salty air and looked around the balcony. It wasn’t a real balcony, as such, since it extended right down to the lower level of the palace via a set of steps leading out to our private promenade. It was empty. I gazed over the edge expecting to be disappointed, but there he was. Just standing there looking out over the ocean, the moon lighting him from behind giving him a kind of angelic aura.

      I held back, unsure of what to do. To go down the steps and leave my own party would be considered rude by my parents, but not to, oh, that would be a thousand times worse. Sneaking a peek over my shoulder to see that no one had spotted me leaving the great hall, I took my first steps outside. I passed a guard who looked at me questioningly despite being trained to keep his eyes forward. “I’m just getting some fresh air,” I told him, though it was none of his business what I was doing outside.

      Taking the first step was hard, but once I’d started, I knew there was no going back. It became easier with each step that I took.

      The stranger had his back to me as I reached the bottom of the steps. His hair blew in the slight breeze.

      “Hello,” I ventured nervously. Excitement coursed through my veins, pushed by my hammering heart.

      He turned and smiled at me causing my heart to almost stop. What was wrong with me? I was positively giddy which wasn’t princess-like at all. I tried to rein it in, to appear nonchalant.

      “I’m glad to see you here,” I began, taking in those eyes of his. Even with the moonlight to the back of him, they still sparkled, almost like the ocean. “I want to thank you for saving me the other day.”

      He didn’t move, didn’t speak, just stood there looking at me, making me feel more self-conscious than I already was.

      “I should apologize too,” I flustered. “I shouldn’t have asked you to kiss me. I realize now that you were doing CPR. I can’t begin to tell you how embarrassed I felt when I woke up and rememb...”

      I had to stop talking midway through the sentence. He’d walked right up to me; his face was mere inches from mine, and I’d quite forgotten what I was going to say, or how to talk at all.

      Seconds later, it didn’t matter. My lips were being put to better use than talking.

      He leaned forward and kissed me lightly.

      I couldn’t breathe from the excitement coursing through me. If I’d have known leaving my own party would feel so good, I’d have skipped the first dance with Hayden altogether.

      He tasted like the ocean. Somehow, it didn’t surprise me. He was connected to it in some way; I just didn’t know how.

      I leaned right into him, turning a light peck on the lips to something so much more. I think I surprised him with the voracity with which I kissed him, but he matched my urgency before eventually pulling away. I might have been mistaken, but there was a slight blush to his cheeks. I hated to think what my cheeks looked like; I could feel them burning with both shock and excitement.

      He glanced up toward the balcony from which I could still hear the faint strains of music over the sound of the ocean. He took my hand and wrapped his other arm around my waist. Slowly, he began to turn me. I realized he was dancing with me. It was so unlike dancing with Hayden and his “groovy” moves or with my dance teacher, Stephan, whom my mother had brought in specially from Silverwood to teach me how to dance.

      No, we weren’t dancing at all; we were moving on air. My feet barely touched the ground as he guided me effortlessly around. I’d never known it was possible to move the way he did, or the way I did with him. I closed my eyes and rested my head on his shoulder. He smelled of the ocean too as if he’d just walked out of it.

      When the song stopped, he stopped.

      “There’ll be another song starting,” I said, desperate for whatever this was not to end. I barely knew the guy, and yet, the last five minutes of my life constituted the most exciting time I’d ever spent.

      He shook his head, the corners of his lips rising slightly before he moved in to kiss me again. My heart nearly jumped out of my chest as his lips touched mine for a second time. It felt as though I was drowning in him. I gave into the sensation completely.

      And then he was gone. I’d not even noticed I’d closed my eyes, but when I opened them, he was nowhere to be seen. I looked along the rocky shore to my left and right, but the promenade was empty. It was only when I looked out to the ocean that I saw him. He was silhouetted against the light of the moon, standing on the rocks about fifty feet in front of me. I wanted to call out to him, to follow him, but he was taking his clothes off. As I watched, he peeled the last item of clothing off, folded it neatly, and dived headlong into the water.

      I stepped out onto the first rock, trying to get to him, but my high heels were no match for the slippery algae and seaweed. I looked out into the calm sea, but he had already disappeared from sight.

      Behind me, I thought I heard someone in the shadows. A small noise—a cough—gave them away; but when I turned, there was no one there.
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      After spending a good five minutes searching the surface of the sea, waiting for him to reappear, it became apparent that he wasn’t going to. He’d literally taken his clothes off, jumped into the ocean, and disappeared. It was the second time he’d done that to me now. I couldn’t understand why he’d done such a thing. Who leaves a party to go for a swim, and without their clothes, nonetheless? I could still see the outline of his tuxedo on the distant rocks. Behind me, someone called my name, making me jump. I had to get back to the party quickly before anyone realized I’d come down to the water’s edge. My parents would kill me if they knew. I took the stairs two at a time, trying not to trip over my gown, and managed to get back up to the balcony just as my mother stuck her head out of the door.

      “There you are,” she beamed, heading over to me. I gripped the railing tightly, regaining my composure and trying not to show how out of breath I was.

      Thankfully, the guard kept quiet about what he’d just seen.

      Twinkling lights on the balcony that had been put there for my birthday celebration reflected in her eyes. For a second, I wondered if that’s what I’d seen in the stranger’s eyes, but then I remembered the lights didn’t extend down to the lower level.

      “I came out for a little fresh air,” I lied. “It looked so pretty with the moon out.”

      “Yes, it is beautiful tonight,” she replied with a distracted air. “Will you come inside? You are missing your own birthday party!”

      Taking a deep breath, I looked back out over the ocean. Calm waves lapped at the rocky ocean edge. Half a mile to the left, past the docks, the rocks turned into a beach where people liked to spend their time on sunny days. But here, the ocean was met entirely with rugged coastline. The same rocky coastline I’d loved all my life.  “I’ll be in soon. I’m just enjoying the solitude.”

      She laughed her tinkly laugh. The one she never used in public, but I often heard when we were alone together in the palace.  “Solitude? It’s your big day, and you are missing it.”

      “Please, mom.” It was rare I called her something as informal as mom. I’d been schooled to call her Your Highness in public and mother in private. Still, I didn’t want to go back inside, knowing that I might never see him again. I had to know where he’d gone. Ever since I’d first seen him, I’d known he was something special and now... well, now, he was an enigma on top of all that. A puzzle to be solved. I had to know what had happened to him.

      “Ok,” she gave in. She hugged me close to her. “I just want to let you know how proud I am of you. You looked beautiful in there, dancing with Hayden tonight. You two make a wonderful couple.”

      I sighed. My mother had wanted me to date Hayden ever since we were little. She often told me stories about how we played together as infants while our mothers gossiped and took high tea.  “We aren’t a couple. You know he’s dating Astrid Farraday.”

      She made a pssh sound and waved her hand dismissively. “Oh, that’s just a silly crush. It won’t last long. She’s a pretty girl, but not a match for you. Why would he want to date a commoner when he can have a princess? Maybe you should go back in there and dance with him again? Then he’ll see what he’s missing.”

      “She’s hardly a commoner. Her parents have a high standing in Trifork, and she attended the same exclusive private school as Hayden and I. Besides, don’t you think it’s a bit classist to call her that?”

      I knew she’d never use that particular phrase in public. I was quite surprised to hear her use it in private if I was going to be honest.

      “You know what I mean. She’s not going to be queen one day is she?”

      I shook my head and made a clucking sound with my tongue. “I think he likes her because she’s beautiful, kind, intelligent...” I could have come up with another thousand ways to describe her, but I could see my mother had stopped paying attention.

      “She’s got nothing on you, dear.” She moved a stray lock from my face and tucked it behind my ear.

      I didn’t want to have to tell her that it wasn’t like that between Hayden and me. Not again. I’d already had this conversation with her many times in the past, and it was beginning to get boring. He was dating Astrid because I didn’t want to date him. I was pretty sure that after about eighth grade, he wasn’t interested in me that way either. In fact, we’d had plenty of opportunities to date each other before Astrid entered the picture, and we hadn’t taken them. I could understand my mother being eager for me to date and to date someone who came from a family as well respected as the Harrington-Blythes, but she was barking up the wrong tree as far as Hayden and I were concerned.

      I rolled my eyes at her.

      “I know, I know, he’s just a friend.” She didn’t raise her fingers and make quotation marks in the air with them, but she may as well have. “Just don’t take too long out here. Your father and I want to give you your surprise.”

      She kissed my cheek and wandered back inside, leaving me to dwell on the stranger once more. It was true that I’d never really dated anyone. I think a lot of people had imagined that Hayden and I would eventually get together and at some point in the past, I’d probably thought about it idly myself. But the truth was, I didn’t think about it enough. I’d thought more about the stranger in the past few days than I ever thought of Hayden in that way.

      I paused and took one more look out onto the ocean. He had gone completely, and for the life of me, I didn’t know where. It was like he’d just disappeared into thin air. All I could think was that he’d swam along the shoreline and jumped up on some of the rocks further down. I just couldn’t imagine why.

      I turned and headed back inside, perplexed. The last song was coming to a close, and the dancers were lining up against the walls, thanks to some of the palace pages, who were ushering people back. The orchestra lowered their instruments as my parents took to a raised platform at the end of the great hall.

      “What’s happening?” I whispered to Hayden, whom I’d just noticed taking upa place by the door.

      “Not sure,” he whispered back. “Your father stopped the orchestra and asked for everyone’s attention.”

      This must have been the surprise that my mother was talking about. I’d hoped for something discrete, like a puppy with a ribbon tied around its neck, but I could see that whatever it was, discrete was not something that could be applied to it. I could have done with a little heads up so I could prepare a speech.

      “Erica, darling, could you come over here, please?” My mother beckoned me to the raised platform on which the royal thrones were placed. They currently sat empty as both my parents were standing, waiting for me to join them.

      “Oh, and Hayden, please come up here too.”

      All eyes turned to where we were standing.

      Hayden looked at me in surprise, and I shrugged. Just next to him, Astrid looked awkward, and I could completely understand why. Hayden spent so much time with me because of our parents’ friendship, and it was often noted by the people around us, not to mention the Trifork media, that Hayden and I would make a good couple. Astrid was usually ok with our closeness, knowing that we were more like brother and sister to each other than anything else, but to have us both brought up to the stage at the same time at such an important occasion, well, I could understand why she wasn’t thrilled at this sudden scenario. As Hayden stepped towards the raised platform, I grabbed hold of Astrid’s hand as a last second thought and brought her with me. She was a good friend of mine and Hayden’s girlfriend. If my parents wanted to hand me a present with my friends beside me, Astrid should be included.

      I stepped up to the platform just behind Hayden. My mother walked toward me and leaned in. I thought for a second that she was going to whisper something in my ear, but when I looked, she’d bypassed me completely and was talking in hushed tones to Astrid.

      Astrid let go of my hand and headed back into the crowd quickly. If I wasn’t mistaken, she had tears in her eyes. What was going on? Lord and Lady Harrington-Blythe hurried to the other side of the stage. Hayden looked just as confused as I was at his parents being on stage with us, but they were best friends with my parents, and I had known them since birth, so I guess it made sense. I wondered if they’d helped buy me a present. Lord Harrington-Blythe was the Admiral of the navy. Maybe he’d arranged to replace the ship that had sunk. Thoughts of the captain and crew of the Erica Rose came to mind. They still hadn’t been found, and it was looking unlikely they ever would be. My heart felt heavy with pain, knowing that the ship could be so replaceable. I knew I’d wanted my own boat. It had been my lifelong dream, but to get another so soon after everything that had happened seemed tacky. I looked down into the crowd to see Anthony grinning up at me from below. Now that Hayden and I had come to the stage, the guests had moved in around the platform. Hundreds of eyes looked up at us expectantly, making me feel nervous. I tried to remember any one of my parents’ hank you speeches. They’d given enough of them in the past, and it looked like I was going to be called upon to give one now. Why was it that all words had left me when I needed them the most?

      “Thank you all for coming here today to celebrate Erica’s eighteenth birthday,” my father boomed out, placing his arm over my shoulder. “As you know, the past week has been difficult for us, and especially for Erica, but we’ve prepared something for her that will make up for it. For those of you that don’t know, Erica was involved in an accident with her new ship a couple of days ago. She almost drowned; but as you can see, she is fit and well enough to be here with us today.”

      My father grinned broadly as the hundreds of people broke out into a round of applause. He waited for the noise to die down before he spoke again.

      “Now that Erica is eighteen, she will increase her studies to become a ruler of Trifork, to take over when it is her time. I have every faith that she will do a magnificent job when the time comes. However, the queen and I don’t want her to enter into this alone. I was blessed to enter into kinghood with the queen already by my side. Now, I don’t expect to be dropping off this mortal coil any day soon, but I’m not getting any younger, and as a nation, we need to be prepared for any eventuality. Erica needs to be prepared to take up my mantle when she succeeds to the throne.”

      I noticed my mother pushing Hayden forward.

      “It is with this in mind, that I’d like to announce the engagement of our daughter, the princess, Erica, to Sir Hayden Harrington-Blythe.”

      I looked over to Hayden. The shock in his eyes mirrored my own.
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      I could barely hear myself think over the rapturous applause. In front of me, all I could see were the happy faces of our guests, excited to be a witness to the royal announcement. At the back of the room, I saw a flash of yellow disappearing out of the main doors as Astrid took off.

      “Excuse me,” I mumbled, jumping down from the platform and cutting through the crowd. Behind me, I heard my father shouting my name, but I ignored it. I’d be in trouble later, but right now, I didn’t care. The doors at the back of the great hall led to an entrance hall and to the large double-sized doors that were the main doors to the palace. One was open. I ran towards it and looked out. Astrid was running down the long driveway to the main gates, her yellow dress flapping about behind her as she ran.

      Kicking my shoes off, I pelted down the stairs onto the drive towards her. Beneath my feet, small stones that made up the driveway cut into my soft flesh, but I didn’t slow down. Astrid was slightly taller than me and had longer legs, but she was also wearing five-inch heels. I caught up with her about a hundred feet from the main gates. Outside, hundreds of people had turned up to get a glimpse of royalty. There were always people outside with cameras, but because of my birthday and the fact that many of my guests were famous, there were more people outside than usual, desperate to see us.

      Astrid glared at me as hundreds of flashes lit up the night thanks to all the people’s cameras. I grabbed her arm and pulled her into the gardens. The last thing either of us needed was to become front-page news on top of everything else. She pulled against me, full of anger; but I gripped harder, pulling her across the perfectly manicured lawn between the flower beds. I needed to get her to the grotto, a small opening cut roughly into stone that my great-grandfather had put there in case my great-grandmother got caught in the rain.

      The grotto was nothing more than an opening like a man-made cave hewn into rock that backed onto the tall red-bricked walls that surrounded the palace grounds. Inside, a bench took up most of the space. It pointed outwards and in the daytime gave a great view of the gardens. To the side of the bench was a hollow dip, which was full of water. At one side, a pump brought water in, and to the other, a little decorative waterfall fell into a grate in the floor. I used to throw pennies in there as a child and make a wish as one would do to a wishing well. My wish was always the same—to be allowed to go out to sea. Tonight, my only wish was for this all to be a nightmare to wake up from.   Once we were there, away from prying eyes, I pulled Astrid to face me.

      “How could you,” she spat. I’d never once seen her angry. She was always so sweet. Mind you, she certainly had every right to be.

      “It’s not happening,” I said, trying to calm her down. We were quite far away from the crowds out front, but it was possible that anyone behind the large garden wall could hear us if we talked too loudly. “I don’t know what my parents are thinking, but there is no way Hayden and I are getting engaged. It’s ludicrous.”

      “I always knew that there was something between the two of you. Everyone warned me, but Hayden kept telling me you were just friends. I’m such an idiot.”

      She broke down in tears, falling to the bench behind us. Her whole body heaved with wracking sobs. They’d only been dating for a few months. I knew they liked each other, but I hadn’t known just how serious it was.

      I sat down next to her and placed my arm around her shoulder, expecting her to shrug me off. She didn’t. Maybe she didn’t even notice it was there.

      “Hayden wasn’t lying to you,” I said, keeping my voice low. “I can promise you that neither of us knew it was coming. This isn’t something we’ve been hiding behind your back. I have no idea what our parents are playing at, but they kept this a secret from us too. Hayden and I are just friends. You didn’t see the shock on his face as my father announced our... the engagement.”

      She flinched as I said the word engagement, but at least, she was looking at me now.

      “You didn’t see the shock in mine either. You were too busy running for the door, but I can promise you now, neither of us knew what my father was going to say.”

      Tears shimmered in her eyes, reflecting the low moonlight and lights of the palace. “You really didn’t know?”

      “How long have we known each other?” I asked her. “Ten years?”

      “Thirteen. We met in kindergarten,” she sniffed.

      “Thirteen years,” I conceded. “We’ve been friends for a long time. Not once in all that time have I lied to you. I promise that there is nothing, nor has there ever been anything between Hayden and I. I’m not interested in him that way, and I can tell you now that since the pair of you have been dating, he’s done nothing but gush about you. He really likes you.”

      She raised her eyes at me expectantly. “He does?”

      “He really does, and as soon as this ridiculous birthday party is over, I’m going to tell my parents that I have no intention of marrying Hayden. I really don’t know what they were thinking. My mother kept hinting that we’d make a good couple, but I never expected her to do something like this. She’s wrong too. Hayden and I would make a lousy couple. I know him too well. He used the word groovy earlier.” I shuddered at the thought of it, making Astrid laugh.

      She gave me a small smile. “I’m sorry I was so angry with you. I thought...”

      “I know, don’t worry about it. I’d have been angry in your position too. Do you want to come back up to the house with me and we’ll both drink too much champagne and behave in a very unladylike manner?”

      She didn’t have time to answer because just then, a number of guards with flashlights made their way across the garden. The beam of one caught us.

      “His Majesty requests your presence inside,” announced one of the guards.

      I stood and helped Astrid to her feet.

      “Not her,” instructed the guard. “I’ve been ordered to escort her home.”

      I was just about to give him a piece of my mind when I saw my father dashing over to us. His face was as dark as thunder.

      “You’d better go home,” I whispered glumly to Astrid. “I’ll sort all of this out and speak to you later.”

      She nodded and left with the guard. My father grabbed me roughly by the arm, making me cry out in pain.

      “What are you doing?” I yelled, trying to pull away from him.

      “Don’t talk to me,” he hissed. Back in the palace, he finally let me go in one of the small rooms away from the entrance hall.

      “You embarrassed me out there,” he yelled. “How dare you just walk out like that? You’ve made us a laughing stock!”

      My father rarely got angry, and it was scary to see him like this. I wasn’t about to back down though. What they had done was ludicrous.

      I opened my mouth to retaliate when my mother walked in. I turned to her for help, but she walked over to my father’s side.

      “What were you thinking, Erica?” she asked. I could see the disappointment in her eyes.

      Were they kidding? What right did they have to be angry and disappointed in me after what they’d done?

      I pulled myself up to my full height, placing my hands on my hips. “I left because you’d announced I was going to be married,” I yelled. “You want to know what I was thinking? I was thinking how insane it was that my parents told an entire room full of people that I was to be married without even consulting me first.”

      My voice had become shrill, and I didn’t even care. I didn’t wait for a response; I left the room, slamming the door behind me and ran up the back stairs to my bedroom where I slammed that door too for good measure.

      I don’t think I’d ever been so angry in my life. I picked up a pillow and threw it across the room. It missed the wall and went right through my French windows that led out onto my balcony.

      Seconds later, my mother entered the room. That was the worst thing about being a princess. Privacy wasn’t a luxury I was afforded, and because of that, there was no lock on the door.

      “I’m sorry we’ve upset you,” she began, taking a seat on my bed. She patted the bed beside her, inviting me to sit. I stayed where I was beside my dresser. I tried to ignore the photo of Hayden and I that had been taken a couple of years ago and that I‘d tucked into the frame of the mirror.

      “I honestly thought you’d be happy,” she said with no hint of irony.

      “Happy?” I asked incredulously. “You announced I was to be married. Married!” I repeated it figuring it deserved to be.

      My mother clucked. “Yes, I know it’s big, but we’ve joked for years that the pair of you would end up married.”

      I huffed in exasperation. “Joked, yes, exactly! I never disputed it, because that’s all it was, a joke. The punch line is turning out to be not very funny. What does Hayden think of all this anyway?”

      “I don’t exactly know. When you ran out, I was more concerned about you. Your father asked everyone to leave at that point, so he’s probably gone home with his parents.”

      “He’s going to be so angry. He’s dating Astrid. You know that. We had a discussion about it less than an hour ago outside, remember?”

      “Yes,” she conceded, getting up from her place on the bed. She took a step toward me. “I remember, but she’ll get over it. They’ve only been dating for what? A couple of months? Three at most.”

      “That’s not the point, though,” I said backing away from her. If she was coming toward me for a hug, she was going to be sorely disappointed. “Even if he wasn’t dating Astrid, I still wouldn’t want to marry him.”

      She sighed. “He’s a good catch, Erica.”

      “I didn’t catch him, though, did I? He’s been thrust upon me. I’m eighteen years old. There is plenty of time for me to marry. Why does it have to be now, and why does it have to be with Hayden?”

      Not that I had anything against Hayden. I wasn’t ready to marry anyone, certainly not someone I wasn’t in love with. I’d never known falling in love. It was not something I’d remotely felt for Hayden. The closest thing I’d felt to it was outside just half an hour previously when my heart had been hammering so loudly that I was worried people would be able to hear it. The stranger had taken my breath away completely. I didn’t know if it was love. I’d only just met him, but I knew it was a lot closer to it than anything I’d ever felt for Hayden.

      My mother sighed and began again as if her keeping talking would somehow change my mind. “You’ve got a history. You’ve been friends for as long as I can remember. Your father wants you to have someone to help you, to take this journey with you so when you do eventually become queen, you won’t be alone. He trusts Hayden, you like Hayden. The question should be, why shouldn’t it be Hayden? Who better to help you rule Trifork?”

      I thought back to my mysterious stranger. Funnily enough, marriage didn’t seem so ludicrous when he was in my mind. I shrugged the thought off. I didn’t even know the guy’s name, and here I was picturing him as my groom. Up until about an hour ago, I’d not thought about marriage at all. I was only eighteen. There was plenty of time for it. I’d always pictured myself sailing the ocean before settling down.

      “I don’t want to marry Hayden,” I reiterated, sitting down on the bed. “I don’t love him in that way.”

      “I’m sorry. You are right,” my mother conceded. “We shouldn’t have sprung this on you. We wanted it to be a lovely surprise for your birthday. I honestly thought you’d be happy. I know you’ve always had a soft spot for Hayden, and his parents were thrilled when we put the idea to them.

      “They knew you were going to announce this?” I asked, folding my arms.

      “Of course, they did. We could hardly marry their son off without even telling them.”

      My eyes widened at the ridiculousness of what she was saying. “But you were happy to do it without telling him...or me?”

      “I’ve already apologized for that. It was unwise, and I’m deeply sorry for upsetting you. We shouldn’t have announced your engagement without asking you first. Can we chalk it up to one big silly mistake and forget it ever happened?”

      I heaved a sigh of relief. “Of course. Thank you.”

      “Good,” She replied, jumping up from the bed. “I’m glad we are friends again. It’s getting late. You should probably get some sleep. It’s been a long night.”

      The last few days had been a maelstrom of things for me to deal with, and I was exhausted. The painkillers I’d taken earlier had worn off, and both my side and my head were beginning to hurt again. I pulled off the dress and got into my pajamas before dropping onto the bed.

      I stifled a yawn as I watched my mother retrieve my ball gown from the floor. “What will you tell the guests? About the engagement being off I mean?”

      She shook her head quickly. “When I said it was a silly mistake, I meant the announcement. The engagement is still going ahead. I’ve just had my secretary book the catering. You’ll be marrying Hayden in three months’ time.”
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      If being engaged wasn’t bad enough, the media excitement that followed was a complete nightmare. I’d hoped that once I turned eighteen, I’d have more freedom, but now that my engagement had been announced, it was impossible to leave the palace through the front gates. Hundreds of photographers camped out there every day and night. The only way to go outside without being spotted was either to go onto the private balcony from my bedroom or to go to the private area out back that led down to the sea. We owned about two hundred meters of shoreline which was fenced off at both ends. To the left of our property line were the docks and then the public beach. To the right, was moorland that ended in sheer cliffs that fell away to the sea. The back of the palace was the only place I was allowed to go by myself and the only place I got some peace and quiet.

      I’d spent the best part of a week trying to persuade my parents to change their minds about the wedding, but it seemed the more I pleaded, the more resolute they became. Over a thousand invitations had been sent out, the catering had been booked, and the media had been told the official date. I’d been asked to give a short interview with a reporter but had absolutely refused, so my parents had done it instead. I hadn’t seen it on the TV, but I could imagine what they said.

      As I stepped out to the walkway, one of the guards came forward to follow me as they always did. Shooting him a sharp look, I walked right past him.

      “I’m eighteen now. I don’t need to be watched anymore. I’m not a child.”

      He looked at me uncertainly but backed off. I had a plan, and the last thing I needed was to be watched. I’d dressed in sensible footwear. Heels would be no use for what I was planning. I headed down to the paved promenade and pretended to take a stroll, walking slowly. I had a book with me, not to read but to give the impression I was going to. Once I’d walked far enough so the guard could no longer see me, I dropped it on the low wall that separated the rocks from the promenade and jumped over.

      The rocks were slightly drier than they had been the night of the ball, thanks to the baking sun, but I still had to watch out for bits of seaweed. Out in the distance, I could still see the tuxedo that the stranger had left. It had been there nearly a week, and by some miracle, no one had spotted it, and the tide hadn’t taken it out to sea. Grey rocks surrounded small rock pools filled with sea anemones and crabs. I stepped over each one, being careful not to lose my balance.

      As I got closer to the stranger’s clothes, I saw the reason his suit was still there. He’d wedged it under a particularly heavy rock at the high tide mark. I tried picking the rock up, pulling it, pushing it. I even tried kicking it to no avail. The stranger must have been immensely strong to be able to pick up a rock this size to put his clothes under.

      I sat on the rock and gazed out to sea. It was especially calm with only slight ripples lapping at my feet. Glancing around to make sure no one was watching, I pulled my shoes off and dipped my feet in the cool water. On a summer’s day, especially one as hot as it was, the feeling of the salt water on my feet was heavenly.

      Even though the water barely reached my ankles, the terrifying thought that something bad would happen lingered, thanks to years of being told how dangerous the sea was, not to mention my near-death experience only a week before.

      I let my hand trail down to feel the fabric of the jacket below me. It had been almost a week since I’d last seen him. A week I’d spent locked in my room, hiding away from the world, sitting on my balcony searching for him. Just like the first time I saw him, he’d come from nowhere and gone back there.

      I sighed wistfully. In the eighteen years I’d been on the planet, meeting him was the most exciting thing that had ever happened to me, and it was over. Whatever it was that had happened between us, which admittedly wasn’t much, had come to an end.

      Between my fingers, something crinkled. I pressed it again and looked down. There was something in the jacket pocket. I slipped my fingers between the folds of fabric and pulled out a piece of thin plastic. When I looked closely, I saw it was actually a note written on paper and slipped inside a transparent folder to keep the moisture out. It only said one word. Midnight.

      My heart pounded as I took in the note. I turned it over, hoping to see something else on the back, but it was blank. The paper itself looked like it had been torn from the edge of  a newspaper. I could just make out a couple of letters of newsprint on the edge. The writing was scruffy, almost as if a child had written it, and yet, I knew it was his writing. It was strange how someone as well dressed as he was would write so scruffily, but that only added to the enigma that was him.

      Midnight. Was this note meant for me or just something he had in his pocket? Another puzzle. It had been almost a week since my party. Six midnights had come and gone since he’d left this note. I folded it as best I could and put it into my pocket, excitement fizzing through me.

      I had a lead. Ok, I had no way of knowing if the note was for me, or if I’d already missed my chance, but one thing I did know was that I was going to be down on these rocks at midnight tonight.

      Leaving the clothes behind, I headed back to the palace, being careful to keep out of the eye line of the guard on the back entrance of the palace. I’d barely made it over the low wall onto the promenade when I heard my mother calling me.

      “Erica, dear, there you are. I’ve been searching all over the palace for you. Your father and I need to talk to you.” I looked up to find her peering over the balcony. With a sigh, I started up the stairs, ready for the fight that I’d left stewing for days.

      “There is no way in a million years I’m going to marry Hayden,” I snapped, before offering either of my parents the chance to say otherwise. I’d barely spoken to them in the past few days. Instead, keeping to my room and purposely staying clear of the pair of them.

      We were sitting in my father’s private study, a room full of rich leather chairs and paintings of men on horseback hunting for foxes. When I say sitting, my father was sitting, I was standing by the door, ready to make my escape and my mother paced the floor with the same impatient air she always wore. She always looked like she had someplace more important to be and was desperate to be there. Her arms were folded across her chest, her face set in a grimace. Clearly, she wasn’t looking forward to this conversation any more than I was. My father, on the other hand, looked as he always did. Detached, stoic. You could never quite tell what he was thinking which was a great way to be for the leader of a kingdom, but crappy as a trait for a father.

      “I don’t see the problem,” my father said, twirling one thumb around the other. “He’s a nice enough boy. You are always with him anyway. This way, it will save him the trip from his house to the palace.”

      I could scarcely believe what I was hearing. Saving him on shoe leather was hardly a good reason to marry. “I don’t love him. He’s dating my friend for goodness sake.”

      “Yes, well your mother assured me that it wasn’t serious between them.”

      “It isn’t,” she interrupted, turning and strolling in the other direction. If this conversation went on much longer, she’d wear a path in the carpet.

      My father cleared his throat. “Anyway, as I said at the ball, you will ascend to the throne one day, and it’s going to be much easier with someone by your side. I can’t imagine having to do it alone.

      I placed my hands on the desk in front of him and looked him straight in the eye.

      “I’d rather become a queen on my own than drag someone who doesn’t love me and that I don’t love into a marriage that neither of us wants. You promised me that once I became eighteen, you would start teaching me everything I needed to know about ruling a kingdom. I’m eighteen now, Daddy, and I’m willing to learn, but until I find someone I love, who loves me, I will not be getting married.”

      My father sighed and slumped slightly in his chair. “I thought that was what you would want. I assumed that Hayden, being who he is would be a bonus for you. You always loved the sea, what better than to marry a sea captain?”

      I arched a brow, not quite understanding what he was talking about. “Sea captain?”

      “Of course! His father is the Admiral of the Royal Fleet. Of course, he’s going to be a sea captain. You know, if you two became man and wife, he would probably let you go on his ship with him.”

      It was a bribe of the worst kind. Mainly, because he knew that sailing around the world with Hayden would be a dream come true, for me anyway. Hayden had never shown much interest in becoming a sea captain, despite his father’s position. He loved sailing, it was responsibility that was his problem.

      I paused, mulling it over in my mind. Would living with Hayden as his wife be such a bad thing? We were best friends and already spent a lot of time together, so I knew we were compatible. He was good-looking too if you were into that sort of thing. Cute, too cute for his own good, really, like an oversized puppy, with large brown eyes and a constant cheeky grin on his face. Yes, I could do a lot worse than waking up every day on our very own ship, sailing to far and distant lands rather than being stuck under the scrutiny of the media and the adoring public of Trifork. Astrid would be upset for a while, but she’d understand...eventually. I tried to talk myself into it as it seemed my mother and father were not about to be talked out of it any time soon.

      “I’ll think about it,” I huffed, turning towards the door. I saw my mother give a satisfied smirk as I left the room.

      It was all I thought about as I headed to my room. Was it possible to fall in love with a friend? Someone I’d known for my whole life. Hayden was certainly loveable, but I wasn’t in love with him. I wished he was here so I could talk the whole thing through with him. There was every chance that he didn’t know he was being made a sea captain and getting his own ship. I got the feeling it was something my father made up in the heat of the moment to entice me to change my mind.

      I was still contemplating a life with Hayden as I headed out onto my balcony. I’d spent so much time out here that I knew every rock and the shape of the coastline heading off into the distance. Tonight, I was looking for something that wasn’t familiar to me at all. Tonight, I wasn’t just going to be looking at the coastline and rocks, I was going to be down there. The clock moved so slowly, and the sun took even longer to set than it usually did, or at least, it felt that way. I whiled away the time planning my route to the water’s edge. Thankfully, the moon was out again, although not as bright as it had been. There was no way I’d be able to get past the guards downstairs without being spotted, so when midnight was almost upon me, I climbed over the balcony railings to my parents adjoining balcony and used the fire escape there.

      Finding a safe route over the rocks was almost impossible. The moon kept disappearing behind clouds, rendering me almost blind. I took each step slowly, speeding up a little each time the moon peeked through and hoping that I wasn’t going to be late for whatever it was that happened at midnight.

      The sea was at high tide, and the waves had picked up slightly. The clothes were still lodged under the rocks where they had been for the past week, but now, they were being dampened by sea spray. Looking around me, I couldn’t see anything except the distant beam of the lighthouse on the horizon to my right.

      Now that I was here, all bravado left me. I was getting wetter by the second and dangerously close to falling into the tumultuous sea. I couldn’t see the hands on my watch in the darkness, but I was pretty sure it was already past midnight. I was just about to turn around and head back to the palace when a hand appeared from below the inky surface and dragged me in.
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      Panic gripped me as the freezing water surrounded me. Above me, the surface thrashed and foamed, and yet, the water dulled my sense of hearing to almost silence. It was so dark, I couldn’t see, and without my senses working properly, I couldn’t tell which way was up. I closed my eyes, trying to concentrate on making my way to the surface, trying to figure a way out of this.  Because of my mother’s fear of the ocean, a fear I was beginning to understand, considering that this was the second time in a week I was drowning, I’d never learned to swim. Not even in a swimming pool. I’d seen other people do it and had a general idea, but as I kicked my legs about, I knew it was having no effect. I thrashed my arms around, desperate to break the surface to breathe, but I was so disoriented and panicked, that I made no progress. The hand that pulled me in was still holding me, dragging me further down towards the ocean floor, or at least, I assumed that’s where we were heading. I wanted to open my mouth to scream, but I knew that if I did, it would only let in the sea water which would flow down to my lungs, causing me to drown in the most horrible manner.

      “Calm down.” A man’s voice came through the water, and yet, I didn’t hear it with my ears, the words came directly to my brain. It was him. I recognized the strange way he spoke, even though now, he wasn’t actually using his mouth to speak at all. My mind was playing tricks on me. I’d heard that in a person’s last dying seconds, their mind can make them believe things that aren’t real, and I wondered if this was what was happening to me now. I was dying, and in my final moments of life, I was hearing words underwater.

      “You’re not dying,” said the voice, which only confirmed to me that I must be. He could hear my thoughts now as well as putting words into my head.

      I opened my eyes. The salt water stung them, and I still couldn’t see anything beyond the bubbles I was creating with my writhing body.

      The hand gripped my arm more tightly and began pulling me through the water. This time we were going at high speed. Water rushed past me so quickly that the fear of drowning was overcome by the fear of crashing into something. What was going on? What was it that was propelling us through the water? I’d not seen a boat out on the ocean but being pulled along by one was the only explanation I could think of. I closed my eyes one more time, to shield them from the fast-paced water and let myself be pulled to wherever it was that we were going, not that I had any choice in the matter.

      After a good ten minutes or so, we slowed down. The water was warmer here, or at least I didn’t feel the cold as much as I had when I’d first been pulled in.

      “Open your eyes.” The voice came again as we came to a stop and again it wasn’t spoken, just an echo in my head.

      “Open them,” he repeated softly. I noticed he’d let go of my arm.

      I blinked a few times before realizing we were in a cave.  A huge underwater cave filled with water.

      I opened my mouth to speak, but as I did, the salt water filled it.

      “Talk with your mind,” the stranger said, but it was too late, I could taste the saltiness of the water that burned as it went down my throat. I began to panic again, but the stranger wrapped his arm around my waist and swam with me upwards. Cold air hit my face, disorienting me as we finally hit the surface.

      The only light in the cavern came from a small hole in the ceiling above us. About the size of a jam jar lid, it was not big enough to crawl through, but it let in just enough moonlight for me to see the stranger in front of me.

      I took in a deep breath and promptly began to choke, coughing up the seawater that had filled my lungs when I’d tried talking just moments before. A small sandy beach sloped gradually out from the water, but overhead, rocks told me we were still in a cave. A cave where the only way out was through a tunnel under the water. The air was thin, but breathable, although it smelled like it could do with a good gust of wind to rid it of its fishy smell. I wrinkled up my nose as the stranger hauled me to the shore, leaving me half in and half out of the water and finally allowing me to get a good look at him again. I thought I remembered how beautiful he was, but now that I saw him again, I realized that I’d not done him justice with my memory of him. His skin, almost blue in the sliver of pale moonlight that accentuated the deep muscles of his chest, dripped with sea water. I watched rivulets of salty ocean water roll down over his stomach before dripping into the sand below him. It was so distracting, that, not for the first time, I felt flustered around him.

      He waited until I’d finished coughing up half the ocean before speaking.

      “How are you?” A small sliver of moonlight danced across the surface of the water creating a strange light show across the cave behind him.

      Indignation filled me, despite my awkwardness around him. It made me feel better, knowing that I could feel something other than a powerful attraction to him that almost scared me. That, in and of itself, was dangerous. Dangerous and wholly the most exciting emotion I’d ever felt. A little indignation would help me drown it out a little.

      “How am I?” I croaked, trying to get the words out despite my throat now feeling like I’d emptied a salt cellar into it.

      He looked at me strangely then, those green eyes of his sparkling in the moonlight with not a hint of purple to them. It was almost as though he was surprised by my outburst, but he recovered quickly from whatever it was that had surprised him. He nodded his head to my question. I coughed fiercely, annoyed that I couldn’t shout at him as I wanted to. My raspy voice could barely get above a whisper, thanks to me consuming half the ocean. “How do you think I am? You came to my party, left without saying a word and then tried to drown me when I came to thank you for saving me.” You are also making my brain fuzzy with how utterly beautiful you are, and my heart almost hurt with how much I want to touch you. I kept the last two thoughts to myself, hoping he wasn’t still poking around in my brain.

      He lounged back on the cold sand, lazily grinning at me, a twinkle in his eye.

      “Repeat back what you just said.” Even though he was communicating with me through his mind, I could still hear the humor in his voice.

      “I said I was only on my way to thank you when you tried to murder me by pulling me into the ocean.”

      I saw his grin widen at the edges. “Remind me what it was you were going to thank me for when I so rudely tried drowning you.”

      “I was going to thank you for saving me from drow...” Realization hit me that what I was about to say sounded ridiculous. Not that it made me any less angry. He’d still pulled me into the ocean and dragged me to goodness knew where.

      “You can’t drown when you are with me. Haven’t you noticed that you are still alive after being underwater more than twenty minutes? Now, I don’t know a lot about humans, but I’m pretty sure that after a couple of minutes down here, they usually drop dead without oxygen.”

      I eyed him suspiciously. It wasn’t helping my concentration much that he was completely naked. At least, his top half was; his bottom half was still under the water line.

      I thought back to when he’d pulled me under. Now that he mentioned it, it did seem like a long time to be underwater. Having never been under water for longer than it took to take a sip from my tap to swill out toothpaste, I wasn’t exactly sure how long a person could survive below the surface, but remembering how awful it felt almost drowning the previous week, I figured it couldn’t have been long.

      So, the question remained, why hadn’t I just drowned?

      “What did you do? Secret oxygen tanks?” I looked around me on the underground beach to see if there was any kind of scuba equipment lying around. All I saw was a starfish lapping at the waterline and a crab scuttling across the sand.

      “I think you might have noticed if I put a mask on you,” he drawled, his inner voice smoother than chocolate. I wished he’d talk properly so I could hear what it really sounded like. His lip twitched up at the side as he waited for me to come to some kind of realization. I just didn’t know what it was. I also felt like an idiot around him. If only my heart would slow down a bit so I could think straight.

      His confidence annoyed me. Why couldn’t I be like that? Most people got nervous at meeting a member of royalty for the first time. The stranger hadn’t even had the decency to bow to me. I’ve spent my life being schooled to be polite, to have confidence around strangers, but with him, all that went out of the window. Any princessy politeness was forgotten as I tried to think what to say next. He was so distracting, lying there, a self-assured smile on his face. I was annoyed, sure, but it was getting more and more difficult to stay that way when my heart was hammering the way it was.

      “Ok, smartass, how is it that I’ve been underwater for so long and not drowned?” I asked loudly, spitting out the last of the salty water. My voice echoed around the chamber, sending the crab scuttling in the other direction. I sat up on the beach and pulled my knees up out of the warm water, hugging them close to me and waited for the remnants of my voice to die out.

      “I brought you here because I thought you might like to see this,” he replied without answering my question at all. “Dip your toe into the water.”

      I eyed him warily. I’d only just pulled my feet up out of the water.

      “Just do it,” he urged, an easy smile playing on his lips. I waited about ten seconds before acquiescing to his demand. I didn’t want him thinking it was okay for him to boss me around. I let go of my legs and moved one foot forward, inching it to the water’s edge. Slowly I let my toe into the water. It was warmer than the air.

      I shivered slightly. “It’s warm, so what?”

      He grinned at me now. This whole thing was just a game to him, and yet, what choice did I have but to play it? There was no other way out as far as I could see. The cave was completely sealed from above, and I couldn’t swim back through the tunnel without help. He had me well and truly trapped. I wasn’t sure if the thought of it scared me or filled me with excitement. Probably a bit of both.

      “I’m not going to keep you here,” he growled inside my head and then added, “Kick the water.”

      I kicked out slightly. From around my foot, the water began to glow, a pale blue light that glittered and then evaporated leaving the water black again.  My eyes widened in shock, and I quickly pulled my foot back onto dry land.

      “It’s phosphorescence,” he explained, putting his hand into the water and clapping the surface so it glimmered around him for a few seconds. “Movement in the water causes it to light up.” When he was still the surface of the water turned back to inky blackness.

      “It’s beautiful,” I exclaimed, bringing my foot down into the water, splashing the pair of us.

      “You haven’t seen anything yet,” he said with a grin and rolled back into the water. His head disappeared under the tranquil surface before he began to swim. The way he swam was unrefined, peculiar for someone who’d I’d begun to associate with the sea. But as the water bubbled around his flailing body, I realized what he was doing.  He was churning the water. With each rough stroke, the water glowed more until the whole cave was lit up as though a thousand fairy lights had been turned on. Below water below the surface was now transformed. What I’d assumed would be nothing but sand and rocks was really a secret underwater garden with hundreds of underwater plants, each of them lit up with the motion of the water. Thousands of beautiful fish swam through delicate coral, making me want to dive back down to touch them.

      The stranger did a lap around the whole cave before ending up right back where he started, lazily gliding through the water in front of me.

      The cave glimmered and glittered all around us, magically illuminated by the phosphorescence on the water’s surface, and light danced over the stranger’s body, slowly dimming as he pulled himself up onto the beach beside me. I sighed at the fleeting beauty of it. Already it was starting to fade, and I knew that within a minute, the water would go back to the appearance of lifelessness and we would be once more plunged into darkness.

      As the last bit of light extinguished, I turned back to the stranger, eager to let him know just how beautiful I’d found it. He’d moved down the beach slightly, so that he was right next to me. I trailed my eyes down his wet body and stopped in shock. There, where his legs should be, he had a tail. My stranger was a mermaid.
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      “Merman,” he corrected me. I hadn’t even spoken. I was too busy being in shock to use my mouth for actual words. He was reading the thoughts right from my head again. I had to keep them reigned in.

      I tensed up, holding in the scream I wanted to make and, instead, opted for a few deep breaths as I tried to come to terms with what I was seeing in front of me. I would have passed it off as a trick of the light had there been much light in the dim cave.

      “You’re not real,” I pointed out as if stating the obvious. I pulled myself away from him, scared that I was completely losing my mind. “Mermaids are fairytale creatures.”

      If he was offended that I was denying his existence, he didn’t act it.

      “All stories start off with a kernel of truth. Giant is just another name for an unusually large person, and witch is a term for someone who makes potions. Don’t pharmacists do that?”

      I shook my head before meeting his eyes and holding his gaze. “Giants and witches are people, though. They don’t have fish tails.” My voice was echoing again, but I didn’t care. I was trapped in an underwater cave with a half man-half fish.

      “I’m not a half fish,” he replied indignantly, “although I prefer it to you calling me a mermaid. Maid is a woman, man is a ... well, is a man.”

      He was listening to my thoughts again.

      “Please stop doing that,” I snapped, clapping my hands to my ears. He splashed his tail up and down in the water, lighting up the cave around us with each movement in an eerie blue color. I felt my heart rate increase out of fear with each movement he made. Five minutes ago, this whole place and situation had felt romantic. Now it was just alien to me; the creepy lights making fearsome shadows on the cave walls.

      “I’m sorry,” he replied, leaning toward me. I leaned backward, but not quite far enough. He took hold of my hands and pulled them gently away from my ears. His hands were strong but delicate as he let them drop by my side. The moonlight illuminated his face, highlighting the cut of his cheekbones, the wetness of his lower lip from the ocean water. His eyes were now purple, and like the salt water to the side of us, they had their own sparkle. I’d thought there was something otherworldly about him when I first saw him, thanks to those eyes, and now, he’d confirmed it. His home was down here, beneath the waves. No wonder I’d thought he was connected to the sea. He was part of it. It was his home.

      He put his hand to my face, and slowly traced it up the side of my head letting it rest on my right temple. “That’s how we communicate down here. There’s very little sound underwater, and speaking doesn’t come easily to me. I should have known you’d be scared.”

      Realization hit me. “That’s why you didn’t speak at my party.”

      He nodded, lowering his eyes to the sand between us. “Among other reasons, yes.”

      I thought back to the party, how sure of himself he’d looked, cocky even. But now that I remembered it, he had an air of uncertainty about him, like a lost child.

      I’d wanted to kiss him then. Even with all my family watching me, with the heads of state of at least five of the nine kingdoms in attendance, not to mention the hundreds of other dignitaries, I’d wanted to lean forward and kiss him. Outside the party on the promenade, I had kissed him, and it had been magical. Now, I wasn’t so sure. I felt cold and scared.

      He looked up at me in surprise.

      Before I thought about why he would look at me that way, he took my hand. “Please, trust me. I promise I’ll take you home. I didn’t set out to alarm you, I just wanted...” he trailed off. There was something in his eyes, something that made me realize that this was just as scary for him as it was for me. All his former bravado had gone along with the flashes of purple in his eyes. They had gone back to the pale green they’d been before.

      “I just wanted to get to know you.”

      I could almost feel his heart beating as he looked at me so earnestly. I couldn’t read his mind as he could mine, but in that moment, I knew I was safe. He’d saved my life, he had no reason to hurt me now.

      He held his hand out for me, and this time, I took it.

      “If you keep hold of my hand, you’ll be able to breathe underwater. You’ll also be able to see better than you would without me. It’s part of the magic we possess.”

      I let him guide me into the water, no longer feeling nervous. The excitement I’d felt earlier was creeping back.

      I stepped into the warm darkness, enjoying the feel of the water as I sank deeper and deeper into its depths. He pulled me close, wrapping an arm around me, so I was crushed up against his chest, with my arm around his back. His skin was so much warmer than my own, and I had to compose myself not to think about how naked he was next to me, not to notice that the skin of my fingers and arm touched him. He swished his tail around to light the water, creating a maelstrom of bubbles around us. As the bubbles cleared, a whole other world emerged, still illuminated by the phosphorescence. Thousands of beautiful fish swam around us, completely unafraid of our presence. I’d seen them from above water, but now that I was among them, I saw how stunningly beautiful they were. Pink and purple coral grew, covering the sandy floor of the cavern, which, in turn, was covered with vibrant sea anemones and colorful fish, dashing in and out, creating a breathtaking scene in front of me.

      At least, it would have been breathtaking if I was breathing. With the stranger holding my hand, I didn’t need to. I hadn’t breathed the whole way here, not in the normal sense; but then, I’d been too panicked to notice. Now, I felt so at ease, weightless in the salty blue water, my senses filled with wonder at this beautiful place. A playful creature swam past, brushing against my arm. I pulled back quickly, nervous, but the stranger laughed. “Don’t mind him, that’s just Ollie. He doesn’t bite.”

      “Ollie?” I replied, this time using my mind to speak to him, confident that he could hear me. The creature came back, and this time I let it come to rest on my hand.

      “An octopus. He’s kind of a friend of mine. I think you call them pets above land.”

      An octopus. Such a strange word for a strange creature. He wrapped his legs around my fingers, tickling the palm of my hand.

      He unwrapped himself from my hand and darted off, back into the shadows. The light was dimming, so I waved my hand about creating a trail of light.

      The blue glow lit up his face as he grinned at me enjoying myself. I’d loved the sea for as long as I could remember, but not in my wildest dreams had I ever imagined something as wonderful as this beneath its depths. I gave the stranger a shy smile now that I’d caught him looking at me. His green eyes crinkled up at the edges. Below the water, the deep shadows of his chest muscles were prominent. I couldn’t stop the blush that rose up from my chest. I only hoped the fading blue light hid the redness of my cheeks.

      “I should go back,” I said in my mind. I didn’t want to, I could have happily stayed down here forever, but the light had begun to change. The soft blue of the phosphorescence was now being replaced by the pink tinge of dawn, filtering down from the small holes in the cavern roof. Had we really been down here that long?

      The stranger nodded, his long charcoal hair flowing out behind him like obsidian flames, framing his pale face.

      He moved closer, putting his arm around my waist to gently guide me through the tunnel until we emerged back out into the open sea. It was much darker here without the phosphorescence, but I could still make out basic shapes thanks to the dawn’s early light. The vastness of the ocean astounded me. Okay, I’d seen it from above, but it was a completely different experience down here. It seemed to go on forever in every direction with the seabed below us and the surface above.

      The journey back to the rocks couldn’t have been more different to the journey from them. Then it had been dark, and I’d been terrified. I was still scared, but now, it was a different kind of scared. It was exciting, new. I looked around me, eager to take everything in before I’d have to leave it to go back to my own world. The fish weren’t as concentrated here, but I still saw them as we swam past. Long fish that looked a little like snakes, schools of tiny red fish, swimming as though they were one, large silver fish that I recognized because we sometimes ate them for dinner. Disappointment weighed heavily as the rocks appeared in the distance. I knew I had to go back home and get changed into dry clothes before my parents noticed I was missing, but I didn’t want this night to come to an end. The ocean was vast, and I wanted to explore. I wanted to spend more time with the stranger.

      “We will have time,” he answered my thoughts. “You know where I am. If I’m close, I’ll hear you.” and I knew he meant with his mind. I wished I could hear his thoughts the way he heard mine. Sure, I could hear what he wanted to project out there, but everything else that he was thinking remained a mystery. I couldn’t help thinking that it put me at a disadvantage.

      “We’re here,” he observed, pointing out the rocks. All I had to do was to swim to the surface and climb out. I grabbed one of the rocks to pull myself up, but he pulled me back. I turned to face him, wondering what he wanted, but before I had time to form the question in my mind, his lips were upon mine. In the cold water, his lips felt surprisingly warm as he brought his body closer to me. My mind was ablaze with sensations, none of which I could articulate if I wanted to. I hoped he wasn’t trying to probe my thoughts because I could barely make sense of it at all. All I could think was how salty his lips were, how he tasted like the sea, every other thought was obliterated as he crushed his lips hungrily to mine.

      “You know where to find me,” he said, pulling back. With a swift push up, I breached the surface, taking in a huge breath as I clung to one of the rocks. I looked down to where he’d been, but he was already gone, swum away into the briny depths.

      I scrambled up the slippery rocks until I was completely out of the sea. Turning, I gazed out over the waves hoping to spot him again, but all I saw were a couple of gulls overhead and a sailboat in the distance.

      I turned back towards the palace, my heart both frizzing with excitement from what had been and heavy, knowing I’d have to wait before experiencing it again—and came face to face with my mother, the queen.
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      “Where have you been?” she demanded, her features contorted in fury, and beneath that, I saw the fear in her eyes. I stood there looking at her, my nightgown dripping wet, clinging to my body. I shivered, partly from the cold and partly under the weight of her stare. I’d committed the worst sin possible in her eyes. All I’d heard my entire childhood was not to go out into the sea. My mother’s entire existence it seemed was to keep me away from the water and here I was breaking the cardinal rule. Again!

      “I went for a swim,” I stammered lamely.

      “A swim!” Her voice was harsh. I’d never seen her so angry in my whole life. “Who were you with and don’t try telling me no one. I saw a man.”

      There was no point denying it if she’d seen him. I opened my mouth to tell her, but then I realized he hadn’t even told me his name. I’d only thought of him as the stranger, and I could hardly tell her that.

      “I thought I’d come down to the rocks and see if I could see the man who saved me from drowning to thank him.”

      My mother’s eyes narrowed suspiciously. “He was just a figment of your imagination. The nurse said so. I don’t know who you thought you were with out there, but I’m willing to bet it was someone who was out to harm you. You are a princess, and because of that, you are a target. Now, let’s get you home so you can change into some dry clothes.”

      She grabbed my arm and dragged me back across the rocks to the palace. Without letting go, she hauled me up the stairs to one of the bathrooms where she instructed my maid to fill the bath for me. “I’ll come back and talk to you later about this,” she fumed, before turning on her heel and stalking out of the room.

      I’d seen my mother upset before, but never like this. I looked down to see a hint of a bruise on my arm from where she’d held me. My father was usually the one with the temper, but even then, he only directed it at his enemies—never us. My mother often had a look of disapproval upon her face and knew how to make it clear when she was unhappy about something. But as a queen, she knew how to keep her temper down, until now that was.

      Wisps of steam floated up from the bath and Dora, my maid, moved to turn the cold tap on.

      “Don’t!” I said to her, but she ignored me and turned the tap to cold anyway. I was just about to reprimand her when I realized I’d spoken to her with my mind, the way I’d spent the night speaking to the stranger. I thought back to our conversations, and it dawned on me that I hadn’t heard his actual voice once since that day on the beach when he’d saved my life. I’d only heard him inside my head.

      Dora laid out a towel for me, curtseyed, and left me alone in the grand bathroom. Usually, I took a bath in the small en-suite off my bedroom, but for whatever reason, my mother had brought me here to the palace’s main bathroom. The room itself was huge, with a high ceiling and glimmering tiles covering the floor. The bath, an oversized roll top with silver claw feet stood in the dead center of the room with a chandelier directly overhead. Around the base of the bath, inlaid into the floor, were grates so the water could overflow. I turned off the cold and added more hot water. As soon as the stranger had let go of me, I’d felt cold. It was as though his presence had kept me warm. Perhaps that was also part of the magic he held. I peeled off my dripping nightdress and threw it onto the floor, before sinking right up to my neck in the scalding water. I let out a low moan as heat seeped back into my bones. Turning off the hot tap, I lay back in the water, letting my hair float around me. Closing my eyes, I sank below the surface, holding my breath as I did.

      “Hello,” I called out in my mind, but there was no answer. Either he had to be closer to me, or I had to be in the ocean for him to hear my thoughts. I opened my eyes and looked up at the chandelier. Its crystals twinkled in the light, throwing rainbows around the room. I didn’t want to come back up to the surface. It was as if all my problems left me if I was underwater, but pretty soon, I had to. Without the stranger holding on to me, I needed the oxygen above the surface to be able to breathe.

      I washed my hair slowly, using more shampoo than was really required to rid it of all the salt I’d picked up in the ocean. I was in no rush to get out. I knew my mother would be waiting for me so she could shout some more. I looked down at my arm. The bruise was darker now, more defined. I could almost see her fingerprints in it. She’d always had a problem with the sea. The issue she had with the ocean all seemed to revolve around me, and to a lesser extent, my younger brother. Before I had time to ponder it, there was a knock on the door. I braced myself for my mother coming in to ask why I was taking so long.

      “Yes?”

      “Erica, it’s me, Hayden. Your mother told me you were up here. I was hoping to have a word with you.”

      “Just coming,” I replied with a sigh. I’d much rather speak to Hayden than my mother right now. She needed time to cool down, but it was just putting off the inevitable. Pulling myself out of the bath, I wrapped the towel Dora had left out for me around myself and padded to the door leaving wet footprints on the sparkly tiles. I opened the door a crack, aware that the only clothes I had in the bathroom was my drenched nightgown. Hayden raised his eyebrows at my lack of clothes, but I brushed past him, deciding I’d done enough blushing in one day to last a lifetime. Besides, it was only Hayden.

      “Aren’t you coming?” I asked when I realized he wasn’t following me. He shook himself out of his daze and picked up his speed to match mine.

      I cursed my mother for leaving me in the bathroom with nothing but a towel as I walked past some of the palace guards, trying to ignore their wide-eyed stares.

      Thankfully, my bedroom wasn’t that far, and as soon as the door closed behind me, I hopped into the walk-in wardrobe and pulled on a pair of jeans and a t-shirt.

      “I think I preferred you in the towel,” joked Hayden playfully as I came back into the bedroom. I threw the first thing I could find at him, which just happened to be a stuffed unicorn. How appropriate I should have toys of imaginary creatures in my room. With the way this day was turning out, I wouldn’t be surprised if it turned into a real one.

      Fortunately, it didn’t. It just bounced of Hayden’s head and landed on the floor.

      “What’s up?” I asked, sitting next to him on the bed.

      “The wedding.”

      “Oh.” What with everything else that had happened in the last twenty-four hours, I’d completely forgotten about it. I thought back to the conversation I’d had with my parents the day before. The last thing I’d said to them was that I’d think about it. Well, I’d thought about it, and there was no way I was going to go ahead with it. Not now. Having a husband with a ship would be nice, but it would be nothing compared to what I was going to have to give up. If I married Hayden, I wouldn’t be able to see him again, the stranger.

      I sighed. I was already due to have one argument with her today, now it seemed I could add another to the list. “Don’t worry. It’s not happening. I’ll tell my mother later. She’ll just have to cancel it all. It’s her own fault for planning it without asking us. You’ll still be able to date Astrid. I haven’t seen her since the night of the party, but I assured her that there is nothing between us.”

      He cast his eyes downwards. I noticed he’d picked up a cushion from the bed and was now fiddling with the edge of it, a nervous habit I hadn’t noticed before. Hayden was not known for being the nervous type.

      “That’s just it,” he mumbled almost under his breath. I had to strain my ears to hear him. “Your parents have sent Astrid away. Some guards came to her house a couple of hours ago and took her.”

      I could barely believe it. “What? Why would they do that?”

      His face adopted a look of intense sadness as he looked back up at me. I could almost feel his heart breaking just by his expression. I hadn’t been exactly sure how it was between Hayden and Astrid, if it was just a fling or something more serious. But now, looking at him, I knew. He really loved her. “I guess because they don’t want her getting in the way between us.”

      I screwed up my eyes in frustration. Hayden was my best friend, and I loved him. Not in the way he loved Astrid, but he meant the world to me. The two of us marrying would spoil everything. I knew for certain I didn’t want to be his wife. Whether or not he decided to marry Astrid would have to be his own decision, not one given to him.

      I took hold of his hand. He felt so different to the stranger. His skin was so much softer. Just thinking of the man who’d changed everything, the man whose name I still didn’t know, made me sigh. This was all wrong.

      “Where did she get taken?” I asked as softly as I could, hoping he knew the answer. I was pretty sure my parents wouldn’t tell me if I asked them.

      Hayden dropped the cushion and picked up the unicorn I’d thrown at him instead. I tried to ignore the fact he was absentmindedly unpicking the stitches on it. “Her mother told me she’d been taken to her aunt’s house for the next two weeks.”

      “And where is that?” I asked, thinking I might have to make a visit.

      “On the border of Eshen.”

      “Where exactly on the border?” I asked, knowing that I’d have to listen carefully if I was going to find the place.

      “I don’t know the address, but she told me it’s a pink house in a town called Spirit, right on the very border. I know what you are thinking, and it’s not going to happen. You won’t be able to bring her back in time.”

      I sat up straight on the bed and took a deep breath. I hated being told what I could and couldn’t do. I had been all my life, and it seemed it was happening a whole lot more frequently this past week. “Hayden Harrington-Blythe! I will go to her and bring her back. I’m eighteen now. My parents can’t stop me from leaving the palace if I want to.”

      Hayden almost smiled, but the light in his eyes died. “I think you are wrong. There is no way you will get to leave the palace before the wedding, but that’s not even the problem.”

      “So, what is the problem?”

      He looked at me in such a way that had my heart falling. Something big was happening. I could see it in his eyes. I’d never in my whole life seen him look so desolate, so utterly distressed. When he did answer me, his voice was choked, almost as if he couldn’t bear to get the words out

      “The wedding date has been moved up. Your mother called everyone this morning to tell them. We are due to marry in three days’ time.”
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      “What?” I stood up, outraged. “They said it would ultimately be my choice. I only spoke to them about this yesterday.”

      Hayden stood up and hugged me tightly, not because I was upset, but because I was shaking with anger. Like the good friend he was, he always knew how to calm me down. He knew me better than I knew myself. Oh, how I loved him then, but in the wrong way. It would have been so much easier if I loved him and he loved me in the right way, the way people should love each other.

      Hayden stroked my hair as he spoke. “I guess something changed between then and now because an hour ago, one of the palace messengers came to the house and told my parents what would be happening. He said I was to be ready in three days. My mother called her friends and they confirmed that they had been called about the change of date. It’s causing quite a panic. People are worried they won’t find dresses in time.”

      I know he was joking to make me feel better, but it wasn’t helping.

      I pulled away from him. This was all because of what I’d done— because I’d gone out to sea. I’d betrayed my parents. I could understand them being angry with me, but to ruin my life and Hayden’s because of it, well that was ridiculous. Something had changed within the last week. Something to prompt this stupid idea of Hayden and me. I just had to find out what it was before it was too late.

      “Wait here,” I demanded, stalking out of the room. The guard stationed along my corridor raised an eyebrow as I walked past him purposefully. I glared back at him, and he averted his eyes the way he was supposed to. Not that it was his fault, but he was part of it, this stupid, archaic system. At least, he was allowed to leave when his shift ended. I took the stairs to the bottom floor two at a time. Behind me, I could hear Hayden shouting me, having obviously ignored me telling him what to do.

      My mother was knitting when I burst into her parlor. Knitting! She never knitted. I could tell it was a way to keep her hands busy while she talked to me. She’d known this was coming.

      Despite her hands telling me she was nervous, she had a sly smile on her face, showing me that she’d won. I loved my mother, but at that point, I hated her too.

      “What’s this about me being married in three days?” I demanded.

      “I see you’ve spoken with Hayden.” As she said it, Hayden bounded in behind me.

      “We aren’t getting married,” I said, my hands on my hips. “Neither of us wants to. We don’t love each other in that way, and we are both eighteen. There is literally nothing you can say or do that will get me to walk down that aisle in three days’ time.”

      “I’m guessing Hayden didn’t tell you everything?” she replied. Her fingers moved furiously as she knitted, dropping stitches left and right.

      I turned to look at Hayden, who was now standing beside me.

      My mother continued, “If Hayden doesn’t marry you in three days, his father will lose his position of Admiral of the Fleet. Along with his title, his house will be taken from him as will a considerable pension that was going to be given to him when he retires in five years.”

      I stood there, my mouth agape. What had happened to my wonderful mother that she would turn so ugly? There was no rhyme or reason to it. She’d always been strict but fair. Now she was a monster.

      “I don’t understand. Why do you want me to marry Hayden so badly? You’ve never even mentioned it before this past week.” Tears of frustration began to pool at the corners of my eyes.

      My mother dropped the knitting needles to her lap and looked me right in the eye. “I want you to marry Hayden, so you don’t fall in love with anyone else. Someone who can only cause you pain.”

      She was talking about him, the stranger. Why did it even matter to her, and what did she mean about causing me pain. The only one hurting me right now was her.

      I sucked in a deep breath between my teeth, trying to build up the confidence to tell her the truth.

      “You know what?” I said as the tears streamed down my face. “It may be too late for that.”

      I turned, barging past Hayden who made no attempt to stop me and ran right through the entrance hall to the great hall. The tables and chairs had all been cleared away from my birthday party, but I could see boxes of wedding decorations piled up along the side.

      “Stop her!” my mother yelled as I pelted through the hall. There were many ways to get to the sea from the palace, but the quickest route was via the great hall balcony.

      I pushed the great doors open, aware that there were now numerous people after me. I didn’t care. I’d gotten enough of a head start. I ran as fast as I could down the walkway to the lower level and to the promenade. The guard at the bottom, the same one who’d been there the night before, jumped right in front of me, blocking my way. Behind me, the other guards were catching up, and if I didn’t think of something soon, I was going to get caught and dragged back to the palace. To my right, was the palace wall, but to my left, a railing. Without pausing, I ran to it and hopped right over the edge. It was much further down than I’d anticipated, and my ankle turned painfully as I hit the paving stones below.

      Crossing the rocks was agony as each step with my right foot sent razor-sharp pains shooting up my leg. The guards were catching up, and behind them, I could hear both Hayden and my mother shouting my name. And still, I carried on, limping over the jagged rocks, splashing through the rock pools, not caring that my shoes were wet. I just knew I had to get away from them all. At the water’s edge, I hesitated. Small waves broke, sending sea foam spraying over my legs. My right foot was swollen so badly it was threatening to break apart my shoe, and yet, I didn’t care. With a quick look over my shoulder to see the guards almost upon me, I dove straight into the waves and began to sink below the water.

      “Help me!” I shouted out in my mind, keeping my mouth clamped firmly shut. Without the stranger, the ocean was a much scarier place. My eyes stung with the salty water and I struggled not to panic as the seconds passed, each one bringing me closer to drowning. With the stranger, I’d been able to see. Now, everything looked murky. I tried swimming a little, hoping to move away from the rocks, but my arms didn’t seem to want to cooperate.

      Panic set in. What had I done? In my desperation to get away, I’d mistakenly thought the stranger would be there to save me as he had done before.

      “Help me!” I repeated, trying to concentrate on an image of the stranger’s face in my mind in the hope that would make him hear me better.

      Behind me, I felt the water churn. I turned around swiftly to see someone had jumped into the water. It was Hayden. He’d jumped in to save me. Unlike my parents, his mother and father had sent him for swimming lessons from a very young age, and he was perfectly happy in the water.

      He reached out, grabbed me around my waist and tried to pull me to the surface. The second my head went above water, I knew it would all be over. The guards would haul us both out, and we’d have to marry in three days. I wanted to articulate this to him, but I couldn’t. I couldn’t talk and speaking to him with my mind had no effect the way it did with the stranger. The only way I could escape this madness was for him to let me go. I squeezed his arm lightly, hoping he’d understand I didn’t want to fight him. I was doing this for him as well as me, and then I raised my leg and kicked backward sharply with my left foot. Almost immediately, he let go. Using his body as leverage I pushed off against him with my good leg and drifted away from him.

      “I’m so sorry,” I said with my mind, knowing he wouldn’t hear it.

      Swiveling around in the water, I looked to see that he was okay. I’d hurt him, but hopefully, not enough to stop him being able to swim back to the surface. To my surprise, he’d gotten over the shock and was now swimming towards me, giving it another try to pull me to the surface. Why didn’t he understand that bringing me back was essentially the end of him and Astrid?

      My lungs were straining from keeping in the last bit of oxygen that I had, but I had to get away from him. I kicked my legs behind me, ignoring the pain shooting through my right foot.

      He was a much better swimmer than me. I was barely swimming at all, just copying the motions I’d seen others do, but I was moving. I felt something brush against my leg and knew it was Hayden. This time, when he caught me, I knew I’d have to let him, because I was almost out of oxygen. Another few seconds and my brain would tell me to take a deep breath, and at that point, I’d inhale sea water. As Hayden’s hand brushed my leg again, I felt a yank as I was pulled away from him at a high speed. I couldn’t see anything, but I could finally breathe underwater again. It was him! I relaxed, letting him pull me through the ocean, past seaweed drifts and strange ocean creatures until we came to the same underwater cave he’d taken me to the day before. We both drifted up to the surface and took a deep breath at the same time. Before I had a chance to speak, his lips were on mine. Thoughts of Hayden and my mother flew right out of my head. I closed my eyes, relishing his touch, his tail wrapped around my body, his arms on my waist. Water dripped from his hair and mine down our faces. The kiss itself was salty as I’d come to expect from him, but unlike the temperature of the cave, his lips were warm and gentle.

      “What were you saying sorry for?” he asked as he pulled apart from me. I thought back to earlier, trying to remember the last time I’d apologized.

      “Oh, I was saying it to Hayden. He was trying to pull me to the surface to save me, and he wouldn’t let me go. I hope he’s ok.”

      The stranger furrowed his brow. “Who’s Hayden?”

      I swam as best I could to the little beach. It was much lighter now than it had been the last time I was here. I looked up to see a few more small holes in the ceiling where the sun filtered through. I scooted up to one of the warmer parts of the beach. As I pulled myself up onto the damp sand, my ankle gave another shot of pain. I groaned, and as I looked down, I could see it had swelled up and turned a horrible black-purple color that went right down to under the top of my shoe.

      When the stranger saw it, he swam to me and took my ankle in his hand. I flinched before realizing it didn’t hurt. Whatever he was doing to it, it was not painful. He ran his hands over the swelling and almost immediately heat spread through my leg, and the pain began to seep out. As I watched, my ankle turned from black to blue to red and back to the pale pink the rest of my leg was.

      “How did you do that?” I asked, fascinated. I wiggled my foot, and it didn’t hurt.

      “Another part of my magic,” he answered, taking my shoes off and placing them in the sand. He gave me a grin that melted my heart. “Are you going to tell me who Hayden is, or do I have to guess?”

      “Why? Are you jealous?” I asked playfully, expecting him to say no.

      “I’m jealous of any man right now,” he answered simply. I wasn’t quite sure I understood what he meant.

      How could I describe Hayden? It was so complicated. He was everything to me, my friend, my brother, my partner in crime. “He’s my best friend,” I replied simply.

      The stranger swam up to the beach and lay down beside me. His long hair dipped in the sand, and I had to resist the urge to run my fingers through it.

      “Why were you trying to get away from him if he is your best friend? I heard you calling for help and thought someone was trying to hurt you. It was only because I could see you were low on breath that I dragged you away rather than fought him.”

      “Hayden would never hurt me.” I sighed and lay back on the beach. Beside me, I let the sand run through my fingers. A warm hand took mine.

      “So, what happened?”

      Turning my head to the left, I saw he had lain out next to me. His hair fanned out on the beach, and tiny yellow dots of sand were plastered to his wet skin.

      I told him everything. How my mother had always had an unreasonable phobia of water and how it had gotten so much worse since my eighteenth birthday. I hesitated for a moment, unsure whether to tell him about the wedding to Hayden, but I knew there was no point keeping it back. He could read my mind.

      When I was finished, he didn’t say a word. Instead, he rested his head on his hand and looked at me. I could almost see his mind whirring, but he didn’t seem upset.

      “What is it?” I asked after he’d been silent for more than two minutes. I spoke with my mouth, but when he answered, it was with his mind.

      “I’ve got an idea to help you out of this. I think I know how we can stop it...that is, if you want to.”
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      Of course, I wanted to. Not just for me but for Hayden and for Astrid too. Whatever was going on in my mother’s head was all about me. I was convinced that it really had nothing to do with Hayden at all.

      When the stranger told me the plan, I could barely believe the audacity of it and yet anything was better than the alternative.

      I ran my fingers down his face. The plan meant that not only would Hayden and Astrid be happy, but I would be too. I looked at him, my stranger and wondered if the cost was too great.

      His green eyes glistened in the shaft of light, and his hair looked almost blue. He was so strange and so beautiful, and yet, I didn’t really know him. All we’d shared were a few snatched hours and a kiss here and there. I didn’t even know his name. In all the time we’d spent together, I didn’t know what he was called. More importantly, apart from that first time when he’d rescued me from the sinking ship, I’d not heard his voice. Not really. Since then, he’d communicated to me through his mind.

      “What is your name?” I asked, winding a lock of his hair around my finger.

      “Ari,” he replied. “Ari-El”

      “Ari,” I repeated back. I’d never heard a name like it before in Trifork, but then he wasn’t from Trifork. He was from another world entirely, a world that I wanted to explore.

      I wanted to know more, to know everything about him, but more than that, I wanted to keep this feeling, to just be with him.

      I inched my way down the beach, easing my way into the water of the underground lagoon. I loved how warm the water was and how I felt, moving my body effortlessly through it. I floated backward, my arms and legs spread out.

      I closed my eyes, enjoying the sensation of floating and the thought that my problem was going to be solved. I knew I needed to get home to face the music, but I wasn’t going to rush. I heard a splash, and then I was pulled under the water. Ari swam around me playfully. Now, that light filtered in through the ceiling, I could see the whole of the underwater world, a whole living ecosystem under the rocks. I watched as Ari swam around me, showing off, and yet touching base with me every few seconds so I could breathe. He held my hand and swam me around letting me play with the fishes and try swimming by myself.

      If Ari’s plan panned out, I’d be able to spend as much time as I wanted getting to know this underwater world, and no one would be able to stop me.

      He took me out to the open sea where we swam for miles. A pod of dolphins joined us, diving in and out of the water. The sun sparkled off the water’s surface sending shimmers of light down into the depths. We swam so far out, I could barely see the coast anymore. All my troubles were back there. Out here, I was as free as I wanted to be. Out here, I could do what I wanted as long as Ari was beside me. Out here, I was happy.

      It was the perfect day, or it was until the sound of the water being chopped up on the surface spoiled the tranquility.

      “What’s that?” I asked in alarm, looking up to where black shapes blocked out the sun.

      Ari had seen them too. He pulled me quickly downwards to the seabed as more light was blocked out.

      He put his arm around me protectively, his face set in a grimace.  “It’s ships, boats. It’s your people. They are looking for you.”

      I knew that my parents would want to find me, but I was surprised at the lengths they were going to, to do it. There were so many boats above us, I could barely make out the gaps of sky between them. As I watched, a diver jumped into the water with a splash, quickly followed by two more. Everywhere I looked, people in diving gear were hurling themselves from the boats.

      “We need to get out of here,” I blurted, trying to swim away from the people. They were everywhere now, hundreds of them.

      Ari didn’t answer, he didn’t have to. Instead, he pulled me through the water quickly, keeping to the depths in the hope that we wouldn’t be seen.

      “Where are we going?” I asked as the water barraged past, leaving me almost blind with the speed we were going.

      He stopped for a second and faced me. I could see him clearly now that we were away from the boats.

      “I have to ask you something, and I’d like you to be honest with me.”

      I nodded, fearful of what he would ask me.

      “When I first met you on that beach, I knew instantly that you were someone special. When you asked me to kiss you after I gave you CPR, I wanted to. I also knew that you were someone special to other people. The fact that so many people were out looking for you told me that. I don’t know much about the land dwellers, but I knew enough to know that the people searching for you were palace guards. I recognized their uniforms. When I left you, I couldn’t get you out of my mind.”

      “I felt the same way about you,” I interrupted. He smiled at me and then continued.

      “I spent hours watching the palace, trying to figure out a way to meet you that wouldn’t terrify you. It was then I saw that there was to be a ball for your birthday. I came onto the land, stole a suit, and after putting it into a waterproof bag, I swam around to the back of the palace and sneaked in. Maybe I was hoping to get you out of my system. I don’t even know.

      “When I saw you in that dress and saw you blush when you saw me, I knew you felt the same way I did. Dancing with you was the singularly most exciting thing I’d ever done. No, scrap that. Kissing you afterward was the most exciting thing. If I’d gone to the ball to get you out of my mind, I’d completely failed. I knew I wanted to spend more time with you. I guess I knew earlier because I’d already written that note and left it in my pocket, hoping you’d find it.”

      My heart was thumping madly with the things he was telling me. I wanted to tell him that he excited me more than he could ever know, but I knew I should let him finish what he had to say. I wanted to listen to his words. They echoed my own feelings so completely.

      “It took you so long to find it that I thought that I’d made a mistake and gotten it wrong. I was so happy when you came to me. Of course, by then I knew you were a princess. The heir to the Throne of Trifork, no less.”

      “Yes, so?”

      “So, that makes our relationship difficult.”

      “I don’t see how,” I replied although that was a lie. The hundred or so boats we’d left behind told me that much.

      “I just want to know if this is worth it for you. We barely know each other. Being with me is going to make your life so complicated. Mine too in ways I didn’t think about when I went to your palace that night. I’ve been ignoring it for days, too caught up in just being with you, but as you can see, it’s caught up with us.”

      “What are you asking me?” My heart was threatening to thump right out of my chest. I never felt cold in the water with him, but a chill was running through me now.

      “I’m asking if you really want to do this...to be with me. I could easily take you back to the boats. They’ll pull you up, and you’ll go back to living the life you were supposed to.”

      I didn’t even need to think about it. “This is the life I’m supposed to lead. Here with you. I can feel it. It’s not even just you. There’s something about the ocean. I feel like I belong here.”

      His expression changed then. The serious face he’d had when talking to me softened, and I could see the relief in it. He wanted me, and I wanted him, and for that moment in time, that’s all I cared about.

      “In that case, we need to get you away from here. For now, at least.”

      “I will have to go back at some point soon if we are going to put that plan of yours into action,” I reminded him.

      “Soon,” he replied, “but not just yet!”

      Ari took my hand, both of us knowing that our plan, our decision would change the course of the history of Trifork, and to be perfectly honest, I didn’t care. Trifork would carry on as always, and in a few years, no one would remember the royal wedding. At least, I hoped not.

      We swam through the water, leaving the boats behind us. Well, Ari was swimming. I was doing my best to kick my legs, so he wasn’t doing all the work.

      Ahead of us, rising up from the ocean floor, a great underwater city loomed. I hadn’t put much thought into where Ari lived before now. I guess I was expecting some kind of underwater utopia where beautiful mermaids sat on coral beds, brushing their hair. What I didn’t expect was a real city. A place with streets and buildings and people going about their business in much the same way as the people in Trifork did. Huge living monoliths of coral, mud, and bits of flotsam and jetsam from passing ships came together to create buildings, real buildings with windows and doors. Sea flowers bloomed everywhere, on the streets and on the sides of buildings, painting the whole town a riot of living color. Schools of prettily colored fish swam in and out of the buildings, and sea creatures scurried along the floor. To top it all off, sun glinted off the buildings making the whole place sparkle. It was as if the whole place was its very own ecosystem, which I guess in fact it was.

      “It’s beautiful,” I whispered in my head, in awe of the spectacle before us.

      “It’s Havfrue. It’s my home,” replied Ari simply.

      We swam through avenues of salmon pink coral as other merpeople went about their business. The few that did catch sight of us together either dashed away nervously or gave us disapproving looks as we passed. Just like I hadn’t really thought much about the town, I’d not really put much thought into the other merfolk either. Unlike above land where most people were either dark-haired or blonde, down here the merpeople’s hair was every color of the rainbow. I’d never thought how rare my mother’s and my red hair was before, but now, seeing this, I realized that the shade of red both our hair shared would not look out of place here at all. I’d never actually met anyone before now with quite the same shade of red—not ginger, not strawberry blond, but flaming red hair. Here in Havfrue, I spotted a number of people with the very same shade. In the distance, loomed a building or a series of buildings, it was hard to tell which; but it was huge, towering over the whole city.

      “What’s that?” I asked, pointing to the monolith in the distance.

      “That’s where the king lives. I’m not going to take you there. The king would not be happy to know there was a land dweller here in Havfrue. He believes land dwellers to be our mortal enemy.”

      I must have looked nervous because he added “He won’t find out if we keep to the outskirts. Here we are.”

      In front of us, was a small building made out of the most beautiful blue-purple coral. Small orange and black fish darted in and out of the entrance. Inside, was a small room with no furniture. Light poured in from the window illuminating the dramatic colors of the place. Apart from a few shells on the sandy bed, the whole place was empty. Ok, not quite empty, in the corner, was a small octopus.

      Ollie! I opened my mouth in surprise and got a mouthful of water. I needed to remember not to do that again. The small creature swam over to me and swam over my fingers.

      We spent the morning playing with Ollie, hidden away from the world in Ari’s small room. I wanted to stay there forever. If I had any choice in the matter at all, I might very well have, but I knew I’d have to go back to the shore to face the music sooner rather than later. Ari’s plan wouldn’t work if we lazed around all day in the water, no matter how much I wanted it to. When the sun was high in the sky, I decided it was time to go back.

      As we swam closer to the shore, I could see the sheer amount of guards out combing the seafront, waiting for us. Hundreds of small sailing boats bobbed around on the water by the coast waiting for me to come home.

      “You can’t come back to the shore with me,” I said, using my mind to communicate with Ari.

      “How are you going to get back without me? You can’t swim remember?”

      “I can,” I insisted, tugging my hand from his. After attempting a couple of strokes and barely keeping my head above water, I had to admit it was a lost cause. I’d drown long before I got near the coast. As I cast my eyes along the line of small boats, I spotted one I recognized. With a yellow stripe around it, I knew it belonged to Hayden. So, he was out looking for me too.

      “That’s Hayden’s boat,” I said, this time speaking aloud. I pointed to the boat with the yellow stripe. “If you can get me to him, you should be able to swim away with no problem. Hayden won’t hurt you when I tell him who you are.”

      The yellow striped boat was not the closest, nor was it far from the other boats which would make things harder, but with Ari pulling me along underwater, we were able to get to it undetected. I reached up and grabbed the edge, keeping the rest of me underwater so I wouldn’t be seen.

      “Go!” I said in my mind. “I’ll stay underwater as long as I can so you can get away.”

      He kissed me briefly then turned, swishing his tail behind him and churning up the water. When I could hold my breath no longer, I pulled myself up to the surface and gulped in great breaths of air.

      “Hayden!” I shouted up to him, but it wasn’t Hayden’s head that appeared over the side of the boat. It was my mother’s.

      A huge pair of hands came over the side, and I realized they belonged to my father. They must have known I’d go for Hayden’s boat. A man I didn’t recognize sailed the boat, and Hayden was nowhere to be seen.

      “Where’s Hayden?” I asked defiantly as my father hauled me over the side.

      My mother’s face was contorted in fury, but there was something else there too. She was genuinely scared. I glared at her, expecting her to shout at me; but instead, she moved towards me, bringing me into a hug. Her body shook with sobs as she held me close to her. What was going on? One minute she was angry, the next she was fearful. I looked to my father who remained stoic, keeping his eyes on the coast. He gave the command, and the captain turned the small boat around and headed for land. As I looked around me, the other boats followed.

      “Promise me you’ll not run away again,” my mother said, tears in her eyes. “Promise me you’ll have the wedding to Hayden. He’s been so worried about you. He thought you might drown.”

      I nodded my head, completely confused by what was happening. It was a promise I only half intended to keep.

      That night during dinner, when I’d bathed and dressed, my mother informed me that Hayden was now under house arrest. Even though he’d tried to stop me from leaving and had absolutely no idea about Ari, my mother didn’t want him running away any more than she wanted me to. Because of this, both us were confined to our rooms in our respective houses for the next three days. Knowing what I knew, being stuck in my room didn’t bother me. I spent the next three days being the perfect, obedient daughter and princess. By day, I attended dress fittings, tried cakes, and watched the palace staff decorate the great hall where not only the reception was due to take place, but the wedding too.

      I offered my opinion of bridesmaid dress colors even though I didn’t really have anyone I cared about enough to be a bridesmaid. If Astrid was still around, I’d have chosen her. But as she wasn’t, I had to make do with my two younger cousins who lived at the other side of the kingdom and whom I barely knew.

      Nighttime was another matter. I spent endless hours sitting on my balcony, gazing out to sea, watching the moonlight shimmer over calm waves. In all the time I spent out there, I didn’t see Ari, and for three days, I couldn’t communicate with him. However much I tried speaking to him through my mind, he never replied.

      The day of the wedding arrived all too soon. My mother woke me early with a cup of coffee and a breezy smile on her face.

      “Good morning, good morning,” she trilled as she flung back the curtains. I doubted she’d feel the same when the day was over. I took the mug from her gratefully and took a deep gulp, enjoying the caffeine hit as it went down.

      “Get yourself in the bath quickly,” she said, ushering me out of bed as I gripped the mug handle tightly so as not to spill the coffee on the bed.

      I headed out onto the balcony as my mother turned the taps on in the small en-suite bathroom. The day was shaping up to be beautiful, the weather perfect for a royal wedding. A single, white cloud flittered across an otherwise perfect, blue sky, and the sun warmed my cheeks.

      “Your bath is nearly ready,” my mother yelled from my bedroom. “I’ll send someone up with your dress.”

      I thanked her, praying she’d leave me alone. This was going to be one of the most important days of my life, and I wanted to enjoy it...or get through it in peace.

      As my balcony looked over the ocean behind the palace, I had no idea just how many people had turned up to see me. I was pretty sheltered here, although I could see a number of boats out on the sea, no doubt with journalists and photographers trying to be the first to get a photo of me in my wedding dress. Well, they weren’t in luck. Having just gotten out of bed, I was currently wearing a t-shirt and some pajama bottoms that had seen better days. That might have been newsworthy in itself, but from the sea, my bottoms would be hidden by the balcony railings. I downed my coffee with a sigh, waved at the people on the boats and headed inside to my future, whatever that was going to be.

      I washed my hair thoroughly and towel dried it, knowing that my mother had hired a professional to style it. Wrapping the towel around my waist, I headed to the bedroom, wondering what exactly I’d find there. I’d been measured for the dress, but with so little time to have a dress fitting, I’d not actually seen the finished thing. Had this been a wedding I really cared about, I might have been upset that I’d not chosen my own dress, but as it was, my biggest concern was whether it fit and how quickly I could run in it.

      On the bed, was a dress cover with a coat hanger at the top. I knew my mother had style, she was famous for her dress sense, so I knew whatever I found in there would be pretty spectacular. I unzipped it and pulled out a beautiful white dress. It had a love heart neckline and nipped in at the waist before billowing out in a skirt of the slightest hint of pink. On top of that, delicate lace flowers cascaded down the entire length of it. It was not what I would choose for myself, but I couldn’t deny that it was beautiful.

      If I wasn’t already a princess, I’d certainly feel like one in it. Next to the dress was some beautiful white underwear. A white corset, much sexier than anything I’d ever worn before, and some pretty lace panties to match sat beside some stockings and a pair of the most beautiful, sparkling shoes. It was almost a pity I wouldn’t be wearing them. Instead, I dug a white strapless bra and pants from my drawer and put them on before easing the dress over my head. I hid the bridal underwear and gorgeous shoes under my bed and fished out a pair of running shoes, thanking my mother’s sense of propriety for giving me a dress that was long enough to cover them.

      Looking in the mirror, I saw a beautiful princess on the morning of her wedding day. If only I didn’t feel like a traitor who was just about to break her mother’s heart.

      “Are you ready?” My mother shouted from outside my bedroom door. I took one last look at myself in the mirror. I was as ready as I’d ever be.
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      My mother hovered around as the make-up artist and hairdresser worked their magic on me. It all felt like such a waste, knowing that no one was really going to see any of it. My hair was weaved into a set of beautiful braids which were then covered over with a white veil, customary of any bride in Trifork. It was this that was going to allow me to pull off the stunt that I knew would shock everyone in Trifork and possibly give my own mother a heart attack in the process.

      “You look beautiful.” My mother beamed with pride as the veil was lowered over my face. My heart lurched knowing how badly I was about to let her down. Tears streamed down her face, tears of happiness, which made me feel terrible at what I was about to do to her. She’d been acting awfully in the past few weeks, but it was out of character for her. Still, this wasn’t about getting her back or some misguided attempt at revenge. It was stopping something that I knew in my heart to be wrong.

      I lifted my hand and wiped my mother’s cheek. “I love you,” I said, wishing it didn’t have to be this way. I waited as the make-up artist touched up my mother’s face and then stood ready to head out to the great hall. My mother linked her arm in mine and walked me out into the corridor. Already I could hear the guests seating themselves in the thousands of chairs that had been laid out for the occasion. Later, the chairs would be rearranged around tables for a feast that was currently being prepared in the kitchens below us.

      I pictured Hayden standing at the front of the great hall waiting for me. He knew nothing that was about to happen, and for that, I was glad. I didn’t want him getting in trouble. He would be standing up there, dressed in his best clothing, waiting for a ceremony that would bind us together forever—or so, he thought.  Outside the palace, the screams and cheers of the public and media were so loud that I could hear them through the thick outer walls of the palace. At the double doors to the great hall, my mother handed me over to my father, who was due to walk me down the aisle. He cut a dashing figure in his white suit and purple sash. My mother gave me a wink as she slipped between the double doors, careful not to open them too wide lest someone see me before they should. Behind me, my two little cousins stood side by side, a picture of cuteness in their matching purple dresses, flowers in their hair.

      “Are you ready?” my father asked, a look of unhappiness on his face. I realized then that this was not his doing. Despite being the supreme ruler of Trifork, he had no say in today’s proceedings. This was all my mother. Not for the first time, I wondered what was going on with her, but I didn’t have too much time to ponder it. I had to put the plan into action first.

      “I need the bathroom!” I lied, unlinking myself from my father’s arm.

      “Just be quick. They are waiting for you,” huffed my father. I shot him a wink and disappeared into the small bathroom reserved for guests. Like any bathroom in a public place, it was actually a set of stalls with a mirror running along the length of it with basins in front.

      One of my grandmother’s friends was in there, touching up her lipstick. She seemed surprised to see me in there with her.

      “The wedding is nearly starting. You should go and find your place,” I coaxed. She gave me a hurried nod and left.

      “Astrid?” I called quietly, bending down to look under the stall doors. Slowly one of the stalls opened and there stood my friend looking utterly radiant with her golden hair cascading in curls around her shoulder.

      “You look amazing,” I said, quickly.

      “You look beautiful,” she spoke at the same time. We both began to laugh. With little time afforded to me, I pulled the wedding dress quickly over my head. Astrid stepped into it. As she was slightly bigger around the bust than me, she had to squeeze into it. Once she was finished, I took off the veil and placed it on her head, tucking the blonde curls behind her ears.

      “Remember, Hayden is going to expect me under there. I don’t know what will happen, but with any luck, the wedding will be over when he lifts the veil and sees who he married.”

      “Do you think he really wants to marry me?” she asked uncertainly.

      I shook my head as I pulled on the t-shirt and jeans she’d brought for me to wear. “I honestly don’t know, but I do know that given the choice, he’d rather marry you than me. If the two of you decide that you want to stay married, you can have a much more intimate wedding further down the line. A renewal of vows, so to speak.”

      Astrid gave me a shy smile. “I just don’t want to marry someone who doesn’t know who he’s marrying. It’s so sneaky.”

      I gave her a hug. “I’m so grateful to you for doing this. If you really don’t want to marry Hayden this way, pull the veil up before the end of the ceremony. I only need about ten minute’s head start. I’m meeting Ari down by the rocks. Tell my family I’ll be home in a few weeks once the shock has worn off and tell them I’m sorry.”

      “That Ari is bloody gorgeous,” she mused, giving herself a quick glance in the mirror. “I can quite understand now why you don’t want to get married.”

      “You are bloody gorgeous,” I told her, and I meant it. Hayden was one lucky man. He was also in for one hell of a shock.

      When she walked from the bathroom dressed as me, I waited five minutes. Just enough time for everyone to be paying attention to the bride.

      As quickly as I could, I climbed out through the small window and dropped to the ground, landing in one of the palace garden’s flower beds. There were more guards than usual, owing to the nature of the day, plus I had to worry about the sheer numbers of media people milling around. I’d plotted my route carefully over the course of the last few days, but there was still every chance I’d be spotted.

      Astrid had left me a cap and sunglasses. It wasn’t much in the way of a disguise, but as everyone could see me walking down the aisle on big screens that had been erected around the palace, it was better than nothing. Going straight down to the rocks was impossible. I already knew how many guards were down there fending off the hordes of media. The only way out was to go to the front entrance of the palace and mingle with the crowds. It was risky. Any number of things could go wrong, and it was very possible I’d be recognized. But it was the only way I could think of to get to the meeting place we’d set up. I had to time it exactly. The short run from the bathroom window at the side of the palace to the wall at the edge of the gardens had to be done at the precise moment that Astrid was walking down the aisle. Before that, and the guards were more likely to think it was me that was escaping. It wouldn’t surprise me if my mother had put them on full alert for this to be a possibility. If I left it too late, Astrid might have already decided to lift her veil and the second she did that, the shorefront would be swamped with people looking for me. I’d picked this window because it was at the quietest side of the palace. A well-placed ladder enabled me to be able to be over the wall before I was caught and from there, I was in the outside world. I ended up in a street filled with onlookers. Thankfully, they were all facing one of the huge screens, and I was able to slip amongst them unnoticed. The streets were packed solid with people, most of whom were waving the flag of Trifork. There was so much excitement in the air for my wedding—if only I felt the same way. It seemed that the only two people in the whole kingdom who didn’t want to see Hayden and I get married were Hayden and I.

      The crowds were difficult to slip through. People were standing shoulder to shoulder and to push through them would get me noticed. Instead, I slipped up a side street away from the throng and in the opposite direction from where I needed to be. It was a much longer route, but I hoped with the streets being empty here, I’d get there both quicker and less likely to be noticed.

      Two streets away from the palace and it was almost as if I’d gone into another world. All the shops were closed for the royal wedding and photos of Hayden and I filled all the storefronts. Before now, it hadn’t occurred to me just how much of a big deal this was. Worry crept over me that I was doing the wrong thing. It had seemed so right when I was under the ocean discussing it with Ari, but now, in the cold light of day, standing all alone in the quietest market street in the whole kingdom, I was beginning to realize what a mistake it was. Taking a deep breath, I forced myself onward, giving myself a pep talk as I picked up the pace.

      “It isn’t a mistake,” I mumbled under my breath. “I couldn’t have married Hayden.”

      I wondered how he was feeling right now. Nervous, probably. The wedding was being televised all over the kingdom and most of the other kingdoms too, I was willing to bet. Would he be a little bit excited or would he be heartbroken knowing that Astrid would never be his? I hoped he wouldn’t be angry with me when he found out who exactly was under that veil. I knew he was serious about Astrid, but they were both so young and hadn’t been going out that long. Maybe Hayden’s concerns weren’t just that he had to marry me, but that he was forced to get married at all.

      I gave a sigh at the mess I found myself in. In the distance, I could hear a flock of seagulls, reminding me where I was going. The call of the ocean was strong as if I’d always known I’d be a part of it someday. Of course, I’d always thought I wanted to sail above the sea but being below it was so much better than anything I’d ever dreamed.

      The sea was in sight now. All I had to do was run and meet Ari. From there, I’d spend a few weeks with him, just enough time to let this whole wedding thing blow over, and I’d come home and apologize profusely.

      I jogged until I hit the boardwalk. To my right, thousands of people surrounded the palace, but to my left, the beach was empty, exactly as Ari and I had planned. On the far left of the beach, before it turned into the sheer white cliffs that this part of the kingdom was famous for, were rocks similar to the ones behind the palace. It was at this point where Ari had arranged to meet me. With a sense of trepidation, I stepped out onto the beach. Before I took another step, I pulled my sneakers and socks off and let myself feel the sand between my toes. Because of my mother’s crazy phobia about the ocean, I’d only ever been on a beach once, and that was because my new nanny at the time hadn’t been told otherwise. She was fired the very next day. I was about four years old at the time, and Anthony was barely crawling, but I still remember how it felt to squash my feet into the warm sand. However much I wanted to, I couldn’t stand around all day, playing on the beach. I needed to get to Ari before the wedding came to a standstill. Even as I thought it, a collective gasp had me turning my head. On the large screen at the far end of the beach near the walls of the palace, I saw Astrid’s face. Seconds later, the picture dissolved into one of Hayden looking shell-shocked.

      My time had run out, I needed to get to the sea now. Leaving my sneakers behind, I pelted through the sand until I came to the rocky outcrop. I couldn’t see Ari, but I knew he was there. Walking out to the farthest point, I looked down into the water. Even though it was a beautiful day and the waves on the beach wouldn’t knock over a toddler, here, they made me nervous.

      “It’s fine!” I breathed to myself, closing my eyes. I could breathe underwater when I was with Ari, so it wasn’t like I was going to drown. Still, I’d have felt much more comfortable if I could have seen him under the water.

      “Are you there?” I asked with my mind, hoping that my thoughts would travel through the air and the water. There was no answer. I tried again, this time shouting. My voice attracted a couple of guards at the far end of the beach. They were already out looking for me. It hadn’t taken long at all!

      Closing my eyes and taking a deep breath, I leapt as far as I could out into the foaming sea.

      Almost immediately, the current took me and began to pull me out. I struggled to keep my head above water, waiting for those strong arms of Ari’s to pull me down to the depths with him. As the waves crashed overhead and with a sinking heart, I realized he hadn’t come, I was quite literally out of my depth, and I still couldn’t swim.
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      The pull of the sea was strong, much stronger than I was used to. Had I not been drowning, I might have wondered why I was being swept along so quickly. The beach was a popular destination, and I’d spent many a day watching families playing there, skipping over the small waves. Even children as young as toddlers were often found dipping their toes in, so why had it suddenly become so dangerous? Below me, I could feel the sand, although here, it was covered in seaweed which made the experience so much more terrifying. With each step, I had to push up from the bottom to get my head above water so I could get a gasp of breath before going back under. At the same time, I had to fight off the fear that the seaweed was actually some gross creature.

      Every time my head went above water, I could see I’d moved further and further along the beach. Without even trying, I was heading back towards the palace. There were so many people out on the beach now, no doubt looking for me, that I knew I would be rescued if I could keep coming up for breath the way I was doing. It was little consolation. Ok, I’d survive which was good, but my mother was going to have a field day with this. This was the third time in as many weeks that I’d nearly drowned. I was beginning to think she had a point about the sea being dangerous.

      All around me, the water was dark, much more so than when I’d come out here with Ari. There was something weird going on, and I was right in the middle of it. Below the waterline, it was pitch black, despite it being a fine sunny day. On the brief snatches of time I was above water, I could see that the blackness only extended about fifty feet in every direction and I was directly in the center. Whatever this was, it was not a natural phenomenon. Something was causing this to happen.

      My lungs strained with the effort of trying to keep above water and holding my breath, and my heart was pounding so hard it was painful.

      I’d almost completely given up when someone grabbed me. For the briefest of seconds, I thought that Ari had finally come, but then I realized I was actually being pulled upwards not down. The water clung to me as I was hoisted over the side of a small boat with an outboard motor behind it. As soon as I was fully in the boat, the motor was put on full power, and we zoomed through the waves towards a small jetty by the palace.

      The strange blackness receded after I was no longer in the water. I’d not seen it at all before I’d jumped in. It just kind of appeared from nowhere, pulling me away from the beach, and now it was disappearing as quickly as it had come. It reminded me of the time just before the Erica Rose went down. Just like today, that day had been calm and serene before the water turned black. This time, I’d been pulled out and to shore before the ocean had turned too turbulent.

      One of the two men in the boat handed me a towel. Both men were palace guards. I didn’t know either of them, but I could tell by their uniform.

      I shivered as I took in the sight of the seafront. All the people that had come to see the royal wedding were now lining up watching me coming back to shore. Hundreds of cameras pointed at me, and I could see my cold, wet, miserable face projected onto one of the large screens where minutes before, the royal wedding had been showing. Right up to the boundary between the palace grounds and the public walkway, people were cheering the safe return of the princess. They’d come for one show and all gotten more than they had bargained for. This was turning out to be quite a spectacle for the masses. On the palace side, things were a different matter completely. A number of guards waited by the dockside to help me out, all with somber faces. I searched the line of people for my mother’s face, but she wasn’t there. My father was also absent. Maybe they were clearing up the mess on the inside, trying to explain to the guests why Astrid had taken my place.

      Fear of what I would find when I got to the palace filled me. My parents would surely be angry with me. Maybe Hayden would be too. All the guests, many of which who had traveled a long way to see the royal princess wed, would no doubt have something to say about all of this too. I’d single-handedly messed everything up. Relations between our kingdom and the other eight would now be strained, not to mention my parents’ relationship with the Harrington-Blythes. I didn’t want to think about my relationship with anyone.

      As I stepped up onto the jetty, I remembered that I’d not done this single-handedly at all. It hadn’t even been my idea. I glanced back at the sea, now peaceful and without any trace of the sudden blackness that had engulfed me. Ari was out there somewhere. Why hadn’t he come for me?

      All eyes were upon me as I made my way through the palace, flanked by two guards. I didn’t need to hear their thoughts to know what they were thinking.

      Keeping my eyes firmly on the ground in front of me as I walked full of shame, barefoot, and dripping wet. Could this day get any worse?

      Of course, it could. I still had my parents to deal with. My father would be angry, but my mother...well, it didn’t bear thinking about.

      My stomach churned more and more with each step closer to the great hall where it looked like I was being taken. All thoughts of being able to do this privately went out the window as the great hall doors were opened and I was faced with the fallout of my actions.

      Most of the guests had already been escorted out, but there in the hall, looking at me in a way that made me feel even worse, were Hayden, Astrid, Hayden’s parents, Anthony, and my father. My mother, the one person I was the most worried about, was nowhere to be seen.

      I steeled myself for one hell of a talking to when I heard my mother’s cries from behind me. I turned just as she launched herself at me.

      “Oh, thank goodness, you are alright.”

      I put my arms around her as she sobbed into my shoulder. Judging by the expressions on the faces of all those around me, they were just as confused as I was.

      “Erica,” my father began, taking a step toward me. “Your actions have...”

      “Stop!” my mother yelled, holding her hand out toward him, palm facing him. “Don’t. Can’t you see she’s been through enough already? I’m taking her up to my room so I can look after her. You can sort this out down here, can’t you?”

      My father was behind me now as my mother was still hugging me and speaking to him over my shoulder, but I could well imagine the expression on his face. I’m pretty sure it echoed my expression of complete bewilderment.

      “What about the wedding?” asked someone. It was Lord Harrington-Blythe.

      My mother pulled herself back from me and faced him. Her lips pulled back tightly. “Can’t you see my daughter is under enough stress? I don’t care about the wedding. Do what you will.”

      With that, she took my hand and led me away from everyone up to her top-floor bedroom.

      Despite the way in which she spoke to everyone else, I was still expecting a huge telling off as soon as we got to her room. It was her idea to have this wedding, after all. It was she that planned every little detail, and it was she who had insisted that I take part in it.

      “I’m sorry,” she said, sitting on the bed. “I’m so, so sorry.”

      She handed me a dress of hers to put on. I pulled off my wet clothes and eased myself into her dress. It was slightly too long for me, and I’m sure my hair dripping all over it was damaging the delicate fabric, but my mother didn’t seem to notice or care, so neither did I.

      I sat down beside her and placed my hand on her shoulder in an attempt to comfort her. This whole thing was baffling me, but I knew to rush her wouldn’t work. I was just happy that I didn’t seem to be in any kind of trouble.

      “I thought...I thought...” she sniffed, the tears rolling freely down her face. I got up and grabbed a tissue from her nightstand before returning and handing it to her. I’d never seen her lose her composure like this. I couldn’t even remember a time when she’d apologized for anything, whatever she was saying sorry for, would have to be huge to get her worked up into such a state.

      “I’m sorry too,” I offered for the want of anything else to say. It felt like I should be the one apologizing after all. This just started her on a fresh round of tears. She drew me into a hug, almost squeezing the life out of me. I wondered if this was all a ploy, and she was indeed trying to murder me by constricting my airway, but she let go and sat back, allowing me to breathe freely again.

      She squeezed her eyes shut and took in a deep breath. It took her almost a minute to compose herself and steel herself to talk to me. “I have something to tell you. Something that I hoped I’d never have to share with anyone. It was so long ago, I’d almost convinced myself that it never happened, that it was some kind of dream, but then...”

      Her voice trailed off as though she was remembering some long-forgotten memory.

      “Why don’t you start at the beginning?” I encouraged kindly. She was making no sense as it was.

      She nodded her head slightly and mopped up the tears with an embroidered handkerchief she’d pulled from a pocket. The tissue I’d passed her lay unused but crumpled on the bed.

      “I really didn’t want to tell you this. You, of all people...”

      “Please tell me,” I urged. If she didn’t begin to talk soon, I was afraid she’d begin crying again.

      “A long time ago, around about the time I was your age, I didn’t live here in Trifork. I lived somewhere very different indeed.”

      This was new information. I’d always been under the impression that my mother had been born here. I had no grandparents on her side, and she’d always led me to believe that she was an orphan down on her luck when she met my father at eighteen, and they’d fallen in love. It was a story of forbidden love as she was a commoner. I’d always found it so romantic. Echoes of my own romance with Ari popped into my head. Ever since I’d first met him, I’d had this thought that we’d end up like my own mother and father. Of course, now, I wasn’t sure. I barely knew the guy and now, I realized all these thoughts I’d been having were simply silly teenage dreams. I tried to smother the crushing disappointment and focus on what my mother was trying to tell me.

      “Where do you come from then?” I asked her, deliberately keeping my voice low so as not to upset her further. It felt like I was trying to encourage a scared bunny rabbit. This was so not the mother I knew.

      She could barely look me in the eye as she spoke. I knew that whatever she was about to say was difficult for her. She took a deep breath and began to speak again.

      “I was a woman of the ocean when I met your father.”

      I furrowed my brow in confusion. A woman of the ocean? What exactly did that mean? And then it dawned on me.

      “Are you trying to tell me that you are a mermaid?”

      As she looked up, I saw something in her eyes I’d never seen before but was completely familiar with. I’d seen the flecks of purple in Ari’s eyes.

      “Yes,” she replied simply. “Yes, I am.”
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      I gaped at my mother open-mouthed. “Does Daddy know?”

      “No,” she answered, shaking her head, “and I don’t want him to know. He thinks I’m from Trifork just like you did. I told him the same story I’ve always told you, told everyone.”

      The whole thing was ridiculous, but I could see in her eyes it was true. It still didn’t explain why she’d wanted me to marry Hayden or why she was so scared of the ocean. As a mermaid, or former mermaid, she should love the water.

      “So, what happened?” I cajoled. “You said this started when you were about my age.”

      She nodded. “I was happily living out at sea, keeping away from the land dwellers. We keep to ourselves. Most people think we are imaginary, so few land dwellers have seen us. We knew how to keep away. Our greatest law was to never speak to those with legs. It was an easy law to keep as I never saw anyone with legs until one day I was swimming away from the town when I saw a man in the water. He was so strange to me. I didn’t know it at the time, but he was a recreational deep-sea diver. I guessed he was looking for coral or oysters. I didn’t know which. He was wearing a black wetsuit and goggles. On his back, he wore oxygen canisters. As I’d never seen a human before, I thought the wetsuit was his skin, and the goggles were his eyes. At first, I was terrified, but after a while, I became fascinated. The way he swam with flippers. He was, quite frankly, the strangest creature I’d ever laid my eyes on.”

      I tried to picture a deep-sea diver. For a woman who had never seen clothes before, I could quite well imagine how strange he would look to her.

      “Every day I’d go to the same spot, and every day there was someone else diving. I guess a tour company took tourists out. One day, I decided to follow the boat to see where it went. It was foolish, and I knew at the time, I’d be in so much trouble from my parents, but the compulsion to find out about the land dwellers was too much.”

      “I guess disobeying one’s parents runs in the family,” I butted in. She gave me a wan smile and carried on.

      “The boat came back here to the public jetty. I swam along the seafront until I saw a completely different type of land dweller. In reality, he was just wearing normal clothes, but I didn’t know that then. He was out in the garden, just walking around mumbling to himself. I fell in love with him instantly. He was so handsome and looked so worried about something. I hid behind some rocks, desperately wanting to go up and speak to him, but I couldn’t. I had a tail. There was no way I’d be able to get across all the rocks without legs, and if I did, I was afraid I’d scare him. So, I did something so terrible, something so stupid that to this day, I regret it with all my heart. I went to the sea witch.”

      “The sea witch?” An image of a green hag flying around underwater on a broom sprang to mind. A witch was another creature I’d thought was imaginary before this last couple of weeks. Nothing surprised me anymore. I was willing to bet if a leprechaun riding a pink unicorn strolled into the bedroom, I’d not batter an eyelid.

      “She was...is the sea’s most ferocious woman. She is the equivalent of the mayor up here and has some serious clout. Most of the merpeople are terrified of her. I was terrified of her, but I wanted to meet your father so badly that I mustered up the courage and sought her out.

      “She told me she would give me legs on two conditions. One, that I would never be able to return to the ocean. My tail would be permanently gone, and two, that she would steal my voice.”

      I tried to wrap my head around what she was telling me.

      “But you have a voice,” I pointed out.

      She hung her head again. “I thought that I would need my voice to talk to your father. How else would I get to know him if I couldn’t talk to him?”

      I thought back to all the times I’d spoken with Ari. The only time I remembered him using his audible voice was the first time we met when he saved me. I hadn’t thought about it before now, but I wondered if he’d made a similar exchange with the sea witch. I’d seen him with legs after all. Unlike my mother, he kept his tail too. He was able to be one way in water and another on land.

      “So, what did you offer?” I asked. The look on her face was enough to tell me that it was something terrible. Her eyes, already brimming with tears, began to overflow.

      “I offered my firstborn child. At the time, I was so young that thoughts of children were so far away in the distance. I wasn’t even sure I’d have children. It seemed like a good exchange, and for a time, it was. That was until I found out I was pregnant with you. I worried so much throughout that pregnancy. I spent the whole nine months waiting for the sea witch to jump out and claim what was hers. When you were born, the fear only got worse. I begged your father to move inland, but he refused, saying that this was his ancestral home and the royal palace. I couldn’t tell him why I wanted to move. I was scared he’d hate me if he found out what I was.”

      She wiped her eyes with the handkerchief and carried on, her voice barely more than a whisper.

      “Instead, I developed a fear of the ocean. I’d not been back in such a long time; it was an easy fear to make up. The irony was that the place I’d come from, the place I’d grown up in was now my greatest fear. I kept you, and when your brother came along, him too, away from the sea. I’ve spent the last eighteen years being terrified she would come and take you away from me.”

      “Why didn’t she?”

      “She’s tied to the ocean like the rest of us are. It takes a great deal of magic to give people legs, and she only gives if she can take more back. The few merfolk that have come onto land have stayed here. She is too important down below to leave, although I know she craves it. She has been biding her time until you step foot in there. I hoped that would never happen, but then you jumped onto that boat.”

      I thought back to the sound of my mother’s screams as I fell into the water on the day the Erica Rose sank. Knowing what I knew now, I felt sick at what I’d done. If only my mother had told me the truth long ago.

      “She appeared almost straight away,” my mother continued. “I don’t know how, but I believe she could sense you. I saw the black shape in the water coming right for you. Everyone else thought it was a particularly bad storm, but storms don’t look like that. It was the witch that brought the Erica Rose down.”

      She sniffed. “It’s funny. Everyone else was worried that you’d drown. I was almost hoping you would. Anything would be better than being taken by the witch. She takes of you what she can and leaves you with nothing. No bargain or exchange with her works out well for the person doing it, no matter how good she makes it seem. In exchange for my legs and my life up here, I have spent the last eighteen years in fear.”

      I could see the tears welling in her eyes again. This was so difficult, and my heart was breaking for her. To have kept all this a secret for so many years. The shadow she lived under must have been terrible.

      “When I heard that you’d been found alive and had been brought back here after the Erica Rose sank, I was so happy. That was until you told me who had saved you. I didn’t know who it was, but the way you described him, I knew straight away it was a merman. I could see it in your eyes that he’d made an impression on you. That’s why I tried to tell you that you’d imagined it. I hoped that you’d pass it off as a hallucination, but you didn’t let it go.

      “The night of the ball I saw you kissing him. I knew it was him straight away. The mermen all have long hair, but I’ve yet to see it in a male land dweller.

      “It was then that I convinced your father to announce your engagement to Hayden. I told him it was the right thing to do. He was skeptical, but I was insistent. He works away from home so often, making royal visits and such, that it was easy to tell him this thing between you and Hayden was real. I just had to convince you of the same thing. It didn’t work, though, did it? You were already besotted with someone else. I could see it in your eyes.”

      I sighed. “I’ve never had any interest in Hayden that way.” I wanted to ask how the wedding had gone, but that story was for another time. I had to know what happened next.

      “I know. I’ve always known. I was trying to protect you. I hoped that marrying Hayden would put an end to all this with the merman, but I can see that it won’t. The thing is, you can’t be with him. I don’t know how she didn’t catch you that time you visited him in the ocean, but you saw her today. If I’d not had all the guards out on the ocean as soon as I saw that Astrid wasn’t you, she would have gotten you. I have no idea what she intends to do with you, but I know it won’t be nice. I’ve seen her cut off girls’ hair and keep them as slaves. I’ve known her to kill for just one drop of blood for her potions. I can’t let that happen to you.”

      She dissolved into tears again.

      My mind whirled at all this new information. It explained so much. My overwhelming love of the sea despite never having been in it. It was because I was half mermaid. My long hair, too red to be natural, was nothing like anyone else’s I’d ever seen, and even though I didn’t have the flecks of purple that Ari had or that my mother had shown tonight, I did have bright green eyes.

      It also explained my mother’s morbid fear of the water, of why she had kept both Anthony and me away from it. She wasn’t scared we’d drown, she was scared the sea witch would take us. If the witch couldn’t get me, it made sense she’d go for Anthony.

      I hugged my mother tightly. I’d never felt close to her. I felt like the barrier between us had finally come down. Now, I knew what she was and what I was. For the first time, she felt like the mother I’d always wanted. I knew we had a long way to go, but if anything good had come out of this mess, a better relationship with my mother was all I could hope for.

      My thoughts turned to Ari. I’d thought he had just decided not to turn up. I’d thought he’d gotten cold feet, but if what my mother said was true, another, much worse thought came to me.

      “Ari, the merman had legs the night of the ball. Do you think he was able to do that because of the sea witch?”

      She gave a long sigh. “Undoubtedly. There is no way he would be able to walk without her help. I’m surprised she let him have his tail back afterward, but I guess he’s willing to offer her more than I was.”

      “More than your firstborn child? What more could he offer than that?”

      “I don’t know, but the fact that he didn’t come for you tonight tells me that she didn’t get what she wanted. I’m so sorry, Erica, but she must have taken him instead.”
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      My heart sank as I took in the implications of her words. A few minutes ago, I’d thought that the worst thing in the world to happen to me was to be stood up by Ari. But I’d take that over him being kidnapped by a sea witch who liked to kill people any time she felt like it.

      “We have to go rescue him,” I said, standing up from the bed.

      My mother adopted a look of horror.

      “We can’t! You can’t! I told you how powerful she is. Everyone under the water is afraid of her. My own parents refused to have anything to do with her.”

      “I thought your parents were dead?”

      My mother bowed her head. “They are alive. I haven’t seen them in twenty years. Once I was out of the ocean, I couldn’t ever go back. They don’t know where I am. If I’d told them, they would never have let me come.”

      I shook my head. This secrecy had been going on long enough. My poor mother had spun herself such a web of lies, that now, she was the one coming unraveled.

      “I can’t leave him out there. He saved my life. If it weren’t for him, we wouldn’t be here having this conversation.”

      “I know,” she replied. “But we can’t beat her. Our only way to stay safe is to stay away from her, to stay on land. The second we go into the sea, she will be upon us and I doubt she’d let you get away again.”

      I thought of a way around it. “What if we don’t go in the sea? Hayden’s father is an admiral of the Navy. He has a whole fleet of ships. We send them all out to sea and find him that way.”

      “I think your father might notice all the naval ships leaving.”

      “So, we tell him why. It’s been long enough. Don’t you think he deserves to know the truth?” I cried, feeling exasperated.

      My mother’s jaw tightened. “No, I don’t. You don’t understand. The merpeople and the land dwellers don’t mix. Why do you think we hide from them? History has told us that once a merperson is found, the land dwellers capture them and give them to scientists to examine. If that happened to me...or to you or Anthony, what do you think they’ll do? It would be worse than being at the mercy of the sea witch. They’d cut us up to study our anatomy or keep us captive for our entire lives. Do you want that?”

      “No, but I’m only talking about telling father and your best friends. I’m not suggesting we broadcast it on the evening news. Father won’t give us away, neither will the Harrington-Blythes.”

      “Do you want to bet your life on it?” she looked at me in such a way that I knew she was being serious.

      “No, but...”

      She cut me off. “Everyone will see the naval ships going out. They’ll wonder what is going on. We already have almost all the journalists in the kingdom camping on our doorsteps because of this wedding fiasco. Do you really want to give them something else to write about?”

      Oh, the wedding. I’d forgotten about that. I thought of Hayden and Astrid downstairs. As the pair of them came to mind, a plan began to form. Whatever had happened down there today, I figured they owed me. I might have made a giant mess of the day, but because of that, Hayden wasn’t tied to me for the rest of his life. Surely, that must count for something…?

      “Hayden has a boat,” I said out loud, suddenly feeling excited. “He is also an excellent sailor, thanks to his father, and I know Astrid is a great swimmer.”

      “Hayden has a boat barely bigger than a dingy that seats four people and being a great swimmer counts for nothing when the sea witch gets to you. You saw what she does. If she can sink a ship as grand as the Erica Rose, what chance does Hayden’s dingy stand? None at all!”

      “Maybe not, but it’s all we have. I refuse to stand by and let Ari get hurt just because you don’t want the truth to come out. I’m going back out into the ocean tonight.”

      She opened her mouth as if to say something and then closed it again, obviously deciding against it. I didn’t want to blackmail her into letting us go by threatening to tell my father her secret. Thankfully, she just nodded her head.

      “If you must go, I know I will not be able to stop you. I’ve done everything in my power to keep you from the ocean, and you’ve found a way around me every time. I hate that you are doing this, but beyond keeping you locked in your room for eternity, I see no way around it. I knew this day would come eventually, and I’m tired of fighting it.”

      She did look tired, exhausted even. I waited for her to say more, but instead, she pulled out a long necklace from around her neck. “Please take this.”

      A huge red ruby glistened in the light. It hung from a gold chain. I’d seen her wear it every day of her life. She leaned toward me and placed it over my head.

      “Why are you giving me this?” I asked, picking up the ruby and examining it.

      “It has a protection spell on it. It has faded a lot over the years, but I’d rather you have the little protection it does possess.”

      I could see the tears in her eyes already beginning to form. This was her greatest fear. The day she hoped would never come. I knew that going out to sea would hurt her, but I couldn’t leave Ari, not after everything he’d done for me. My heart went out to my mother then. She was letting me go despite doing everything in her power to keep me safe all these years. I was eighteen now, an adult, and I guess she knew deep down that she couldn’t stop me. I leaned forward and hugged her tightly. A part of me never wanted to let her go. She must have felt the same way because we stayed like that for nearly five minutes.

      “I’ll speak to your father and sort out the wedding fiasco,” she said, finally pulling away from me. She wiped her tears and pulled a lipstick from her pocket reapplied it using a pocket mirror as a guide.

      “What will you say?” I asked, wondering how I was going to get away with this.

      She gave me a brief smile. “I’m the queen. I’ll think of something. I should come down with you, though. We’ve gotten rid of the media, but I know Hayden’s parents will want answers.”

      Hayden’s parents. I wondered if they hated me for what I’d done or if they were secretly happy. After all, they didn’t particularly want their son to marry me. They were blackmailed into it.

      I followed my mother down the stairs. She walked so slowly, so deliberately as she always did, appearing regal at all times. It was killing me not to run past her, to get to the sea quickly, but I’d never make it out of the palace without her help, so I had to follow in her footsteps and walk at the pace she set.

      At the bottom of the stairs, she ordered one of the guards to get Hayden’s boat ready to sail. He nodded his head curtly and left through one of the doors.

      Everyone’s eyes turned to us as we opened the main hall doors.

      “I’d like a word with Hayden and Astrid if you don’t mind,” she said to the assembled group of people.

      Hayden stood, and Astrid looked toward us in surprise.

      My mother beckoned my friends toward us. “Come on, quickly. I have a job I’d like you to help me with.”

      Now, it was my father’s turn to look surprised. “What’s going on, Delilah?”

      My mother smiled, but she kept waving her hands impatiently. “It’s not important; I’ll tell you later. I’d just like these two to help me with something if they don’t mind.”

      Both Astrid and Hayden crossed the great hall with confused expressions on their faces. As soon as they had walked through the door, my mother closed it behind us.

      “What’s going on?” asked Hayden. He was still in his wedding suit. His usually messy hair was combed straight, and he wore a white rose in his lapel. He looked so handsome.

      “No time to explain. Come with me quickly, you too, Astrid.”

      I took off down the corridor that would lead to the back of the palace. It was a longer route than simply dashing through the main hall, but with everyone still in there, this way would have to do.

      On the promenade, close to where I’d been pulled out of the boat, Hayden’s boat was waiting. A couple of guards stood next to it.

      “Jump in,” I shouted to the others, but one of the guards stopped me.

      “We’ve only just rescued you. I can’t let you go back out to sea without consulting the king or queen.”

      I opened my mouth to argue, but the other guard spoke first. “This is the queen’s orders. Let them go.”

      I jumped down into the small sailboat, quickly followed by Hayden and Astrid. Hayden pulled on a rope which cast us off the side of the promenade.

      Once we were far enough away from the guards, I pointed out to the horizon. “Go that way,” I ordered Hayden.

      He fiddled about with the ropes, changing the position of the sails, and pretty soon, we were heading out into the deep water. I couldn’t see the sea witch, but I didn’t need to. I already knew she’d come for me. She had done so twice already and not caught me. I just wanted to be as far away from the coast as possible when it happened. There were still many people there, not to mention the media and I didn’t want any of them to see what we were up to.

      Hayden was a pro at sailing, having done it his whole life. His boat was little more than a dinghy, but I knew he could sail greater craft. One day, he would make a great captain of a ship just like his father.

      “Are you going to tell us what’s happening?” asked Hayden, looking confused as well he should be.

      “Do you believe in magical creatures?” I asked, deciding that the truth was easier than trying to come up with something.

      Hayden stopped what he was doing and turned to look at me. “Magical creatures? Have you banged your head?”

      “Stop it, Hayden,” admonished Astrid. “Yes, I do. There is magic in some of the other kingdoms. I’ve heard about it. Just because we don’t have it here in Trifork, doesn’t mean it doesn’t exist.”

      “Magic, yeah,” scoffed Hayden, “but magical creatures? What are we talking about here? Monsters, ghosts? Griffins? What?”

      I took a deep breath and let my hand trail in the cool water. “I’ve told you both about the stranger I met, the one who saved me from drowning after the Erica Rose went down. Astrid, you’ve met him.”

      “Ari?” asked Astrid.

      Hayden gave us both a strange look. “Who is Ari? Is that the guy you were dancing with on the night of your ball? The weirdo with the long hair? I wondered who he was.”

      “I told you who he was on the night of the ball,” I said, only half lying. “I told you that I’d been rescued from the Erica Rose. It was Ari that saved me.”

      Astrid nodded. “He was the one who came to collect me from my aunt’s house. He was very charming and quite the looker. He was quite strange. He refused to talk to me and only told me the plan by writing it down on paper. I didn’t see anything magical about him, though.”

      “You wouldn’t if he was on land. It’s only under the sea where you can see his magic. He’s a merman.”

      Astrid laughed, and Hayden coughed.

      “He’s a mermaid? Are you serious?”

      I prodded him in the stomach to shut him up. “Yes, I’m serious, and no, he’s not a mermaid. He’s a guy.”

      “A guy with a fishtail,” barked Hayden.

      I ignored the tone in his voice and told them both the full story about how I met Ari, right through to what my mother told me in her bedroom not twenty minutes earlier.

      I could tell that Hayden didn’t believe me, but Astrid had a look of excitement on her face. “You mean to tell me that we are out here on a rescue mission? Oh, I wish I’d have known, I’d have brought my sword!”

      I shook my head and smiled. Astrid was one of those girls who was always up for anything. She had no fear. Not many women would take the place of the royal princess at the wedding, and fewer still would get excited at the prospect of battling a sea witch.

      The boat began to rock slightly, and my fingers in the water turned colder. Sitting up, I looked over the side. All around us the water was the color of night. The sea witch had found me.
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      “Ok, I believe you,” said Hayden, pulling me back to the center of the boat as it listed precariously. He pulled on a couple of ropes, and the sails came fluttering down. “What’s the plan?”

      “The plan is to rescue Ari.”

      “How?” he grumbled, gripping the side of the boat. Beneath us, the water churned like boiling oil except it was cold, much colder than the rest of the ocean. We needed to stay above the water level. If the witch managed to pull us under, then it would be over for us.

      “I don’t know,” I admitted. I’d not really thought further than coming out here. But the problem was, we were on top of the water and Ari, as far as I knew, was below it. Without his help, none of us could breathe underwater, and to top it all off, I still couldn’t swim. “I’m sorry.”

      Hayden rolled his eyes at me and slashed at the water with his hands. I wasn’t sure what he was aiming to do, but it was having no effect other than to splash us all. Why hadn’t I thought to bring a gun? I had no idea where I’d get a gun, but to come out here with no plan and no weapons was stupid.

      The boat began to float quickly. It was as if it was being pulled by an invisible force. The sails were down. The only thing pulling us was the sea witch. It picked up speed, and I noticed it was going around in a wide circle.

      “It’s a whirlpool,” Astrid screamed, her eyes wide with fear as she looked out over the side. I followed her gaze and saw the most terrifying thing I’d ever seen. It was as if someone had pulled a plug out of the ocean floor. The water was spiraling downwards right into the inky blackness, and we were on course to fall into it. As we circled closer and closer to the vortex, the small boat creaked under the pressure. We were spinning quickly like waltzers at a fairground, and the clouds above us were just a blur as we fell right into the hole.

      Once we had circled almost to the seabed, the movement stopped. The boat hit the sandy seabed with a thump, and for a brief second, we were still. Far above us, I could see the sky. And then it happened—the sea came crashing in around us. I was washed right out of the boat, and no amount of trying to swim would help. I rolled in all directions, being buffeted by the onslaught of water so dark, I couldn’t even see my fingertips.

      I wasn’t even scared. I was annoyed. Annoyed that I was once again drowning because of stupidity and recklessness. Almost as soon as it started, it stopped. The water cleared, and I fell through it to the seabed. Beneath me, soft sand cushioned my fall. I got to my feet quickly and much more easily than I expected, considering the force of the water above me. Sun filtered through a wide hole above me, allowing me to see. Hayden was lying on the ground, untangling himself from a bed of seaweed. Just behind him, I saw Astrid looking about her wide-eyed. When she caught me looking at her, she put her thumbs up to show me she was ok.

      A loud voice boomed out behind us causing me to turn quickly.

      The sea witch stood in all her glory, towering above us. Her skin, purple with shades of green that reminded me of my dress for the ball. But unlike my dress, the green was algae or some other kind of plant growing right on her. Parts of it were healthy and pink, but they looked so strange plastered on in strips. The rest of her skin was cracked and old, but that was not what had me sucking in my breath; it was her legs. She had six of them, just like Ollie’s tentacles. That, combined with her two arms, gave her the appearance of an aged octopus.

      “I wondered if you would come,” she cackled in a high-pitched voice. It didn’t suit her at all. It was almost as though she’d borrowed it from someone else. “I’ve been waiting a long time for you. Fortunes told that you would be beautiful, but I must say they were rather understated. You are stunning.”

      I opened my mouth to speak; but before I had the chance, Astrid ran right past me and jabbed her finger in the old woman’s belly. “Where is he, you rancid old crone?”

      The witch glanced down at Astrid, who was half her size, at most.

      “What beautiful blonde hair you have,” she drawled. “I always wanted to be a blonde.” With a wave of her hand, Astrid’s hair began to turn black, then purple and green, and then fell out in clumps until it was a matted patchy mess on top of her head. The beautiful long blonde locks she was so proud of appeared on the old witch’s head by way of magic.

      “There, that’s a nice swap, don’t you think?” She waved her hand again, and Astrid was pushed back into the water against a wall.

      It was then I realized we were in a cave. We were still underwater, but we were speaking and breathing as normal. The whole effect was disconcerting because I could feel the water, but it had no effect on us.

      Hayden ran past me toward the old woman, but he too was sent flying into the walls.

      They were both unconscious. My backup was gone. It was just me and the witch, and she had the advantage. She was double my size and knew magic. I didn’t even have a weapon.

      I wasn’t about to back down without a fight, though. I’d come here to get Ari, and I wasn’t going to leave without him.

      “Where is he?” I demanded, putting my hands on my hips, although keeping the distance between us. I wasn’t sure how powerful she was, but I wasn’t going to make it easy on her.

      “Run away!” I heard him shout. I looked quickly from side to side, trying to see him. “It’s a trap. She used me for bait. She only wants you.”

      I looked around again. Where was he? The dark cave, illuminated with an ethereal green glow, had no hiding places. A few hardy sea plants grew down here, but there was no other sign of life. And then I saw it. A sight so horrific it made my stomach lurch. Right at the back of the cave a line of men were shackled to the wall. More correctly, they once had been men. Parts of their bodies were missing, strips of skin pulled from them. None of them were alive. I recognized them as the crew of the Erica Rose.

      “They were pretty useless, being men,” she said upon seeing what had grabbed my attention. “I took some bits of skin from them, but there was little else I could use. Their voices were way too manly for my pretty face.”

      I hoped she was joking. I’d never seen an uglier-looking woman in my whole life.

      “I took their voices anyway. I had to, to shut them up. The sound of them begging for their lives was just too much.”

      She turned back to me. I had to take a deep breath so as not to lose my lunch.

      “I never thought this day would come,” she gloated, taking a step toward me. The way she walked on her six legs looked strange and awkward. Inadvertently, I took a step back. There was no use pretending I wasn’t petrified.

      “Where are you?” I asked. If I could hear him, it meant he was close; and if he was nearby, it meant I had a chance of helping him escape.

      “I’m here. The witch has used a spell on me. I’m invisible.”

      “Where?” I asked again. I didn’t want to look around too much in case the witch realized we were communicating.

      “I’ve waited for so long to finally meet you and take what’s mine,” she said, completely oblivious to the in-head conversation I was having with Ari.

      She pushed herself up from the ground and swam toward me, displacing the sand beneath her as she did. She was much more graceful at swimming than she was at walking.

      “I’m to your right. Can you see the shackles on the wall? That’s where I am.”

      I cast my eyes to the side quickly. The shackles were just a couple of feet away from Hayden, who was just beginning to stir. If only I could communicate with him too.

      “Hayden, can you hear me?”

      The witch got closer and closer. I backed up until I hit a wall. The only way I could see to get out of here was a hole in the ceiling that led to the open ocean. With the witch’s strange magic surrounding us, I wasn’t even sure I would be able to swim. Even though I could feel the water around me, my movements were normal. Walking backward was easy with no resistance. It was almost as though the water was a hallucination. I certainly didn’t feel wet.

      “He can’t hear you. It’s a complicated thing I should have explained to you before. Only I can hear you. Don’t let her touch you. You saw her take your friend’s hair. She’ll want something else from you.”

      I already knew what she wanted from me. I thought back to what my mother had told me in her bedroom. She wanted my legs. The thing she gave my mother she wanted back. I could see it now. The witch looked odd because she was cobbled together of different parts. Her hair sparkled a perfect pale blonde, fresh and new. Her hands were the hands of an old woman with gold rings adorning every finger and thumb. The rest of her was grotesque and the closer she got, the worse she looked.

      Her dull skin was flaky and her eyes a dull seaweed brown. She got right up to me and pulled back thin lips coated in some kind of unevenly applied purple lipstick. When she did, I saw yellowing teeth, crumbling from age.

      “What do I do?” I shouted, forgetting I was supposed to be speaking in my head.

      Over her shoulder, I saw Hayden stand. He’d woken up. He had a cut on the side of his head where he’d hit the wall and streaks of blood floated weirdly around him. He picked up a piece of wood, which I realized was part of the boat we’d been in and raised it as if to hit the witch over the head.

      I tried not to look at him as he came closer. I didn’t want a flicker of my eyes to give him away, but it wasn’t enough. She pushed her hand behind her sending him jettisoning into the wall once again, this time, knocking him out completely.

      “Let us go!” I shouted with as much anger as I could muster. Inside my heart was pounding, but I’d been well schooled on the art of hiding one’s emotions. She could see my anger, but I wasn’t going to show her my fear.

      She laughed, a long, low cackle. She was enjoying this. It wasn’t enough that she wanted to take my legs, she wanted to enjoy the experience.

      “I’ll let your friends go if you like. I have all I need with you anyway.” She looked me up and down and cackled again. With a wave of her hand the whirlpool started again, but this time it was dragging everything upwards. Hayden and Astrid began to spin. As both of them were unconscious, they couldn’t even try to swim against it.

      “If they go through that hole, the magic won’t work,” I shouted. “Without a merperson holding them, they won’t be able to breathe.”

      I pushed the Witch to the side to try to grab them, but she was too quick and too strong. She grabbed my arms and forced me to watch as my two best friends circled upwards out of the hole.

      “They’ll drown!” I screamed, but she didn’t care. She laughed again as she spun me around.

      “After all these years,” she hummed to herself.

      I pulled against her, but the more I pulled, the harder she gripped. Her painted red nails and gold rings dug into my skin as I fought to pull loose.

      “And now, your legs, I think. I’ll start with those, and we’ll move on up from there. You have such a pretty face; I don’t think I’ll want to waste a single part of you.” She raised her hand again. She’d taken my friends lives and now was going to take my legs, and there was nothing I could do to stop her.

      I pushed my legs up against her to try and push away, but that only helped her. She grabbed one and began to perform the spell. I tried to swim away, but swimming was impossible in the strange environment.

      Struggling, I turned back to her, and as I did, one of her rings ripped my t-shirt.

      Her eyes went wide. Ear-piercing screams filled the room. She was so loud that everything began to rumble.

      She shot back away from me so quickly that I barely had time to register that I was free before water, real water this time, began flooding into the cave. The witch had vanished into thin air

      Water came crashing down on top of me, the kind I couldn’t breathe through, and knocked me into the cave wall. Trying to swim through the current was impossible. It was too strong. I could wait until the cave filled up entirely and swim through the hole in the roof, but then what? I couldn’t really swim at all. Out in the open ocean, I’d be dead within minutes. I hadn’t succumbed to the sea witch, but it looked like I was going to succumb to the sea.
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      I felt a hand grip mine. I couldn’t see who it was thanks to the water battering down on me, but as I was pulled upwards at high speed, I knew it was Ari.

      “Find Hayden and Astrid!” I shouted mentally to him as we passed through the opening and out into the ocean. Salt water made me blink, but I kept my eyes open.

      Without any warning, Ari sped up, taking us in a different direction. I soon realized why. Both Hayden and Astrid were floating a couple of hundred feet from where we were.

      No, not floating. Astrid was swimming. She must have woken up as she hit the real water. She was trying to pull the unconscious Hayden to the surface.

      I looked up. They still seemed so far away. With an incredible burst of speed, Ari pulled me along through the water. He grabbed a surprised Astrid’s hand and gestured for me to hold Hayden too. As soon as I caught hold of Hayden’s free hand, Ari swam up to the surface. Like a rocket ship on launch, we blasted through the water, leaping high into the air before we all fell back down with a splash.

      Ari pulled me back to the surface where we met Astrid and Hayden. Hayden had woken up and was now coughing up water as Astrid hit his back.

      “What did you do?” I asked Ari once I could see that Hayden was alright. We all floated there in the middle of the ocean, the coast barely visible in the distance.

      “I didn’t do anything. I don’t know what happened. One minute she was going for your legs, the next the magic shackles fell off, and water was pouring in through the ceiling. I think we should get you all home before she comes back.”

      I nodded. I didn’t know what it was that had startled her, but I didn’t want to hang around to find out.

      The easiest way to get back to shore was to lie on the surface of the water and hold hands like a chain. Ari then pulled us swiftly back to the coastline where we ended up on a desolate beach. I recognized it immediately as the beach where we first met.

      “Why didn’t you take us home?” I asked, pulling myself  onto the land. Ari followed, pulling himself up the sand using his strong arms. I couldn’t keep my eyes off his tail. I’d seen it before, but here on land it looked strange as though it didn’t belong, which made sense because it didn’t

      “It will turn into legs as soon as it dries,” he said catching my glance.

      I blushed wondering how obvious I’d been.

      “I brought you here because there are a few things to discuss before we take you home. First of all, how are your parents going to react, knowing it wasn’t you getting married?”

      “They know. I’ve already been home. The sea witch came for me except I didn’t know it was the sea witch then. A couple of guards saved me, but then my mother told me something. I should probably tell you too.”

      “Who are you talking to?” asked Astrid, looking confused.

      “I’m answering Ari, who do you think?”

      “She can’t hear me. I’m still talking to you in your mind.”

      I thought for a second. So he was. I’d gotten so used to it that I’d not even noticed. I’d been answering questions out loud that Hayden and Astrid couldn’t hear.

      “So talk then. I think we all need to hear everything.”

      He looked down. Something was bothering him. I could feel it. As I waited for him to say something, his tail began to change. His face contorted into an expression of agony and his bones and skin separated into two legs.

      I watched, unable to help as he gritted his teeth and closed his eyes. It hadn’t occurred to me that it would hurt, changing between the sea and the land, but this transition was brutal.

      I grabbed his hand and held it tightly, willing the pain away from him.

      When he’d finished, he collapsed onto the beach, his breath coming in rapid bursts. I held onto his hand until he’d finally calmed down.

      He was completely naked, face down on the beach. Hayden pulled his trousers off and threw them to Ari. Ari smiled, but I could still see the pain in his eyes. How long would he hurt, now that the transition was complete? With horror, I realized he’d have to go through it again to swim us back to the palace.

      “Your friends can’t hear me because I can’t talk, and I can’t talk because I had to give something in exchange for my legs.”

      “What do you mean?” I asked aloud, but I already knew. Ari had gone to the sea witch and asked for legs just as my mother had all those years ago. In exchange, my mother had offered up her firstborn child. Ari had given his voice. She’d taken it even though she wasn’t using it.

      “I knew I had to see you again. That moment on the beach after I saved you and you asked me to kiss you again…I’d thought it was funny, that maybe you’d hit your head too hard. But you looked at me so earnestly that I realized I did want to kiss you. When you left, I couldn’t stop thinking of you.”

      I could see the other two watching us out of the corner of my eye. They were probably wondering what was going on, why I was staring at Ari without either of us talking.

      “You already know that, but what you don’t know is that I went to the sea witch. I knew I shouldn’t have. I knew she was dangerous. But I needed to see you again so badly, and I couldn’t think of another way.”

      “She offered you legs for your voice.”

      I heard Astrid say Ah as she suddenly figured out what was happening.

      Ari nodded and gave me a smile that damn near broke my heart. He’d given up his voice for me.

      “She gave me the ability to dance. It was not something I’d done before. We don’t dance underwater, not the same way the land dwellers do. I guess she recovered quickly from whatever happened back there because I’ve never had this pain before. She’s used her magic on me to cause my legs to hurt. It’s her way of getting back at us. She must have cast the spell as we were making our escape.”

      I looked down at his legs. Now covered with Hayden’s trousers, they looked so ordinary.

      I took a couple of deep breaths and tried not to let the tears win. He’d put himself through this for me. I pulled up the bottom of his trouser leg and rubbed his calf softly. It had soft hair on it, dark, the same color as the hair on his head.

      I willed his pain away from him. But each time I touched him, no matter how lightly, he winced at the slightest pressure. I laid his leg back down in the soft sand.

      I thought back to the dance we’d shared the night of the ball. He’d danced beautifully. It was all part of the witch’s magic.

      “Can someone tell me what’s going on?” asked Hayden standing up, a look of annoyance on his face. “Because I’ve had just about enough for one day.”

      I nodded. He was right. “We should go before the sea witch comes back.”

      I looked out at the fading blue light for signs of the sea witch. The black water that followed her around was nowhere to be seen, but soon it would be dark, and all the water would be black.

      “Not yet,” argued Ari. “What about the wedding? Do you still have to get married?” As he said it, his eyes wandered over to Hayden. So that was the real reason he’d brought us to this beach. It wasn’t to tell me about his legs, although that might have been part of it. He wanted to know that everything he’d done had not been in vain. He wanted to know that I wasn’t destined to be someone else’s.

      I turned to Astrid. Her veil was long gone, but she was still wearing the wedding dress. It was now a dirty grey color and was covered in sand. I tried not to think of all the time and money my mother had put into having the best seamstresses in the kingdom found to make it for me. Now, it looked no better than a rag.

      “What happened at the wedding?” I asked them both. Hayden looked at me in disgust and sat down on the sand.

      “We didn’t get married,” Astrid replied, looking up at Hayden. She lifted her hand and took his, all the while looking up at him lovingly.

      “When Astrid lifted that veil, I nearly had a heart attack, but that was nothing compared to your mother. I’m surprised you didn’t hear her screaming,” huffed Hayden

      “I did,” I answered ruefully, remembering her screams over the loudspeakers. I turned to Astrid. “Why didn’t you wait until the end of the ceremony. That way, you would be married now.”

      She sighed and began to draw small circles in the sand. “I wanted to. I almost did. But then, I’d wonder for the rest of my life if Hayden married me because he wanted to or because he was tricked into it. I want a real proposal.”

      “So does that mean you will have to marry him?”

      I turned back to Ari. Fear was etched onto his face. I’d never had anyone look at me the way he did right then, as though I could crush his very soul with one word. I desperately wanted to bridge the distance between us and kiss him, but now was not the time. Instead, I shook my head. When I replied to him, I kept the words in my head. I didn’t want the others to hear this.

      “I’m not going to marry Hayden. I’ve spoken to my mother, and she understands. I wouldn’t have gone through with it anyway. I couldn’t marry him.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because I’m in love with someone else.”

      He exhaled quickly and bit his lip. My blood pumped just a little bit quicker with that gesture.

      “Guys, it’s getting dark.”  Astrid stood up and peered out to sea.

      “We should go,” I echoed. “I’ve been chased by the sea witch twice today. I don’t want to make it a third time.”

      Ari stood up and walked the few steps to the water’s edge. “The main beach is just around that cliff there. I can get us there in less than two minutes. It would take the sea witch longer to get to us. I’ll swim us all along the shallows until we get back to the palace. If she does come looking, we will have to get out onto the beach.” He jumped into the water and dove under. Seconds later, Hayden’s trousers came floating up. I waded out to get them and passed them back to Hayden. Ari resurfaced and took my hand. With my other hand, I held onto Astrid, and she held onto Hayden.

      I was beginning to feel more at home under the sea. Below us, small sea creatures floated by and the last trickles of daylight filtered through, creating an eerie but dazzling rippling effect. I kept my eyes out for the dark water, but Ari was right. She didn’t come for us. Whatever had happened to her in her cave had stopped her in her tracks. I hoped it would stop her for good, but I knew she would be back. Now, not only had my mother gotten away from her, I had too.

      Ari brought us to the small dock where Hayden, Astrid, and I had set out a couple of hours earlier. As we pulled ourselves out of the water, I heard my mother shouting my name. I looked up to see her on the balcony waving down at me. She had such a look of relief on her face. I guessed she’d been out there waiting for me the whole time. She began to run down the walkway to greet us, a pair of binoculars bobbing around her neck on a strap.

      Without legs, Ari couldn’t get out, so I bent forward and grabbed his hand to pull him out. Astrid did the same with his other hand. The necklace my mother had given me fell out from my top and hit Ari in the face.

      “I’m sorry,” I giggled as he slipped onto the promenade.

      He looked up at me with a grin on his face to share the joke, but when he saw the necklace, his eyes went wide.

      “I think I finally know what happened to the sea witch.”
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      “Oh, thank goodness you are alright.” My mother barreled down the walkway and flung herself at me almost knocking me back into the water. She was still wearing the pretty dress she’d picked out for my wedding, but her hair was now out of the elaborate up-do and flowed freely. She passed us a towel each. “Come inside, all of you.”

      It was so strange to see my mother use so much emotion. I still couldn’t get used to it. Once Ari’s tail had turned back to legs and he’d been brought a pair of trousers, we followed mother back inside using a side entrance that was rarely used. I thought she would take us to the main part of the house, but she ushered us all into her drawing room. The room itself was decorated in pretty pinks and soft greys and looked completely different from the grandeur of the rest of the palace. She had a small, ornately carved writing desk that my father had inherited from one of his ancestors, but she rarely used it. She came in here for solitude, to sew or to read, away from the hustle and bustle of the palace. No members of staff were allowed in here. She called it her fortress and had to make do with cleaning it herself.

      Along one wall was a floral sofa that we all fell down on. Ari grimaced as he bent his knees. It was awful knowing how much pain he was in and not being able to do a damn thing about it.

      My mother pulled up a matching chair and sat opposite us.

      “Your Majesty,” said Ari nodding his head.

      He was speaking with his mind again. I waited for her to answer, but she didn’t appear to hear him. I thought that with them both being merpeople, she would be able to communicate with him through her mind. As she ignored him, I decided to speak for him.

      “Ari says Your Highness,” It wasn’t strictly true, but he’d made the mistake so many others do. As the ruler, it was only my father that should be referred to as Your Majesty. My mother should properly be addressed as Your Highness.

      She nodded back at him and turned to me.

      “I’m so glad that you are back safely.”

      Before I had time to speak, Ari’s words cut through my mind. “The Havfrue Ruby saved you.”

      I gave him a cursory glance, wondering what he knew. I decided telling my mother might bring the answers about faster.

      “Ari says the Havfrue Ruby saved me. Do you know what he’s talking about?”

      My mother heaved a long sigh and cupped her head in her hands. I waited patiently for her to look up and tell me what was going on.

      When she did, she reached forward and took hold of the ruby that was still hanging from my neck. I let her lift the necklace over my head. She’d told me it would protect me, but how did Ari know about it?

      “I didn’t know just how well it would work,” she said addressing Ari, “although it didn’t save her. I don’t know how much magic it still contains. My father gave it to me to make a wish with, but I can see that it has not been used. It still has magic in it. I guess the witch saw it for what it was and was scared off. I doubt it will work again if she finds out that nothing happened to her. It was sheer dumb luck that you all survived.” She walked around the room, wringing her hands together as she spoke, twisting the gold chain between her fingers. She turned back to Ari. “I didn’t want her to go at all, but I know how stubborn she is. She’d only have found another way to go out to sea if I didn’t let her. These last few hours have been the worst of my entire life. I’ve spent the whole time on that balcony waiting for you to come back. Well, in all honesty, that’s not true. I was waiting for Erica, Hayden, and Astrid to come back. I hoped they wouldn’t find you.”

      I gasped. My mother had been acting strange for the past couple of weeks, but it wasn’t like her to be rude.

      “How is he?” she asked, still looking at Ari. “Is he still mad?”

      Now, I really didn’t know what was going on. Who was she talking about?

      Ari smiled and took her hand, obviously not put off by her rudeness. “He never truly recovered.”

      “He never recovered,” I repeated back what Ari had said so my mother could hear.

      Tears began to prick the corners of her eyes. I looked around to Hayden and Astrid to see if they had any more of a clue than I, but they looked as dumbfounded as I felt. At least, Astrid did. Hayden just sat there with a grimace on his face.

      “Please, can one of you tell me what is going on?” I asked, feeling frustrated. “Do you two know each other?”

      My mother closed her eyes and sighed again, looking utterly defeated. “You tell her.”

      Ari turned to me. “When I came here to the ball, I didn’t pay attention to the king and queen. I didn’t really pay attention to anyone but you. As you know, I was only inside for a few minutes before going outside to dance. If I’d have taken the time to look around me, I’d have recognized your mother. Maybe not straight away. She left before I was born, but she looks so much like some girls I know. The Havfrue Ruby confirmed for me who she is.”

      “I know she’s a mermaid,” I said to him in my mind. “But why would she look like those other people?”

      “Your mother isn’t who you think she is. Her name is Anaitis. Those people she looks like are her sisters. Your mother is the heir to the throne of Havfrue. When her father, the king, dies, she will become queen.”

      “But she’s already the queen of Trifork,” I said rather stupidly. I looked at my mother. Tears fell down over her pale cheeks.

      “You are the heir to the throne underwater as well?”

      Hayden and Astrid stared at her as she nodded her head. So much emotion was overwhelming her that she didn’t speak. She just cried, hiding her face in her hands.

      Hayden stood up and left the room, slamming the door behind him. What was going on with him today?

      “I’m sorry,” I heard her mumble between her fingers.

      I stood up and gave her an awkward hug. I was still getting used to this new version of my mother.

      I turned to Astrid. “Please, can you get one of the palace staff to bring us some tea. I think we are going to need it.”

      She nodded and stood up. As she ambled to the door, my mother asked her to forget the tea and bring us all a whiskey. I guessed it was going to be one of those nights.

      Ten minutes and a burning throat later, my mother was ready to talk. Her hands shook with each word she spoke. Her history was not something that was easy for her to dwell on.

      “You’ve never met the king of Havfrue,” she said, speaking to Astrid and me before turning to Ari, “But you, Ari will know what he is like. He is nothing like your father, Erica. He is a stern man, a strict man, and he rules Havfrue with an iron fist. He is fair to his subjects and is a good leader but living with him was a nightmare. My mother died when I was young, leaving me and my six sisters. I was the eldest and, as such, was expected to look after the rest of them. I didn’t really mind, but my father became so overprotective of us that he stopped letting us out of his sight. If we left his side for more than a minute or failed to tell him where we were going, he became so angry.”

      She stood up and brought a box of tissues from her writing desk. Pulling one out, she dabbed her eyes and sat back down. Ari poured another glass of whiskey and passed it to her. She accepted it gracefully before knocking it back in one swallow.

      “As you can probably tell, I was a willful child, always disobeying orders. I was in trouble all the time. In the end, I couldn’t stand it anymore. You know the rest. I swam away after a particularly bad fight with my father and never went home again. I hated leaving my sisters, but after visiting the sea witch, I had to stay on land. I was not given the opportunity to return, but if I had been, I probably wouldn’t have taken it. Trifork is my home now.”

      She hiccupped and set the glass down on the table next to her.

      “Do you think she’ll come back, the sea witch?” asked Astrid, running her fingers through her shaggy hair.

      “She won’t come on land, but she believes I owe her. If I go into the sea, or if Erica does, she will know, and she will come back. The Havfrue Ruby won’t keep either of us safe for too long. You were lucky it worked the one time.”

      “I cannot go back either. She knows I am with you now. If I go back, she will use me to get to you like she did before.”

      I’d only had one glass of whiskey, but it was making my head spin. It had been an exhausting day, and I couldn’t take in any more information.

      “I don’t know about anyone else, but I need to sleep. Let’s go to bed and work this out in the morning.” I yawned as if to prove my point.

      “What’s to work out?” asked Astrid. “We saved Ari. Your mother hasn’t gone in the sea for years. Surely, Ari can stay out too.”

      “I guess,” I said, looking towards Ari. He looked as tired as I felt. He was stuck. He couldn’t go back to the sea because of me, but to stay on land meant that he’d never have a voice and would have to spend his days walking in agony. “Mother, can we find guest rooms for Ari and Astrid?”

      My mother nodded her head, but the whiskey had affected her. With Ari’s help, we were able to walk her up the stairs to her own bedroom. My father was already there. His voice boomed out as I knocked on his door.

      “Who is it?”

      “It’s me, Erica. I’ve got mother here. I think she needs to sleep.” She was propped up in our arms, her head lolling to one side. My father opened his bedroom door and took her from us.

      “What’s the matter with her?” he asked, looking down on her in concern.

      “Too much whiskey,” I said. “I think she was stressed out about today and accidentally drank too much.”

      My father raised an eyebrow. Drinking hard liquor was another thing my mother was not known to do. I guess neither of us knew her as well as we thought we did.

      He carried her to bed and placed her down gently. I quietly closed the door before my father could ask any more questions. My mother could deal with him in the morning.

      I took Astrid and Ari to the lower level where the guest rooms were. Astrid took one, and I showed Ari to another.

      I wanted to kiss him, but I was so tired. My mother wasn’t the only one exhausted by the day. I could barely keep my eyes open.

      “We’ll speak tomorrow,” I said.

      He looked disappointed but didn’t reply.

      I wearily dragged myself up to my room only to find Hayden there. “What are you doing here?” I asked, wishing he’d gone home. He’d been in a funny mood all day, and I was too tired to find out why. I just wanted to keel over and fall asleep on my bed.

      “What is going on with you, Erica?” His voice had more than a hint of anger.

      “What? Nothing is going on. What’s going on with you? You’ve been looking like you’ve been slapped around the head with a wet kipper all day.”

      “Nothing? I woke up this morning expecting to be getting married, and instead, I ended up on some lunatic suicide mission for...for...for one of those.”

      “One of those?”

      “You know what I mean. A stinking sea person.” He slammed his fist down on the bed. I’d never seen him so angry before.

      “Ari saved my life. I’m sorry if it bothers you that he is a merman, but it’s really none of your business.”

      “That’s right,” he growled, “it isn’t any of my business, and yet, you dragged Astrid and me out with you, knowing full well we were going right into the lair of some crazy old sea bitch.”

      He was right. I’d not asked if he would help or told him what I needed him for; I’d just instructed him to sail me out to sea. We’d been best friends for so long, that it hadn’t occurred to me to ask him if he wanted to help me. He’d always come to my aid when I needed it in the past. Mind you, I’d never asked him to save my life before today.

      “I’m sorry,” I replied lamely, “I thought you’d want to help.”

      “And why would I want to help?” He was so cross, his voice hard and full of aggravation. I was too tired to even try to be nice anymore. I matched his tone as I answered him.

      “Because we are friends. That’s what friends do,” I yelled back. “I thought you’d be happy today. I managed to put a stop to our wedding. You don’t have to be married to me. I thought I was doing you a favor.”

      His face set in a grimace. “Don’t give me that. You were doing yourself a favor. Just like everyone else around here, you thought it was okay to make a life-changing decision about my life without consulting me first. Well, it isn’t okay.” He opened the bedroom door. “It’s not even close.”

      The door slammed behind him with a bang.

      I sat on the bed wondering just what was going on with everyone. First, my mother was acting completely out of character, now Hayden.

      I fell into bed and closed my eyes.

      A few minutes later, I heard my door open again. I opened my eyes, hoping it wasn’t Hayden back for another round.

      It wasn’t. It was Ari. I smiled as he sat on my bed.

      “I’m so glad it’s you,” I smiled. The smile dropped when I saw the worried look on his face.

      “What is it?” I asked, pulling myself up in bed.

      “I have to tell you something,” he replied. I could see the flashes of purple in his eyes despite the low light in the room.

      “Okay.” I patted the bed next to me. He sat and took my hand.

      “It’s about why your mother couldn’t hear me when I spoke to you. I haven’t been completely honest. I was hoping I’d never have to tell you this, but if I don’t, your mother will.”

      “Okay,” I said again, answering him with my mind. It felt weird being the only one to speak aloud, especially when he was telling me something important.

      He took a deep breath. I could see how nervous he was. Whatever he was about to tell me, it was a big deal for him.

      “Merpeople communicate through our minds,” he began. I already knew that. We were doing just that with each other now. “Humans don’t. At first, I couldn’t understand why I could talk to you like this. But when I found out who your mother was, it made sense. You are half mermaid.”

      I nodded. Being called a half mermaid felt strange. Of course, I was, but it was something I would have to get used to. I couldn’t even swim.

      “I felt better knowing that there wasn’t something...strange between us, knowing that this was happening because you had mermaid blood in you. But then your mother couldn’t hear me. If anything, she should be able to hear me better than you. She is a pureblood mermaid.”

      “Does it matter?” I asked, wondering where he was going with this.

      “At first, I didn’t think so; but it’s been puzzling me. I remembered being told as a child that it is only under the water we can communicate. On land, we have to use our voices like anyone else. I’d completely forgotten because before now, I never had reason to come on land, and you’ve always been able to hear me.”

      “Maybe you remembered wrong?” I offered.

      “No,” he said, his eyes flashing pure purple. “No, I didn’t remember it incorrectly. There is something else that I’d forgotten, and it explains this. It hit me as I was heading to bed. I’d never believed it existed before, but knowing what I know now, I can’t think of any other explanation.”

      “Are you going to tell me what it is?” I asked, reverting to using my voice again.

      “Merpeople can possess an incredible ability that land dwellers can’t. It’s rare, but it can happen. I’ve only known it to happen to two couples in my whole life. When two people are perfect for each other, soul mates, a magic can happen where they get bonded together almost like what land dwellers call marriage, but in this bonding, they can never be separated. If one leaves, the other must follow. The magic keeps them near to each other. It is a magic that goes beyond love and lust. Anyone can be attracted to another person. Anyone can fall in love. In bonding, it is only when two people are attracted to each other but are also perfect together, that it happens. It also helps them communicate through their minds above water.”

      I tried to take in everything he was telling me. I could almost hear his heart pounding in his chest.

      “We are bonded?”

      “I think so. I knew as soon as I saw you that you were special. I just didn’t realize until just now how special. It’s really fucking scaring me.”

      I looked at him. The green hadn’t yet come back to his eyes. I knew he was special too, and I couldn’t deny I felt more for him than I ever thought possible.

      My own heart began to race as I took in the implications.

      “If I leave the country?”

      “I will have to come with you.”

      “What if you can’t?” I asked softly.

      “The further we are apart from each other, the heavier our hearts will feel. At only a few hundred meters, we will barely feel it, but if we travel farther and farther to another kingdom perhaps, our pain will intensify to the point our hearts are so heavy they will no longer be able to pump blood around our bodies.”

      “And what If I die?” I whispered softly.

      He pulled me close to him drawing me into a hug. He felt so warm next to me. My body fit perfectly in his arms. We were a perfect fit.

      “If you die, I will die too.”

      I lay back down on the bed taking Ari with me. Neither of us said another word. We just fell asleep in each other’s arms.

      The next morning dawned, bringing sunlight through my window. My head hurt slightly from the whiskey, and my stomach growled. In the madness the day before, I’d completely forgotten to eat.

      My eyes went straight to the other side of the bed, but Ari was already gone.

      Pulling myself out of bed, I headed out to the balcony, eager to get a glimpse of the sea in this beautiful weather. I loved the view in the morning when the sun hit the sea, making it sparkle. I stepped out, fixing my eyes on the horizon as I always did, but this time, there was something different. The sea had completely vanished.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            20

          

          
            



        

        

    

    







Chapter twenty

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      A scream cut through the silence. I had no idea who’d made it or where it had come from, but it was obvious why it had been made. All I could see in the distance was sand covered in seaweed, dead fish, and various other sea creatures. Midway between the horizon and the palace, the ruins of a boat reminded me of the Erica Rose. I squinted my eyes to see if it was my ship, but it was too far away to tell. I thought back to Joe and the captain and all the others. My heart hurt knowing how they’d all ended up.

      On the very horizon, was a strip of blue that told me that the sea had not vanished completely but had gone out hundreds of meters.

      I dashed from my room and crashed straight into a guard, knocking him to the floor.

      “I’m so sorry, Your Highness,” he apologized, even though it was I that had knocked him over. I held out my hand and helped him to his feet.

      “I was just coming to fetch you. Your mother requests your presence in her study.”

      I nodded and thanked him.

      When I got there, I was surprised to see Hayden and Astrid seated in the exact same places they’d been the night before.

      Astrid smiled pleasantly, but Hayden just scowled. I’d never seen him like this before. Whatever it was that was bothering him hadn’t diluted overnight.

      “I called them down here,” My mother answered my unasked question. “Where is Ari?”

      I looked around the study wondering the very same thing myself. “I don’t know. I haven’t seen him this morning,” I answered, perching myself on the arm of the sofa.

      “I thought he’d be with you,” she pointed out, the implication clear. I blushed.

      “No, I put him in one of the guest rooms.” I didn’t tell her that we’d fallen asleep together in my bed.

      “Oh,” she replied brightening up slightly. “That’s good. I’d hate for gossip to get around the palace.”

      What with everything else happening, a bit of gossip over whether I’d slept with Ari was the least of my concerns. Apparently, my mother was back to her normal self again. Prim and proper.

      She adjusted her skirts and cleared her throat before beginning. “I asked you all here to thank you for yesterday. As you can imagine I was dealing with a lot. I told you all a lot of things that I’d hoped I’d take to the grave with me, and though I hate to do this, I’m asking you to keep those secrets.”

      I noticed Hayden screw up his nose as if she’d asked him to do something terrible. Thankfully, my mother didn’t notice.

      “Don’t you think that father might notice that the sea is gone?” I asked before Hayden could jump in. Just because I understood that he was in a bad mood didn’t mean I wanted him to upset my mother.

      She shook her head. “He knows. I told him about the sea witch and everything that happened yesterday. I just left out my involvement. He thinks it’s because of Ari.”

      My eyes goggled. “You are blaming Ari for all this?”

      She looked straight at me. “Well, technically, it is his fault. None of this would have happened if he’d stayed under the water where he belonged.”

      “That’s a bit rich, considering.” I stood up, anger rising within me. This had all begun when she decided to leave Havfrue all those years ago. Anything that happened since was just a consequence of that.

      “I know, I know,” she acknowledged, flapping her arms at me to get me to sit back down. “I shouldn’t have said it. It was this morning, and I’m afraid I was a little bit worse for wear, thanks to the whiskey. It just came out. As soon as my head cleared, and I thought about what I’d done, I realized I wasn’t being fair.”

      She looked so embarrassed with herself. After so many years of keeping her heritage secret, now that it had come to light, she didn’t know what to do with herself.

      “What are you going to do to rectify it?” I questioned.

      She sighed and raised her hand to her head. No doubt, the after-effects of last night’s drinking session hadn’t quite left her. “I’ll have a talk with your father and tell him that I heard that the sea witch was going to do this anyway. I think he wants to get the navy out, but I’m not sure how, considering there is no sea to sail the ships on.”

      “That’s a great idea!” Hayden agreed, standing up. “My father will sort this out. We can’t have Trifork held hostage by any underwater adversaries. We need to deal with the problem swiftly.”

      “Where are you going?” asked Astrid as he strode right past her and headed for the door.

      He pulled his features into a sneer that didn’t suit him. “I think it’s about time I helped out on that front. After all, if my father thinks I’m old enough to get married, he’ll surely think I’m able to join the naval fleet.” He opened the door and left, leaving the three of us stunned.

      “Did he just say he was going to join the navy?” asked Astrid, although she knew that’s exactly what he’d said.

      What she didn’t know was that when he talked of our enemies, it wasn’t the sea witch he was referring to. He’d made it very clear last night that he had a problem with the merpeople. What he hadn’t made clear was why.

      I stood up quickly

      “Where is my father?” I asked.

      My mother waved her hand upwards. “He’s upstairs with Hayden’s father planning a strategy I think. I promise I’ll go speak to him soon.”

      I turned to leave. As the door closed behind me, I heard my mother assuring Astrid that Hayden would make a fine sailor. I’m not exactly sure that’s what Astrid wanted to hear.

      I stomped upstairs to the main part of the palace and knocked on my father’s conference room door. Inside, was a huge oval table with chairs reserved for the kingdom’s highest dignitaries. I was surprised to see Ari sitting in one of the chairs next to my father. At my father’s other side sat Admiral Harrington-Smyth.

      My father looked up as the door closed behind me. “Ah, Erica. Come in. You didn’t tell me you had a friend staying over. Is this the reason you took off yesterday?”

      I stared at them open-mouthed. I’d expected to see Hayden, not Ari

      “Don’t worry. I’m not upset. Neither is the admiral here,” continued my father, mistaking my shock as worry over the wedding. That already felt like a hundred years ago.  “It was all your mother’s idea, really, and she doesn’t seem to care today. Have you seen her, by the way? She’s all over the place lately. She seemed to think that it was this chap’s fault that the sea disappeared, but I think that was the whiskey talking.”

      “She’s in her study with Astrid,” I replied. “Did Hayden just come up here?”

      “He did indeed. Just walked in and then turned back around and walked out without saying anything. He probably forgot what he wanted. I do that all the time.”

      He nudged Hayden’s father with his elbow and gave him a jovial smile before turning back to me. “Come on, what are you dilly-dallying over? Come and sit beside Ari here. He’s a quiet fellow, but he seems to think that we can defeat this sea witch person your mother talked about.”

      I was going to ask how he knew that, but I could see a pad of paper with writing on it and a pen next to it. I raised an eyebrow, and he grinned back.

      Taking the seat my father pointed out, I tried to make out what had already been said by reading Ari’s writing on the notepad. My father poured over sea charts as I leaned forward.

      “Where is this?” he asked Ari jabbing his finger at the map. It all looked like sea to me.

      Ari pulled the pad towards him, scribbled something down and passed it back to my father.

      He picked it up and held it to his face, his eyesight not being as good as it could have been.

      He read whatever Ari had written then peered over the notebook at me.

      “I must say, I was surprised when this young chap brazenly walked in here this morning, but when he told me he was friends with you and knew where the sea witch lived, I let him stay.”

      Ari grinned again. The whole world had gone mad. First, my mother went crazy and told me she is a mermaid. Then, Hayden got a stick up his butt over the merpeople or the wedding, I still wasn’t sure which. And now, my father had let Ari into his most private room. The room where important decisions about the kingdom were discussed, and almost no one was allowed to enter, not usually anyway. My head reeled from everything going on

      “Does he know you are a merman?” I asked Ari in my head.

      “No. He does know we exist, though. He told me a story about how his ancestors had trouble with the men of the sea over a hundred years ago. After a brief war, they decided it was best to keep to their own kingdoms and never cross paths again. It seems the people of Trifork have almost forgotten we exist. The people of Havfrue have been harboring a grudge about it for all this time.”

      “Oh, young love,” my father nudged his long-suffering friend again and pointed his eyes towards us. “Gazing into each other’s eyes. I knew young Hayden wasn’t right for you, no offence, Henry. There must be something in the air at the moment.”

      “Daddy!” I chastised, feeling more and more uncomfortable with each passing second. “Don’t you have better things to be doing than speculating on my love life. Come on Ari, let’s go and get breakfast.”

      I turned quickly, hoping they’d think I was angry. In reality, my cheeks were burning like beacons. I couldn’t believe I’d just said that to my father in front of Ari. Thankfully, Ari followed, and my cheeks felt less hot by the time we got to the breakfast room.

      A breakfast of croissants, jam, and butter along with some other pastries and fruit had been left out on the circular table.

      My mother was already there as were Astrid and Hayden. He was looking as glum as ever, and as he saw me walk hand-in-hand with Ari, he dropped the croissant he was munching on, threw his napkin onto the table and left the room, slamming the door behind him.

      “Whatever is the matter with him this morning?” my mother scrunched up her eyes.

      “He’s in a bad mood,” I offered.

      “Plainly. I just wish he’d be quieter about it,” she replied, massaging her temples. “My head is still a little delicate.”

      She chopped her apple into slices. She always cut her food that way and ate it in tiny dainty pieces. I just gobbled things down whole. “Did you see your father?” she asked.

      “Ari was with him,” I replied, taking a seat and grabbing a plate. My mother raised her eyebrows at this piece of news. “He doesn’t know where Ari is from, don’t panic.”

      “I don’t panic, dear; you know that,” she replied, grabbing another apple.

      She was obviously pretending the last couple of weeks where panic had been the constant state, hadn’t happened.

      “They want to go to war against the sea witch,” I announced.

      “Which they can’t do,” said Ari, picking up a croissant and dipping it in the jam.

      “You don’t eat croissants that way,” I said, taking it from him and slicing it in two. I used a knife to take all the jam from the outside and spread it on the inside before passing it back to him. “What do you mean they can’t go to war on the sea witch? We need to get the sea back.”

      “How? Their boats are all stuck on land now?”

      “I don’t know. Father and Hayden’s dad are figuring it out. Some of our ships might still be at sea. Maybe he could call them all to dry land?”

      My mother and Astrid watched us talking, only hearing my half of the conversation. It must have looked very funny to them.

      “Havfrue is on the very horizon. The king of Havfrue will be livid that the sea witch has done this. He’ll be expecting the land dwellers to be walking right out to his border. Treasure hunters, perhaps. There’s no way he’s going to let your father and his ships invade. The entire kingdom of Havfrue will be ready for an attack. The king hates humans. Ever since Delilah...your mother left, he’s been waiting for an excuse to attack. I think this might be it.”

      He munched on his croissant happily as though he’d not just told me the place where he came from was gearing up for war.

      “It’s hardly our fault that the sea witch took the sea. Why doesn’t he attack her?”

      I saw my mother’s eyes widen at the use of the word attack. Beside her, Astrid was staring off into space, looking miserable. Because of Hayden, no doubt. I ignored them both and concentrated on Ari. The sea witch was our most pressing problem.

      “The sea witch has been around for centuries. She’s practically immortal thanks to her ability to swap and change body parts. It’s part of her magic, but she has more.”

      “I thought my grandfather was the ultimate ruler? Doesn’t he have magic?” I spoke through my mind, not wanting to mention my mother’s father in front of her.

      “He does, but he can’t just go around murdering people for no reason. She is very influential in Havfrue.”

      “No reason!” I shouted out, forgetting we were talking in our heads. “She took your voice! She tried to take my legs!”

      “I know that, and you know that, but the king doesn’t. Anyone who has tried going up against the sea witch has either disappeared, died, or been too scared to come forward. Just as it is up here in Trifork, Havfrue has a legal system. She would have to be found guilty of her crimes, and that can take years. Despite everything she has done, a lot of people support her. She not only takes body parts for herself, she gives them to people. The ones with the most influence she doesn’t ask for anything back, so a lot of people think she’s great.”

      “What do you suggest? We let the sea stay out where it is?” I argued back. I wanted to sound strong, but arguing in your head kinda takes that away from you.

      I stood up, leaving my food, and ran up to my room, feeling determined. What with the king of Havfrue planning to attack us, my father and Henry Harrington-Blythe planning goodness knows what, and Hayden being the way he was, I didn’t trust anyone but myself to sort out this mess. I opened my closet door and looked at my clothes. I needed something serviceable if I was planning to walk all that way across seaweed and sand. I’d also need a good pair of shoes.

      I pulled off my pajamas, jumped into some fresh underwear, and grabbed a handful of my clothes, dragging them down from their hangers.

      I was in the middle of throwing them all over my bed when I heard a knock on the door. Without waiting for an answer, Ari walked in.

      “So, this is how princesses live? Kinda messy,” he grinned, nodding at the giant pile of ball gowns on my bed. I picked one up quickly to cover myself. I could feel the blush rising throughout my body, up past my breasts to my face where it blossomed.

      “I’m going to see my grandfather,” I said aloud, more to hide the color of my cheeks and my obvious embarrassment.

      Ari looked at me with a stunned expression. “You can’t! A land dweller won’t get in to see him. He’d never allow it. He’d kill you first.”

      “Not if I was with you,” I maintained.

      “He’d kill me as well. He doesn’t know me. I’m no one special. I’m just one of his subjects. It was dangerous just bringing you to my house on the outskirts of Havfrue last time.”

      “Why did you then?” I looked at him and waited for an answer.

      He hesitated for a moment before speaking. “I wanted to take you home. I wanted to pretend we could be together. I didn’t care about the danger. It was worth it to have you with me.”

      His words were sweet, but they didn’t sway me. “What’s changed? Why can’t we go now?”

      “Nothing has changed about me wanting to be with you. Last time, we sneaked into my home. This time, you are planning on going right up to the front door of the Havfrue Palace and asking to be let in.”

      He took my hands in his. I quivered slightly as the ball gown I was holding up in front of me fell to the floor between us, but I kept his gaze. “I’m sorry, Ari, but I have to do this. I’ll do it with you or without you.”

      He sank onto the bed, looking defeated.

      I sat beside him, taking his hand. “I appreciate that this will make it hard for you, but I can’t leave things like this. Just say my father does find a way to get to Havfrue? What do you think he’ll do? He’ll cannon the place to the ground that’s what.”

      “I won’t let you go alone,” he said, picking up a sweater from underneath the mess and handing it to me. “If you really think this is the only way, I’ll come with you.”

      “Even though it will be dangerous?”

      “That’s exactly why I’m coming with you,” he replied squeezing my hand.

      I looked into those eyes of his. They showed much more purple when he had high emotions.

      “Thank you,” I whispered.

      He leaned forward and kissed me, making my heart pound. He’d kissed me before, but this was different. For a start, we were both in my bedroom, and I was half naked.

      He brushed my hair back from my face. The touch of his hand sent my pulse soaring as he continued to run his hand through my hair and then down my spine, hitting every bump along the way, giving me goosebumps. It felt like the air was being sucked out of the room as my world was reduced to nothing but the feel of Ari’s lips upon mine, the heat between us, and a moment in time I hoped would last forever. It felt so right, so perfect, and yet, I couldn’t get everything going on around me out of my head. He dipped to my neck, kissing places I’d never been kissed and as the heat rose within me, I forgot all about the king of Havfrue and the sea witch that could swap and change body parts as if she was a children’s toy. I forgot everything.
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      “What are you two doing in there?” called Astrid from outside of my room after giving a couple of brief knuckle raps on the door.

      “Nothing,” I called back, untangling myself from Ari and trying to get my breathing under control. I picked up the sweater and pulled it over my head quickly. In the closet I found a pair of trousers and some boots and tried pulling them on before answering the door, one foot in one boot, the other still on the floor when she let herself in.

      She arched an eyebrow. “It sure didn’t sound like nothing,” she grinned. Her disappointment over Hayden’s mood seemed to have subsided, thankfully. Whatever was wrong with him, it wasn’t Astrid’s fault. I’d already seen her two times today, but now that she was standing right in front of me, the state of her hair was worse than ever. Some of it had already begun to fall out in patches, leaving bald spots between the clumps of messy green hair. If it was worrying her, she wasn’t showing it. That was Astrid all over. She took the rough with the smooth.

      “We were just planning on how we were going to go visit the king of Havfrue,” I said, trying not to stare too much at her hair.

      Her eyes widened in surprise. “You are going to see the underwater king? Your mother is going to blow a gasket if she finds out you are planning another trip to the ocean. Are you trying to kill her off?”

      I sighed, feeling bad. I’d already put my mother through so much, but what else could I do? Sit back and watch while my father and my grandfather blew each other to smithereens. “I don’t feel like I have much choice. Will you help us? Can you tell her that I’m in bed with a migraine or something?” I hopped on one foot as I pulled on my other boot.

      Astrid shook her head as if what I was asking of her was wrong, but she agreed anyway. “I’m going to see if Hayden wants to go out for a walk. I guess we should talk about what happened at the wedding. He’s been acting weird ever since it happened.”

      Her cheerful demeanor dropped at the mention of Hayden, and I couldn’t blame her. He was being an ass.

      “What did happen at the wedding?” I asked cautiously, not at all sure I wanted to know. She seemed unusually glum about it.

      “I didn’t want to say anything, especially to you, but Hayden’s been acting so weird ever since. He barely talks to me, and he’s in such a foul mood. I think he might be disappointed that it wasn’t you under the veil after all.

      I broke out laughing until I saw that she wasn’t joking. “You’re not serious, right? Hayden doesn’t want me. Maybe he was just disappointed that the wedding was cut short.”

      “You think?” She perked up a little at my words.

      “Of course,” I answered, opening the door for her. Once she left, I let out a sigh.

      The truth was I wasn’t sure what was going through Hayden’s mind at the wedding. One thing I was pretty certain of, though, was that not marrying me was the best thing that ever happened to him. I thought back to the conversation I’d had with him the night before. He’d been acting so weird. Could Astrid be right, and he really did have feelings for me? It would explain why he was mad about the canceled wedding. It would also explain why he had such an aversion to Ari. It was nothing to do with Ari being a merman. It was because he was with me.

      Surely, that couldn’t be right. We’d been friends for forever. Maybe with everything that was going on at the moment, we were all a little crazy

      I tried to put it to the back of my mind. I had more pressing matters to deal with. Whatever Hayden’s problem was, I’d have to deal with it later.

      Ari and I headed back downstairs, bypassing the breakfast room completely, and rushed outside to the gardens.

      I’d escaped from the palace this way once, and if the ladder was still there, I’d be able to do it again. Amazingly, it was still propped against the wall where I’d left it. Ari let me go first, following quickly behind me. From there, getting to the edge of the sea was pretty easy. Ari took my hand as we walked along the clifftop away from the palace. If anyone spotted us, we’d look like any other pair of young lovers out for a stroll.

      About a mile later, we came upon some stairs cut into the cliff face. I knew they were here despite never having used them. I’d made this walk plenty of times with various nannies.

      Ari insisted on walking down in front of me so that he could catch me if I stumbled. It was sweet of him, but now that I was walking behind him, I could see how much pain he was in. He made no sound, but he trod lightly, almost limping with each step. I wondered whether he’d cry out with the agony of it if he still had his voice.

      At the bottom of the stairs, we came to a beach. Usually a small beach, now it was huge with no sea surrounding it. The sea was so far away, it was barely a tiny strip of blue on the horizon. In the distance to my left, the main public beach was full of curious people, fascinated with the phenomenon. The local police and palace guards were doing a good job of stopping them from walking out too far, thankfully. I only hoped we could get out far enough before we were spotted and chased.

      The walk was difficult with legs that worked. I could only imagine how awful it must be with legs that were new and painful. I gripped Ari’s hand hard, letting him squeeze me when the pain became too unbearable for him.

      I liked holding his hand. It wasn’t passionate like it had been in the bedroom before Astrid interrupted us, but it felt natural and safe, the way my hand fit so perfectly in his. It was beyond the most wonderful feeling in the world.

      Below our feet, we stepped over long green and brown strands of seaweed and mollusks in rock pools that would normally have been completely underwater. Dead fish and other ocean animals littered the sand. The sea must have gone out so quickly that they didn’t stand a chance. Ari’s eyes remained focused ahead, but I could see he was finding this hard. These weren’t just creatures to him; they were his friends, his family. With each step, I prayed that we wouldn’t see an octopus. With any luck, Ollie had been pulled out with the tide. Either that or he was still in the underwater cave. I glanced around to see if I could see it, but it wasn’t apparent where it was. Maybe it was further out than the current tideline.

      “How close are we to the sea witch’s lair?” I asked, checking out the ocean to my left.

      Ari squeezed my hand more tightly. “It’s not that far from here.” He pointed to a spot in the ocean that was way too close for comfort. “We are closer to Havfrue, though. We’ll be safe there. She visits the town, but there is no way she’d dare perform any magic under the king’s nose.”

      “She took the tide out under the king’s nose,” I reminded him.

      He shrugged his shoulders. “Havfrue is still under water.”

      As we got closer to the water, I wondered what my grandfather was like and whether he’d know who I was. Would he recognize me as his granddaughter? I had the same red hair as my mother, but I took my looks more after my father’s side of the family.

      When we were at the water’s edge, Ari stripped off quickly and leaped into the waves. The look of relief on his face was evident as he swam up to the surface.

      His mood and demeanor changed perceptively as he dipped in and out of the water, waiting for me to pull my boots off. I took off my trousers and sweater, folding them nicely, placing them on the sand next to me, and stepped into the water. It occurred to me that I was going to meet my grandfather, the king, no less, in my underwear. I should have thought this through a bit better, but it was too late to go back now.

      “Are you going to tell him who you are?” asked Ari, pulling me along with him through the water.

      I thought about it. Maybe it would make things easier, but it would also give up my mother who had spent twenty years hiding from him. “No. I don’t think so. I’ll tell him I’m a friend of yours.”

      Ari stopped so suddenly that I crashed right into him.

      He turned and looked right at me. “Knowing a merperson won’t make a difference. The King doesn’t know who I am. If anything, me bringing you to him will make things worse for both of us. He will not take this well. I know you have high hopes, but he hates land dwellers. He probably won’t hurt you, but he won’t be happy about you coming to Havfrue. I suspect he’ll also have a few choice words for me too.”

      “I’m sure we will be fine,” I replied, not sure of anything at all.

      I was beginning to feel more at home underwater. As Ari pulled me along, I marveled at the feel of the water rushing past my face, the feel of the warmth of the sun’s rays penetrating the surface as we dashed through the coral streets of Havfrue toward the large pointed building at the far end of the vast underwater city.

      It was here that Ari brought me. I didn’t have to ask to know it was the royal palace. Although not as refined as the palace I was brought up in, in Trifork, it certainly equaled it for size. Four uneven turrets stood at each corner. But unlike any castle or palace I’d ever seen, the center rose up, dwarfing the towers and ended in a point just ten feet or so below the surface of the water. There were no stairs. People didn’t walk here, so Ari pulled me in through a large opening that I supposed was the front door.

      Two sturdily built mermen swam quickly over to us and opened their mouths to speak. One had long pale blue hair that rippled out behind him in the water and huge chest muscles that must have taken a lot of working out to acquire. The second was no less bulky, but his hair was slightly shorter, falling just past his shoulders and was the same shade as a ripe banana. When they did speak, the noise that came out of their mouths was not words, or at least, no words I could understand. It sounded like just noise. Small bubbles rose to the surface as they spoke.

      Ari answered them in the same way.

      One of the mermen, the yellow-haired fellow, turned on his tail and swam deeper into the palace.

      “You can talk!” I exclaimed, even though I wasn’t sure that’s exactly what he was doing.

      “Only down here. The sea witch knew what she was doing. She wanted to hurt me. Taking my underwater voice wouldn’t hurt me.”

      “How would it not hurt you?” I asked him, trying to understand.

      “I worded that wrong. It would hurt me, but not as much as not being able to talk to you. I guess she didn’t expect me to have the bond with you or she would have taken my underwater voice too. In case you were wondering, I requested an audience with the king. Normally, I wouldn’t have a hope of getting to see him, but I knew that bringing a human down here would give me a fast track pass to the royal room.”

      Seconds later, the blonde man returned and gestured us toward a corridor. My heart pounded as we swam. The corridor became smaller and smaller until we were swimming through no more than a tunnel. At first, I thought a trick was being played on us, and we’d end up coming to a dead end. But then, it opened out into the most beautiful room I’d ever seen in my life.

      It reminded me of an aquarium my parents had taken me to as a child. I’d begged my mother and father to be able to go out onto the sea so many times, that they’d finally taken me to Trifork’s biggest aquarium as a compromise. It was the only time I’d seen my mother around sea creatures and not be scared. Knowing what I knew now, it was because she felt at home there, and the sea witch couldn’t get her. The biggest attraction at the aquarium was a long glass tunnel that wound through the actual tank, so it felt like you were underwater without having to get wet. I was mesmerized by how perfect everything looked. That is what this room looked like. The sand covering the floor was pristine, the coral decorating the walls, a perfect pink color, and the fish that swam through it were the most beautiful kinds such as neon blue angelfish, orange and black striped clownfish, and beautiful purple fish with fanlike tails. It was as if it had been curated that way. I looked up to see that we were in the very center of the palace, the part that ended up in a point. Small windows let in shafts of light and at the very top was a cage. Inside the cage, which took up about two-thirds of the space in this grand hall was a shark, a massive white shark about four times the length of me with a huge set of monstrous looking teeth. Ari shook my hand violently to bring my attention back from the terrifying shark above us. There in front of us was a sight so much worse, a sight that chilled me to my core. It was my grandfather, and boy, did he look mad.
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Chapter twenty two
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      My grandfather’s voice boomed out, echoing off the walls and sending the shark above into a tizzy. Long, white hair fanned out behind him, and his long, silver-white beard was tied at the front with a gold cord, stopping it from floating up in front of his face. His tail was bright green, much brighter than any of the other merpeople’s tails and had a luminescence about it that was right at home in this beautiful room. I wondered for a second if my mother’s tail was the same color before she lost it to the sea witch. I had no idea what he was saying, so I followed what would be protocol in my own palace and bowed deeply to him.

      His laugh was not something that needed a translator. It was so loud, the walls around us shook. All I could think was that if he laughed any harder, the shark’s cage was going to fall down.

      “The land dweller bows at my feet,” he said. I could understand him now, but his voice sounded strange underwater. He was speaking in my language for my benefit, although why my bowing down to him would be considered funny was anyone’s guess.

      “I’m guessing you are here because you want my help. It doesn’t surprise me that the king of Trifork would send a young girl to do his dirty work, but I consider it exceptionally disrespectful of him not to come himself. Land dwellers are trash, and so, my girl, are you.”

      Anger bubbled up within me. Who did he think he was? I’d not opened my mouth to speak to him, and he’d already pegged me as trash. It took everything I had not to swim right up to him and tell him exactly who he was calling trash. The heir to the throne of Trifork and more importantly, the heir to the throne here. Ok, it wasn’t just moral indignance that stopped me. The fact I could barely swim, and the knowledge that if I let go of Ari’s hand, I wouldn’t be able to breathe underwater were also contributing factors.

      Ari spoke to him in their weird language. I couldn’t understand a word of what they were saying, but I could tell by the way the king spoke, that it wasn’t going well.

      “What’s going on?” I asked, panicking, but Ari didn’t answer. He was too busy arguing with the king.

      After what seemed like an eternity, Ari began to tug at my hand.

      “Where are we going?” I asked, using all the force I could muster to pull against him. It was no use, he was so much stronger than me, and my swimming ability was practically nonexistent, to say the least. “Stop!”

      “We can’t stop, not unless you want to be that shark’s lunch.”

      “You’re joking, right?”  I asked, letting him pull me now.

      “Do you want to hang around to find out?”

      We swam quickly through the tunnel back to the entrance of the palace, and as we exited the main door, three women swam past us. Three gorgeous women with vibrant green tails and hair the exact shade as my own. Without a doubt, these were some of my mother’s sisters, but Ari didn’t stop, not even for a second. He must have really believed the threat my grandfather issued. He didn’t stop until we were at the water’s edge. I pulled myself out and dried myself off the best I could on the sweater I’d left there, before pulling it over my head.

      The way my grandfather had treated us went around and round in my head as Ari did a few flips in the water before he too pulled himself back onto the land.

      I knew it was going to happen before it did, but I still wasn’t prepared for the sickening sounds Ari’s body made as his tail turned into legs. Nor could I get over the horrifying expression of pain on his face. When he was completely changed, he lay panting on the wet sand.

      Turning from human to merman and back again was going to end up killing him.

      As gently as I could, I wiped the excess moisture from his legs, dabbing them rather than rubbing, but with each touch, no matter how delicate, he cried out in pain. His skin looked angry and sore, like someone had rubbed sandpaper all over it, and as he turned to take the trousers from my hand, I could see the agony etched into every line on his face.

      The walk back to the palace was a slow one. Although much stronger and faster than me underwater, Ari was walking much slower here on land. He didn’t say anything, but I could tell that it was much worse for him now than it had been previously. I was almost having to pull him along in the sand to get him to move at all.

      The beach was so crowded with people now, that it was inevitable that someone would spot us. My red hair was hardly discrete, and so it was the palace guards who ran out to meet us. As soon as I let go of Ari, he collapsed onto the sand.

      With help from the guards, we managed to get Ari back to the palace.

      My father was waiting for me in the grand hall.

      “There you are!” he said, looking excited. “What’s the matter with him?”

      I turned to the guards holding Ari. “Please take him to the infirmary and get the nurse to look at his legs.”

      Ari was in too much pain to protest. I wasn’t even sure he heard me through it.

      “Actually, it was that chap of yours I wanted to speak to,” my father cut in. “He seemed so knowledgeable about the mermaid city that I thought I’d ask him some questions.”

      I watched the guards carrying Ari away. It felt like part of my heart was going with him. “Not tonight, father,” I mumbled. “He’s not well. Maybe he’ll feel well enough to help you in the morning.”

      “Oh, damn shame. Henry has managed to call in some of our ships that were already out at sea when the tide went out. We are going to strike tomorrow. I was hoping he’d have some advice.”

      My mouth dropped open in shock, but before I had time to say anything, Henry came out of the conference room and pulled my father away.

      I wandered down to the infirmary, my head reeling. I’d had a bad experience in Havfrue, but that didn’t mean I wanted it destroyed. Ari had mentioned that they were ready if we attacked, so did that mean they would attack back?

      It didn’t bear thinking about and all this because of a twenty-year-old grudge from an old crone who just happened to know magic.

      Ari was barely conscious when I got to the infirmary. He was lying on a bed with his legs exposed. They looked even worse than they had at the beach. They were scaly and covered in some kind of cream.

      “The nurse put it on,” he said sleepily when he saw what I was looking at. “It’s supposed to help burns. I told her I hadn’t been burned, but she didn’t know what else to do.”

      I looked around the room to see if Lucy was around. I didn’t want her overhearing what I had to say next. It was only after I’d made sure that she was completely gone that I realized that she wouldn’t hear us anyway.

      I sighed and lowered my head until it came to a rest on Ari’s chest. He ran his hand through my hair lightly, giving me goosebumps.

      “Has the cream helped?” I asked, gazing down at his legs. They still looked so sore. I wasn’t surprised the nurse thought he was burned.

      “Not really, but the pills she gave me to sleep are doing a great job.”

      I sat up and looked down at his face. He was wearing a sloppy grin and looked almost drunk. His eyelids were drooping.

      “My father is planning to destroy Havfrue tomorrow morning,” I said to him. “They’ve brought in some of our ships.”

      Ari giggled. “Have they really.”

      I nodded, knowing that none of this was sinking in. Whatever the nurse had given to him was strong stuff. He closed his eyes. I waited for him to reopen them, but he was already asleep.

      I really hoped the cream on his legs would help, but I doubted it. They looked like they were dying. Thinking of the sea witch and how unfair she was, I thought maybe they were.

      With a heavy heart, I left the hospital wing and headed slowly upstairs to my room. I was so tired, but everything was buzzing around in my brain. Ari was hurt, his home would soon be destroyed, and he was completely out of it in the infirmary.

      I’d just reached my bedroom door when my mother apprehended me.

      “I’m not even going to get angry,” my mother said evenly. I turned to her and tried to keep focus. She sounded resigned to everything now. She’d hidden from this mess for over twenty years and now that it had all caught up with her, she’d completely given up. “Just tell me this. Did my father mention me?”

      “I didn’t tell him who I was,” I replied. “I didn’t think you’d want me to.”

      I waited for her to tell me she hadn’t wanted me to go to see him in the first place, but she didn’t. She nodded her head and then pulled me into a hug.

      “You are going to be the death of me, you know that?”

      “I’m sorry, mama.” I was, but I knew it was an empty apology. What I’d done today was bad, but after hearing what my father was about to do, not to mention the pain that Ari was in, I was planning something so much worse.
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Chapter twenty three
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      Any plans I was formulating on how to deal with the situation had to be put on hold as Hayden barreled through my door just minutes after my mother had left.

      “What do you think you are doing?” I demanded. “This is my room. You can’t just walk in here.”

      “Why not? I’ve never had to wait for an invitation in the past.”

      The way he spoke, his lips pulled back in a sneer, I could tell he was angry.

      “Because things were different then.”

      They were too. All the times that Hayden had been in my room, and there had been many, were innocent. Just a couple of friends hanging out together. Just as recently as a couple of weeks ago, I wouldn’t have questioned Hayden walking into my room without asking. Now it seemed wrong somehow.

      He sat on the bed, just as he had always done, and picked up the unicorn Ari had been picking at. “Why are they different, Erica?” His voice was full of venom. No wonder Astrid was feeling miserable if Hayden was behaving the same way with her too.

      “They just are,” I answered lamely. Things had changed because of Ari, and we both knew it.

      “They just are,” Hayden repeated back slowly. I watched as he began to pull the stitching from the unicorn. It wasn’t deliberate; it was almost as though he was doing it in a trance. The poor unicorn wasn’t going to survive the week with all the stress people were feeling.

      “What is this all about, Hayden? Why are you so angry all of a sudden?”

      He stopped picking at the stitches and looked up at me. “Don’t you know? How is it possible that we have been friends for so long, and you don’t know the first damn thing about me?”

      “No, I don’t know. You’ve been acting like an ass for days. Poor Astrid is upset, and you won’t tell either of us what the matter is.”

      He stood up, throwing the unicorn onto the bed. He strode over to me and grabbed my shoulders forcefully. I sucked in my breath quickly, thinking he was going to hit me, but he drew me in towards him and kissed me violently, crushing my lips with his. Before I had any time to react, he turned around and marched out of the door leaving me alone and shell-shocked.

      It took me a good few minutes to get my breathing back to its regular pace and try to comprehend what just happened.

      I ran to my door and looked out. Hayden was nowhere to be seen. Without bothering to put any shoes on, I dashed down the corridor and down the stairs. I caught up with him arguing with the guard at the doorway to the balcony outside.

      “Please let us through,” I said to the guard sweetly. “I promise we won’t go far.”

      The guard gave me an odd look, but he let the pair of us pass. Hayden stomped out onto the balcony and down the stairs to the promenade. He was like a small boy having a temper tantrum.

      “Hayden, wait.” I tried to keep up with him, my bare feet cold on the paved surface.

      He turned to me, his face as dark as thunder.

      “I’m going with my father tomorrow. He is riding a few miles up the coast to where the sea is unaffected, and there, he’ll meet his ships. Then, we will rid Trifork of those abominations.”

      Inside, I was seething. Who was he to call Ari and his kind abominations?

      “Up until a few days ago, you didn’t even know that merpeople existed.”

      “Well, I do now,” he huffed.

      I glared at him, unable to comprehend where all this was coming from. Hayden was usually the most inclusive person I knew. I hated the words I knew were about to come out of my mouth, but I shouted them anyway. “You are doing this because of Ari. This has nothing to do with anyone else. You are jealous of him. I just don’t understand why. What has happened that you suddenly care who I’m with?”

      “How could you possibly choose someone like him over me?” He shot back. “He’s not even human for goodness sake.”

      I tried keeping my voice low and even. I didn’t want everyone overhearing this conversation, not my half anyway. I was pretty sure the people in the next kingdom could hear Hayden. “I didn’t choose anyone over you. You’ve never shown any interest in me. You’ve been dating Astrid for months. I thought you were happy with her. You certainly seemed like it. You never shut up about her.”

      He sighed and sucked in his breath as though I was being deliberately stupid.

      “How can you say I’ve never shown any interest in you? I spent every day with you. Every single day for years!”

      “We were friends,” I countered, beginning to feel angry myself now. My lips felt bruised where he had kissed them.

      “Friends?” he laughed, though it wasn’t a laugh of mirth. He sat on the low wall, his back to the rocks and the sand.

      I walked over to where he was sitting and sat beside him, not quite daring to sit too closely for fear of how he’d take it.

      “Yes, friends. How was I supposed to know that you liked me in that way? You never said anything.”

      “I kissed you.”

      I wracked my brains to the last time he’d kissed me. “That was in fifth grade. We were children.”

      He hung his head low.

      “What about Astrid?” I asked him.

      “I only dated her, so you’d be jealous. I acted all happy around you, so you’d want me.”

      “I was happy for you both. I thought you were too.”

      “Well, that’s just great. You were happy for us both.”

      He looked so lost and yet so angry. I’d never seen him like this before. I wanted to rant and rave at him. It was hardly my fault that he’d not worked up the courage to tell me how he felt. We’d known each other for years, and his proclamation of us spending every day together, while not exactly true, wasn’t that far off the mark. We did spend an inordinate amount of time together.

      Instead of shouting I placed my hand on his. “I’m sorry. Maybe if you’d have told me sooner, things would have been different, but the truth is, you have Astrid, and she really loves you.”

      “And you are dating a sea monster.”

      I chose to let that one slide. “I’m dating Ari, yes.”

      I waited for Hayden to speak, but he didn’t. He kept his eyes straight down at the ground.

      “What can I do?” I asked gently.

      “You can leave him. Leave him and stop this thing.”

      I wondered if by this thing, he meant the war between the kings of Havfrue and Trifork.

      My thoughts turned to what Ari had told me about the two of us being bonded. I couldn’t leave him if I wanted to, and I really didn’t want to. To pretend otherwise, even to stop a war, would be unfair to Hayden.

      “I can’t do that Hayden. I’m sorry. I love him.”

      Almost immediately, I knew it was the wrong thing to say. He ripped his hand from mine and stood up.

      “Well, I hope you had the chance to say goodbye to him because after tomorrow, he won’t exist anymore. My father will see to it.” He stormed off leaving me alone once again. I guess no one had told him that Ari was in the hospital wing in the palace, not that it mattered. Hayden and his father were still going to either kill or be killed tomorrow. It only made me more determined to set out to put my plan into action tonight. First, I needed to get changed. I headed back up the stairs quickly. Just as I was about to head back into the palace, I caught the outline of someone in the shadows. Someone who didn’t want to be seen. They were weeping softly. I could have imagined it, but I was sure I saw a hint of green hair.

      After everything that had happened with Hayden, once I got changed, I headed down to the infirmary. I needed to see Ari, even though I knew he’d be sleeping. I needed his presence beside me as I decompressed from the massive fall out with Hayden. I stayed for a few hours, watching him sleep, the rise and fall of his chest beneath the covers. In the short space of the time that I’d known him, he’d become everything to me. No one, not even Hayden, would spend his life in pain just to be with me. I wouldn’t want him to either, just like I didn’t want Ari to. Enough was enough. Too many lives had been impacted by the sea witch’s actions already, and even though my grandfather treated me like dirt when I went to warn him, tomorrow the whole of Havfrue would be blown to smithereens if I didn’t do something quickly.

      Just after midnight, I slipped away from the infirmary, gently kissing Ari’s cheek before I left. He didn’t stir. I slipped off my mother’s necklace, the ruby of Havfrue and left it on his bedside table. I knew it was the only thing I had to keep me safe from the witch but keeping safe wasn’t my main agenda. Whatever drugs the nurse had administered to Ari had sent him into a deep sleep which was just as well. I didn’t want him waking and trying to stop me.

      There were more guards than I thought there would be on the shorefront, but it was a cloudy night, and the moon kept disappearing behind them, pitching us all into darkness. I just had to wait until one of the clouds hovered in front of the moon before making a dash for it. I ran as fast as my feet would carry me, doing my best to dodge rocks and slippery seaweed. Ari had pointed out where the sea witch lived, to the left of Havfrue. I didn’t need to worry about swimming to her, I only had to dip my toes in the ocean near her cave, to have her come to find me. The water sounded so gentle as tiny waves lapped at my feet, that it was almost impossible to imagine the horror of what I was about to face.

      At the sea line, I strode purposefully into the ocean, waiting for the blackness to appear. I wouldn’t see it. It was so dark out that all the ocean looked black, but I knew she would come, and when she did, I’d be able to breathe underwater. At least, that’s what I told myself as I allowed my body to slip below the briny surface.

      It didn’t take long. Less than twenty seconds after submerging myself, I felt the strong current pulling me away from the shore. Another few seconds, and I was breathing quite normally under the water. A tentacle wrapped itself around my arm, terrifying me as it pulled me through the water. This was no octopus, though. This was the sea witch.

      Her cave looked the same as it had the last time I’d been there, but this time, I knew I wasn’t going to escape. I’d already decided that tonight was the night I was going to die, and I’d made my peace with it.

      The greenish purple walls looked even more eerie, knowing that this was to be my final resting place.

      “I didn’t expect you to come here again,” the sea witch eyed me up as she let go of my arm. Her eyes darted down to where the necklace had been around my neck, and I noticed she kept her distance.

      “I’m not here to hurt you. I’m here to surrender myself. This is what it’s always been about. Right from the very start, you wanted me. Well, now you have me.” I made a step toward her, but she kicked off the ground using her tentacles and floated backward, kicking up some sand as she did.

      Her brows drew together. “Why?” she asked, keeping a safe distance from me. Her hair, or should I say Astrid’s hair floated about her, the only beautiful part she had. I wondered what part of me she’d steal. Maybe all of me. I pushed the thought to the back of my head.

      “I’ll give myself to you on a couple of conditions,” I announced keeping still so as not to shock her.

      She arched a brow. “What conditions?”

      “Firstly, I’m here in payment for my mother’s legs. She promised you her firstborn, and here I am. Now that you have me, I want you to stay clear of Trifork and any of my family. I want my brother to be able to swim freely in the ocean in a way that I never was.”

      “Some would say that would be a fair swap and no other conditions should be attached,” she mused aloud.

      “Maybe, but you’ve hurt a lot of people, and even though I haven’t known you to play fair, I think you believe that one exchange deserves another. You took Astrid’s hair without giving her anything in return. By your own rules, you owe her something.”

      I had no idea if this was true. She’d certainly demanded something back from my mother and had swapped with Ari – his voice for his legs. I had a feeling that there was an interest in fairness within her somewhere.

      I could feel my heart beating rapidly beneath my breast. Issuing demands to a sea witch was one of the hardest things I’d ever had to do. But knowing that I was planning on ending my life here, being strong and standing my ground was easier than I expected it to be.

      “Secondly, I want you to put the water back. The people of Havfrue and the people of Trifork have not wronged you. If you leave the water out, they are planning on war. I don’t want anyone else being hurt. You have to leave the city of Havfrue alone. You’ve caused enough damage there.”

      She nodded.

      “Finally, I want you to stop the pain in Ari’s legs and give him his voice back.”

      “You are asking a lot, young lady. What makes you think that you are worth it?”

      I’d been thinking about it a lot ever since she’d been scared by the necklace. My grandfather was a powerful man—the most powerful man in the ocean. When his eldest daughter came to her all those years ago, it must have been a dream come true for the witch. A young woman full of the power of the ocean, willing to give her anything she wanted in exchange for legs. She could have taken anything, but knowing that she would live a long time, to get someone even younger with the same royal power, she had decided to wait for the princess to have a baby. A baby, she could watch grow and feed off her power. When the time was right, she’d steal her body parts and use them for her own. Then, and only then, she would be equal to the king.

      “You cannot beat the king without me. I know you’ve tried. You might have been able to do it with my mother, but your magic doesn’t work like that. You can’t take without giving. Well, you gave my mother her legs; you can take me without consequences.”

      Of course, there would be consequences, but not to her magic. I knew what I was doing would risk the town of Havfrue. If she used me to become all powerful and try to take over, I’d only be swapping one problem for the king for another.

      What the sea witch didn’t know was that I had no powers. She’d seen me with the necklace and believed it was me that controlled it. But the truth of the matter was, the necklace was powerful without my help. I hadn’t done anything the last time I’d been here. The necklace had worked all on its own. By the time the witch figured that out, the water would be back to where it should be, and Ari would no longer be in pain. At least, that was the plan.

      The sea witch nodded her head again as she circled around me. The weird water in her cave seemed to have no effect on her as she swam through it, keeping an eye on me.

      “Ok,” she said, accepting my offer. “You ask a lot of me, but you are right. I’ve taken without giving, and that is unacceptable to me. I will do everything that you ask, but first, you must remove that necklace.”

      I pulled my shirt down slightly to show her that I was no longer wearing it. “I left it back at the palace.”

      The way she looked at me sent shivers down my spine. Her eyes crinkled up at the edges in glee as she realized I was completely helpless against her.

      She waved her hands about, disturbing the water around her, sending ripples through it that tickled my cheeks. I felt the magic force all around me, but I had no way of knowing just what magic she’d done.

      “I’ve done everything you asked,” she said once the magical disturbance died down. “Now, come to me.”

      “I need to see it for myself first,” I demanded.

      She wrapped a tentacle around my arm and pulled me up through the hole in the ceiling to the surface. Even with the night being as dark as it was, it was easy to see the reflections in the water of the palace lights, and of the other buildings that were dotted along the shorefront.

      “There you have it,” she said, a tone of amusement in her voice. “The sea is back to normal. Your boyfriend is the same. He’ll be pain-free by tomorrow morning. I have also given him his voice back. I believe that’s everything you asked. More than you asked for even.”

      I nodded. I’d saved my family. I’d saved Ari. The people of Havfrue would still have to deal with her, but she wouldn’t be any more powerful than she was now, no matter what parts of me she took. In the eighteen years I’d been alive, I’d shown no promise of having any magic. I was sure to be a huge disappointment to her, and that’s what I was gambling on. I closed my eyes as the witch pulled me back beneath the surface. Back inside her cave, I stood and waited for whatever she had in store for me.

      The shock on her face was evident. I think she was waiting for some kind of trick that never came.

      “You really came here to give yourself to me? I was expecting a fight.”

      I nodded slowly, suddenly feeling the enormity of what I’d done. I slowly took a step towards her, my arms outstretched in front of me.

      A menacing smile erupted on her lips as I closed the gap between us.

      “There is just one more piece of magic I’d like you to perform,” I said, taking a step backward. What with everything else I’d asked for, I’d almost forgotten the most important bit of all. “This magic is not to rectify something you have done. It’s...it’s a favor to me.”

      She laughed, but I could see she was intrigued. I was pretty sure she’d do it for me. She had nothing to gain by not doing so.

      “Ari and I are bonded. I want you to cut the bond, so he may live after I die.”

      I saw her thinking it through. “Why would I do that? It will benefit me in no way.”

      “I’m giving myself to you, all of me. You don’t need Ari. You took his voice and didn’t use it. You barely used any of the crew of the Erica Rose. You want to be beautiful.”

      “It’s a shame,” she mused taking a step toward me and running her hands through my fiery red hair. “I’d have preferred this color, but it would be such a shame to waste this beautiful blonde hair I already have. I’ll take your legs, of course. Tentacles are handy for getting around the ocean, but oh, so cumbersome on land.”

      “On land?” I was taken aback. As far as I knew, she was unable to go on land.

      Her eyelashes fluttered as she laughed at me. “Why, of course, child. With your legs and your lungs, I’ll be whole again and finally able to fulfill my destiny.”

      My eyes narrowed as I took in her words. “What do you mean?”

      “Why, you don’t think I like living here in this cesspit of a cave, do you?” Her face contorted to a picture of evil amusement.

      “Do you really think this place is a fitting home for someone as powerful as I?” Her cackle somehow echoed around the cavern despite it being filled with water. It really was some strange magic. “The king banished me from Havfrue years ago, and although I do still pop in from time to time, I am unable to stay long, thanks to his magic. The closest place I could find was this cave, but I deserve better than this and with my new body, I mean to get it. The king of Havfrue is, unfortunately, a much stronger opponent than I can handle in my old age, but the king of Trifork, well, he has no magic, does he? Taking over on land should be a snap.”

      I stared at her in horror. “You can’t!”

      “My dear, of course, I can. You asked me to spare Havfrue. You said nothing about Trifork. Who is going to stop me? Not your boyfriend. He will die along with you. I’m so glad you told me that the pair of you were bonded. It will make it so much easier.”

      I stepped back again, but this time with good reason. I’d gone to the old hag in good faith, but she had never played fair, and it didn’t look like she was about to start now.

      “Don’t run, deary,” she called mockingly. “There’s nowhere to go.”

      With a smirk on her face, she swam up to me and grabbed me by the arm. Despite her age, her strength was exceptional. Out of nowhere, she produced a knife which she held up with her other hand right in front of my eyes so I could see it. A flash of purple ran through it. This was no ordinary knife. It contained magic.

      “Now, my beautiful darling, I’ll take those legs of yours. In a few minutes, you won’t be needing them anymore.”
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      I screamed as she lowered the knife down to the top of my thigh. This time, though, no sound came out. The strange underwater atmosphere had changed perceptively. We were now in real water. Real water where I couldn’t talk, walk normally, and most importantly, breathe.

      Salt water filled my mouth as I writhed to pull myself from her grip. In my panic, I couldn’t see what she was doing, but I could feel it. A sharp stinging sensation hit me as she ran the sharp blade through my trousers and across the skin of my thigh. If I could have cried out, I would have. The pain was intense, but I couldn’t make any noise as I struggled to pull myself away from the knife.

      I couldn’t hear her speaking either, but I could see the expression on her face. It left no doubt that she was laughing manically as she tore through my flesh. Blood—my blood— clouded my vision, and I honestly thought I was going to pass out. Dizziness engulfed me, and without being able to take deep breaths to quell it, it took everything I had not to succumb to the darkness.

      “Ari!” I shouted as loudly as I could in my mind. He was the only one who’d ever been able to hear me this way, but he was a mile away, tucked up in bed after consuming drugs to help him sleep. Even if by some amazing miracle I managed to drag him from his drug-induced slumber, there was not a chance in a million years he’d be fast enough to get to me. Not now. My time left was counting down in seconds rather than minutes, and yet, I still yelled his name. I wanted him to know that it he was the subject of my final thoughts.

      The water all around me was now bright red. My own blood had clouded it so much, I couldn’t even see the witch in front of me, but I could still feel her strong grip on my arm and the knife digging into my flesh.

      My eyes felt heavy as unconsciousness began to creep in, brought on by a lack of oxygen. Darkness pressed down on me and I knew I should let myself succumb to it. Anything was better than the excruciating agony that was now running through my leg.

      I’d come here completely expecting it to be my last act ever, but it had backfired on me. In wanting to save the people of Trifork and my own family, I’d inadvertently made things so much worse for them. With every ounce of the energy left to me, I fought against her, but like a mouse fighting a lion, I had no chance of winning. The best I could hope for would be to inflict some pain as my life ended. I grabbed her hand and forced the knife backward hoping to strike her. A deathly scream told me I’d hit my mark, but it was too late to save me. I was already dying.

      I blinked, ready to take my last look when there was a flash of something in front of me. The water all around us displaced quickly, and the pressure on my arm let up as the witch let go of me. Another great swish of water sent me hurtling backward and down to the seabed.

      My leg felt like it was on fire, but the shock of the sudden movement had me opening my eyes widely, trying to make sense of what was going on.

      Huge white teeth cut through meat in front of me sending another plume of red into the water. All I could see around me was blood. My own?

      I closed my eyes, ignoring the currents of water pulsating around me and finally gave in to the darkness.

      I felt movement. Either water was whooshing past me, or I was being pulled through it. I didn’t have the energy to open my eyes to see which it was. I had never felt so dizzy and sick in my life, but somewhere in the back of my mind, I wondered if it was Ari who was pulling me through the ocean.

      “I love you,” I murmured in my mind, but I was either too out of it, or he hadn’t heard me because there was no response.

      I was aware I was breathing again, although I could feel that I was still underwater. I drifted in and out of consciousness, neither knowing nor caring where I was going. After a while, the feeling of being pulled through water abated, and I was laid down gently.

      “Ari!” I shouted his name, but my voice sounded strange as though I was in a chamber of some kind. My throat hurt, and I could taste the salt in it. I was also aware that I was no longer underwater. The air around me was stale and smelled fishy, but at least, I was breathing again, really breathing, not aided by magic. My leg throbbed as I tried to pull myself back to full consciousness. I could definitely smell and hear, although the noises around me felt distant and strange. I could also feel and knew I wasn’t in a normal bed. It felt like I was on a beach. A cold beach. There was definitely sand beneath me. But opening my eyes to see was a struggle. I felt like I was trying to claw my way out of a dark pit.

      “Don’t fight it. You need to heal, to sleep.” I felt a damp cloth graze over my forehead. The voice was calming. Whoever had spoken was obviously taking care of me, but I didn’t recognize the woman’s voice. With everything that had happened to me, being incapacitated in a strange place with someone I didn’t know made me feel even worse.

      “Where is Ari?” I mumbled, my voice tight with the salt caking my throat. I should be asking for a drink to wash it down.

      “I don’t know, honey, but you’ve been calling for him in your sleep.”

      I had? I wanted to ask her who she was, where I was, but exhaustion was winning the battle. Wherever I was, I knew I was safe. Without opening my eyes, I allowed myself to drift into unconsciousness.

      When I awoke, maybe hours, maybe days later, I felt so much better. My leg still hurt like hell, but opening my eyes wasn’t the struggle it had been.

      I found myself in the strangest room. The walls were made of the most beautiful pink coral, and the floor was a bed of pristine sand on which I was currently lying. It looked and sounded like I was underwater, but I could breathe normally. It wasn’t the weird breathable water of the witch’s cave, but real oxygen. And yet, I’d never seen a place like this above the water. I pulled myself into a sitting position to try and get a better look at my surroundings to work out where I was, but as I did, pain flooded through me. I gasped, looking down at my leg. Someone had bandaged it tightly, but I could still see a few spots of red where my blood had seeped through. I gritted my teeth until the pain subsided and then looked around the room again. Apart from myself, the room was empty.

      “Hello,” I cried out, my voice straining.

      Less than a minute later, a woman walked in. Actually, she pulled herself in by her hands as she had no legs to walk on, only a breathtaking iridescent pink tail that trailed in the sand behind her.

      “I’m sorry,” she huffed as she pulled herself over to my side. “I’m not used to this.”

      She nodded down to her tail “I’ve always swum before. This is new.”

      She was stunningly beautiful with long red hair so much like my own and a face that looked eerily similar to my mothers.

      “You are one of the king’s daughters,” I observed, recognizing her. I’d seen her in passing the last time I was here with Ari.

      “Yes. My name is Adella,” she smiled pleasantly pouring me a glass of water, which she handed to me. I took it and drank it down greedily, thankful I was finally able to rid myself of the salt clogging my throat. She poured me another glass which I also downed quickly.

      “My father made that for you. He desalinated it.”

      “Desalinated?”

      “He took the salt out. You land dwellers don’t do well with saltwater. Can I ask you a question?”

      She looked at me in a strange way. I had an idea what she was going to ask. I nodded my head.

      “Are you Anaitis’ daughter? You look so much like her. Your hair...”

      “My hair is just like yours. I am her daughter. You must be one of her sisters.”

      She gave a small laugh, little more than a puff of breath. “I never thought I’d see any child of hers. I’m so glad that I have, although I would have liked to meet you under better circumstances. Are you an only child?”

      I shook my head. “I have a younger brother, but he’s not allowed in the ocean. My mother was always worried that the sea witch would take him...and me.”

      Adella took my hand and smiled widely. Tears pooled at the corners of her eyes as she spoke. “You don’t need to worry about the sea witch anymore.”

      “She’s dead?” I asked, not daring to hope it was true.

      “The king has been desperate to stop the sea witch for a long time, but there are laws here. He has known for a while that she has been up to no good, but until last night, he had no proof. She preyed on the people that she knew wouldn’t tell the king. That’s how she’s managed to keep what she’s been up to under wraps for so long.”

      “So, my grandfather killed her?”

      “He saw what the witch was going to do to you, so he set his pet on her.”

      I thought back to the fearsome shark in the cage above the king’s head in the throne room. It certainly explained all the blood I saw. It wasn’t all from my leg after all. It was the blood of the sea witch.

      “I thought the king hated me,” I mumbled.

      “He did. He hates all land dwellers, but then something about you changed his mind.”

      “What?”

      Her face brightened. “I saw you when you came to see him yesterday. There was something about you. Of course, you caused a sensation by just being here with legs instead of a tail. There was an uproar, but it was only after you had gone that I put two and two together.

      “I went to father with my assumption about who you were. He took a lot of convincing, but then he came around to the idea that you might be his granddaughter.

      “When one of the guards spotted you walking across the sand and told him, he decided to see where you went. I think he was surprised to see you heading straight toward the sea witch’s cave.”

      “What happened?” I asked. “I don’t even remember seeing him there.”

      “He heard what you said to her, about how you wanted Havfrue protected, along with Trifork. I think that’s what finally convinced him who you were.”

      I had wanted Havfrue saved. It was my ancestral home, and even though I couldn’t breathe underwater, I did feel at home here.

      There was something missing though. I now knew it was my grandfather and not Ari who had brought me back here, but I was surprised he hadn’t come looking for me.

      “Where is Ari?” I asked.

      Adella cocked her head to the side. “Ari? The boy you’ve been talking about in your sleep?”

      “My boyfriend.” It was the first time I’d called him that. It felt weird saying it to this stranger, but how else could I describe him?

      “Is that the boy you came here with yesterday?”

      I nodded

      “I’m afraid I haven’t seen him. There’s a good chance he won’t know you are here unless you told him where you were going. Even then, unless he saw the king save you, he wouldn’t know where to look for you.”

      Everything she said made sense. Of course, Ari didn’t know where I was. He had no reason to think that I’d be in the King of Havfrue’s castle.

      “How long will I have to stay here?” I asked, thinking that I’d go straight home and tell everyone where I was. It wasn’t just Ari that would be worried. My parents would too.

      “You need to rest. You got hurt pretty badly and need time to heal. The king has used his magic to provide a room of oxygen for you. In a couple of days, he will take you back to your own land himself.”

      “A couple of days!” I blurted, pulling myself up quickly. A slice of pain shot through me, making me whimper.

      “Yes. A couple of days. We will do what we can to heal you using our healing balms, but they take time.”

      I lay myself back as she gently removed the bandage on my thigh. She applied some green goop which soothed my painful skin and then rebandaged it.

      “Please, will you go to Trifork, to the palace and tell them that I’m alright?”

      Her eyes widened as she took in what I was asking of her.

      “I can’t do that,” she answered fearfully.

      “You have to,” I begged. “My family will be out looking for me. You know my parents are the king and queen. They already have half the navy called back to Trifork. They were going to use the ships to blow up Havfrue. Now,  they won’t, but they will use them to come looking for me. Do you really want hundreds of ships above Havfrue, because here is the first place they will look for me.”

      She closed her eyes, inhaling a deep breath. “You don’t understand what you are asking of me.”

      “I’m only asking you to swim a mile and tell someone where I am. It doesn’t have to be your sister. You could tell one of the guards outside the palace.”

      “I’ll do what I can,” she conceded, “But you have to rest up. That leg isn’t going to heal by itself.”

      She finished bandaging me up and then pulled herself back through the door the way she had come. As I watched her leave, I saw a rippling effect at the doorway that I’d not noticed before. Beyond the doorway was water, only held back by magic.

      I lay back and waited

      The two days Adella promised me I’d be here became three, dragging on for what felt like an eternity. On the morning of the third day, Adella came to let me know that the king was on his way to see me. Since the first day, she hadn’t been back. Instead, merpeople I assumed were palace servants brought me food and water. I was just about to ask her if she’d had the chance to go to my parent’s palace when my grandfather came floating in behind her.

      The king had such an imposing presence that I was surprised when he came into my room without making a sound. Unlike Adella who had been pulling herself into and out of the room, the king used magic, floating silently towards my makeshift bed on the sand. On seeing him, Adella bowed and left as quickly as she was able to.

      “Thank you for saving me,” I began, but he raised his hand to stop me.

      “I’ve been angry for a very long time,” he admitted, his voice booming, resonating around the strange underwater room. “But I came to realize with the help of Adella and my other daughters that it is not you that I’m angry with.”

      “My mother hates the fact that she has never been able to come home. She was terrorized by the sea witch and told that if she ever stepped foot in the ocean again, the sea witch would take her legs and her voice. She’s been afraid of the water ever since. I think she wanted to come home, she just couldn’t.”

      The old man turned his head away from me and brought his hand to his mouth as if he was crying. It was so incongruous to his fearsome persona to see him weeping. When he turned back, his eyes were dry, but the redness around the edges gave him away.

      “I could ask her to come visit,” I offered, “if you want her to, that is. I’m sure she would love to come home now that the sea witch is dead.”

      His mouth set in a hard line. “It is not just that. I have long since been wary of the land dwellers. Look how quick they were to declare war on us. She chose the land dwellers over us, and that is unacceptable.”

      I sat up and looked him straight in the eye. “She chose love. As her father, I would have thought you would want her to be happy.”

      He nodded his head slowly but didn’t answer.

      “I will take you back to the land. I believe you are well enough to travel now. Adella tells me that your leg is healing nicely.”

      I bent my leg at the knee. It still hurt, but not to the extent it had three days previously.

      “Adella has done a wonderful job. Please thank her for me.”

      He nodded his head and then, without asking, scooped me up and carried me through the door and out into the water.

      The journey back to the palace took almost no time at all, and my grandfather stopped by the small dock. One of the palace guards drew his sword and came running over to us.

      “Stop!” I yelled. “It’s me.”

      “Is this how all your people greet visitors?” asked my grandfather quietly in my ear. I was just about to answer him when my mother flew out of the house, her gray-streaked hair flying in the wind behind her.

      The guard stepped back to let her through, but she didn’t stop. With a leap, she dove headfirst into the water.

      When she surfaced, she flung her arms around me, holding me tight. I could hear her weeping.

      “I’m ok,” I murmured, once again, feeling terrible. Of all the people in the world I’d have to make this up to, my mother was at the top of my list. She stroked my dripping wet hair, burying my face in her shoulder, which shook with her sobbing.

      “Thank you for bringing her back,” she stammered between sobs. I couldn’t see my grandfather’s reaction, but I assumed he nodded because she invited him inside for tea.

      “It’s about time I told my husband who I really am.”

      My grandfather and the guard helped my mother and me out of the water. My grandfather didn’t need any help, He floated up using his magic, letting the ocean water drip off him. The guard’s eyes widened at this huge white-bearded man with a tail floating past him.

      “At least, this news is going to completely eclipse your wedding fiasco,” joked my mother.

      My grandfather began to laugh as I’d told him all about the wedding as we were swimming, but I had other things on my mind.

      “Where is Ari?” I asked her, looking around for him. “Is he still in the hospital wing?”

      “I don’t know, honey. He left three days ago. Before Adella came to tell me where you were, I thought he’d gone to look for you. He never came back.”
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      I raced up to the hospital wing even though my mother had just told me he’d already left.

      The bed he had been in was now freshly made. On the bedside cabinet beside it my mother’s necklace, the Havfrue ruby was exactly where I’d left it. It hadn’t been touched at all. I picked it up and slipped it around my neck as Lucy, the nurse entered.

      “You’re back!” she exclaimed in delight, making a beeline straight for me and wrapping me in her arms. “Have you spoken to your mother yet? She’s been beside herself with worry.”

      I told her I had. “What happened to Ari?” I asked, fingering the ruby around my neck. It was strange that he’d leave it there.

      “I don’t know. The day you disappeared, he just vanished.”

      “Vanished? He didn’t say where he was going?”

      Lucy shook her head. “I didn’t see him leave for him to say anything. Before your parents came to tell me about you, Ari had already gone. His bed was empty.”

      If he’d left before finding out I’d gone, why had he left? Was he in so much pain that he’d gone back to the sea without saying goodbye? Then, it occurred to me that he could have come to say goodbye and found my room empty.

      I thanked Lucy and dashed back outside. At the very edge of the rocks, the furthest point I could go to without getting wet, I shouted his name, both in my head and out loud. The only answer I got was the call of a couple of gulls. As I made my way back to the palace, I saw a large group of people gathering. Many of them had cameras. It looked like the press had already gotten wind of my grandfather’s visit. It didn’t take long for the news to spread. Ignoring them, I ran back inside the palace.

      I could hear my grandfather’s booming voice coming from the parlor. To my surprise, he, my mother, and my father were sitting eating scones and drinking tea.

      “If I’d have known how good scones were, I’d have come up on land years ago,” he laughed.

      They all seemed to be getting along so well. Who knew that decades of hatred could be brought down with a few pastries and some clotted cream?

      “I need help,” I said breathlessly, interrupting their little party. “I need someone to take me back into the ocean to find Ari.”

      My father’s eyebrows shot up. “Don’t tell me that he’s a merperson too? No wonder the lad knew a lot. What a week!”

      “I’ll take you,” my grandfather offered.

      My mother sat up in alarm. “I don’t want you to go yet. You only just got here.” She turned to me. “I’m sure your friend will be alright.”

      My grandfather stood up, or rather floated, out of his chair. “I’ll come back, Anaitis. You have my word.”

      My mother gave me a huge smile as my grandfather came to me. I’d made it up to her. I’d made everything up to her. Bringing her father back was worth all the stress I’d caused her. At least, I hoped it was. My mother and father walked us out to the promenade. As soon as we left the palace, the photographers at the other side of the fence began snapping pictures. Both my grandfather and my father waved. Even my mother cracked a smile at the reporters. Everyone was happy it seemed but me. Something had happened to Ari. I knew it. There was no way he’d just leave the palace. If he’d been in the water when the sea witch was hurting me, he’d have heard me crying out for him.

      My trepidation intensified as I jumped back into the water. Over the past couple of weeks, I’d learned enough to tread water until my grandfather lowered himself in. He touched my hand and I was able to breathe as we both dove under the surface. Being pulled along by my grandfather was no less exciting than when Ari did it, but it was much lonelier. My grandfather couldn’t hear me the way Ari could, and I couldn’t speak to him. I had no way to communicate with him beyond pointing. I had such difficulty remembering where the cave was but after an hour or so, I found the entrance. The cave was dark with only a few shafts of light pouring through. Even so, it was easy to see that Ari wasn’t there. He wasn’t in his small underwater house in Havfrue either. My grandfather, maybe in an attempt to make it up to me, took me along every coral-lined street in Havfrue to no avail. We asked around and found a few people who knew him, but no one had seen him for days. Eventually, we had to give up and head back to land.

      As we broke the surface near the dock, he turned and thanked me.

      “What for?” I asked, but I already knew. I’d righted a wrong that had happened twenty years ago. I’d reunited him with his eldest daughter. He took hold of the Havfrue Ruby around my neck.

      “You know, I gave this to your mother on her eighteenth birthday with the promise there was enough magic in it to grant her one wish. I cannot believe after all these years, she’s not found anything important to wish for.”

      “What do you mean?”

      He smiled and let the ruby go. “It still holds its magic. I can feel it. I guess the wish now belongs to you.”

      “If this holds a wish, why didn’t she wish for legs instead of visiting the sea witch? It would have saved us all a lot of trouble.”

      He nodded. “It would. Perhaps she didn’t realize just how powerful the Havfrue Ruby is...perhaps she didn’t want to use anything associated with me.”

      I kissed his cheek as he left me on the shore with the promise he’d be back to visit soon.

      I made my way up to my bedroom and flopped down on the bed. The pain in my leg was now only a dull ache, but I used it as an excuse to think about something other than Ari. My head had been full of nothing but thoughts of him for hours, wondering where he was. I poured myself a bath and pulled off the dressings that Adella had applied. My leg was almost healed. She’d done an amazing job. Whatever was in those sea herbs of hers certainly worked better than anything I’d seen used on land. A faint scar still showed, practically silver on the skin of my thigh where the sea witch had cut.

      However hard I tried not to worry about him, my thoughts turned back to Ari. If he’d decided to go back to the ocean, why wasn’t he at home? If he’d gone to the sea witch, he’d have found her gone. No matter how hard I tried to think of where he could be, I couldn’t come up with a plausible reason for him to disappear like that.

      I’d just finished shampooing my hair when I heard a knock on my bedroom door. I quickly rinsed off and wrapped a towel around myself. I should have dressed before opening the door, but somewhere in the back of my mind, I wondered if it was Ari, finally back from wherever he’d been. If I let him wait too long, he might leave again.

      I opened the door quickly. It wasn’t Ari. Astrid, her hair a mess of straggly green and contrasting red eyes ran past me without waiting for an invite.

      I’d seen Astrid upset before, but I’d never seen her cry. She just wasn’t the crying type. Snot dribbled down from her nose, and her cheeks were red and blotchy. In short, she looked a mess.

      I passed her a towel and sat next to her on the bed. I’d been so caught up in my own stuff, I’d not spared a thought for Astrid. The last few weeks had been tough on her. First with the public rejection of marriage to Hayden, then losing her beautiful hair. I didn’t know what had happened more recently to make her react the way she was, but I could hazard a guess.

      “Is this to do with Hayden?” I ventured. She nodded.

      “What has he done now?” The guy had been acting like a total ass the last time I saw him. If he’d been that way with me, I could only guess how he’d been with Astrid. He’d told me he was only dating her to get back at me.

      “He proposed to me.”

      Of all the words I expected to come out of her mouth, never in a million years would I have guessed those.

      “He asked you to marry him?”

      She nodded her head and wiped her nose at the same time.

      I knew I should be smiling and congratulating her, but after what he’d said to me the last time he’d seen me and the state of her now, I was rendered speechless.

      “I know he loves you,” she hiccupped. “I overheard you two talking the other night.”

      “I’m sorry,” I began, not knowing what else to say.

      “It’s okay,” she replied wistfully. “I don’t blame you for anything. It was apparent that you had no idea of his feelings any more than I did.” She sniffed again, so I handed her another tissue.

      “You said no to him, right?”

      “I said yes,” she replied with a small smile on her face. It was not the happiest of smiles. “I know what you are thinking. Why would I say yes, knowing that he doesn’t love me, knowing that he’s in love with someone else.”

      “I was wondering.”

      “He’s a good catch. His father is the admiral of the navy, and he’s a sea captain. He confessed everything after I confronted him and told me he wanted a second chance.”

      I tried wrapping my head around what she was telling me. He only confessed to her after she told him that she’d overheard everything he’d said to me. Would he have done that if she’d not heard anything? It wasn’t this that gave me pause, though. It was something else she’d said.

      “What do you mean sea captain? Hayden isn’t a sea captain.”

      She smiled again, this time a genuine smile full of happiness. I could see the pride in her face. “Actually, he is. He was offered the position a few days ago after volunteering to go out to sea and bomb Havfrue when the tide was way out. Not many men would do it, but Hayden was the first in line.”

      I hated him then. First in line to bomb Havfrue. It made me sick. He must have gone straight to his father after our little talk. After I’d told him that I was in love with Ari.

      “When did he propose?” I asked.

      “It was the morning after you disappeared, not that we knew that you’d disappeared at the time. He was on his way to his boat when I apprehended him. He didn’t have much time, he was on his way to handle some important mission, but he asked me to marry him.”

      Just hours after declaring his love for me, he’d proposed to Astrid. What a louse!

      “Do you really want to marry him, Astrid? After everything that you now know about him?”

      “I do. I really do. I know it’s not perfect, but I love him.”

      I knew how love can make you do crazy things. I was willing to give up my life for Ari, but I knew he loved me back...or at least, I thought he did. Now with him missing, I wasn’t so sure. Maybe I was as naive as Astrid was. Maybe we were both lovesick idiots together. Still, some of the things she said didn’t quite add up.

      “If you want to marry Hayden despite everything, why are you so upset? What are the tears for?”

      “He’s been gone for a few days. I haven’t seen him since the proposal. He told me he didn’t want to marry me the way I looked. He said I looked ghastly and that I should find someone to bleach my hair back blonde. I don’t know what to do. I was hoping I could somehow go to the sea witch and beg for my hair back, but I was just told that the sea witch is dead. I’m stuck with this forever.” She pulled a clump of hair up and let it fall again.

      I couldn’t believe Hayden would say such a thing, but the fact that Astrid still agreed to marry him was even more unbelievable. Astrid was a strong woman. What had Hayden done to her to make her want him so badly that common sense flew out the window?

      I desperately wanted to find Ari, but Astrid needed me more right now.

      “My mother employs hairdressers. I could ask one to come up and help with your hair, but before I do that, I think we need to talk.”

      Astrid gave me a grateful smile. I wondered if she’d still be so happy when I finished telling her what I thought.

      By the time the hairdresser arrived an hour later, Astrid had heard all I had to say. I’d always loved Hayden, but the way he was behaving right now was downright obnoxious, and I wasn’t about to let Astrid get herself caught up in whatever was going on with him.

      She listened. There were tears, but she took in everything I had to say. My heart almost broke for her as I spelled out what her life would be like married to someone who bossed her around and, worst of all, was only doing it to make someone else jealous.

      As the hairdresser got all her equipment out and laid it neatly on the bed, Astrid took a deep breath and nodded. This past week had been tough on her, and her strength had been zapped, but I saw the look of determination on her face as she followed the hairdresser into my en-suite bathroom.

      As I waited, I tried piecing together everything that she’d told me about Hayden. Not about his love for me. I already knew that. I needed to find out more about where he was. She’d told me he was in a rush when he left. He left the same day as Ari disappeared. I hated thinking it, but in the back of my mind, I wondered if Hayden had something to do with Ari’s disappearance.

      Whichever way I looked at it, the timing of everything seemed suspicious. The morning I was found missing was the same day that Ari also disappeared, and it was the same morning that Hayden left, supposedly on his own ship. I didn’t want to believe that Hayden would do anything so awful, but the way he’d been acting recently, I wouldn’t put anything past him. My heart ached at what Hayden had turned into. He claimed it was because of unrequited love for me, but even that didn’t add up. Yeah, he’d kissed me once, but it was so many years ago. Surely, if he had a crush on me, I’d have noticed? I sighed, not knowing what was going on in his mind. I’d always been able to read him like a book before and now...?

      “What do you think?”

      Astrid stepped out of the bathroom looking amazing. The hairdresser had done something so wild, so fantastic that Astrid had never looked better. She’d not done what Hayden had asked of her. She’d done something so much better. The hairdresser had shaved the sides of Astrid’s hair, leaving it long on top. The messy algae color it was before was now a much brighter green with blue ends that fell in glossy waves down her back. The grin on Astrid’s face told me that I’d done the right thing in telling her not to follow Hayden’s wishes. If he loved her, he’d love her no matter what her hair color was, and I had to say, she’d never looked cooler. My parents would probably not be too happy about having a green and blue-haired, partly shaven, lady of the court. However, I could hear reporters shouting all the way up here, so I figured they had enough on their plates not to worry about hair color. One thing was for certain, the royal family was getting its fair share of airtime on the kingdom’s news stations.

      “You look...I can’t even express how fantastic you look. I love it. It looks like you jumped off the cover of a trendy magazine.”

      “I know,” she squealed, jumping up and down. “It’s amazing. I love it too.”

      And with that, the Astrid I knew was back to her old self.

      While she’d been getting her hair done, I‘d been mulling over a theory, and if I was right, she wouldn’t be the only one returning to their own self. It would also make the smile on Astrid’s face just that little bit wider. I wasn’t sure if I wanted to tell her what I thought. If I was wrong, it had the potential to hurt her more, but I needed someone on my side and without Hayden and Ari around to help, she was the only person I could think of that would be up for the adventure.

      “Follow me,” I said beckoning her with my hand. “We are going to get our boys back.”
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      Knowing what had happened was one thing, or at least, thinking I knew what had happened. Knowing where they were was another problem entirely. I had an inkling, but I didn’t want to be sailing around forever looking for them. I grabbed Astrid’s hand, and the pair of us headed downstairs. There was only one person I needed to speak to, and I was pretty sure I knew where to find him. I opened the door to my father’s conference room to find it packed to the gills with reporters. Only by standing on my tiptoes could I see my mother and father at the other end. As soon as the reporters saw that Astrid and I had entered the room, they swung around and began snapping photos of the two of us together. I guess finding out the queen was half mermaid wasn’t enough for the press, they also had to expand on the switching brides too.

      “Ladies and gentlemen,” my father called out. “Please, can you let these fine ladies through?”

      The group of reporters parted, leaving a small pathway for us to squeeze through.

      “What is it, Erica?” asked my father as we neared the front.

      “I was hoping to speak to Admiral Harrington-Blythe,” I replied in a voice low enough so that the reporters wouldn’t hear. “I thought he’d be in here with you.”

      My father shook his head and leaned in to me. “The old chap has taken a couple of personal days. I think the thought of bombing that underwater place affected him a bit. It’s a good thing the water came back really. I’m not sure if he’d have been able to go through with it.”

      I raised my eyebrows. “You mean to tell me that the admiral hasn’t been seen for three days?” The exact same three days that Hayden and Ari have been missing. Interesting!

      “That’s right.” He turned to Astrid. “Oh, I love your new do. Very fetching. It almost looks like you’ve got the ocean on your head.”

      Astrid beamed. I grabbed her hand again and pulled her back through the crowd, ignoring the microphones thrust in our faces and the questions the reporters were throwing at us.

      “Where are we going?” asked Astrid as I pulled her through the front door of the palace and ran down the long driveway.

      “We are going to find out where Hayden and Ari are. I think Hayden’s father might know. I just hope he isn’t with them because if he is, I’m out of ideas of where to look.”

      There were no reporters by the front gates. They were all inside, but there were still plenty members of the public waiting there to get a photo of the palace or one of the members of the royal family. They were going to have a field day today because I planned to go through the gates.

      The guards on the gates weren’t too happy about me having them open the gates, but they had to do what I asked them. As an afterthought, I had one of them accompany us across the street. I’d been in Hayden’s home many times over the years and had always been welcome, but now, when Hayden’s father answered the door, he all but slammed it in my face.

      “I’m looking for Hayden,” I began. “I was wondering if he was home.”

      I knew full well he wasn’t home, but I wanted the admiral to acknowledge the fact.

      “I’m afraid he isn’t,” the admiral sniffed, trying to shut the door. The palace guard I’d asked to come with us wedged his foot in the door to stop it from closing entirely.

      “Can you tell us where he is?” I asked again, this time trying to sound more confident. The truth was I’d always been a little scared of him, but I wasn’t about to back down.

      “No,” he blustered. “I don’t know where he is. I’ve not seen him for days, now if you wouldn’t mind.” He looked pointedly at the guard who looked to me for guidance. I shook my head.

      “Admiral Harrington-Smyth,” I started again, filling my voice with steel. “I think you do know where Hayden is. I think you just don’t want to tell us. I’m not planning on leaving here until I get some answers!”

      His face fell as he opened the door wider. “You’d better come in.”

      He shuffled to the living room where he called for his wife.

      “Evaine, darling. Could you be a dear and get some tea for our guests?” Evaine Harrington-Blythe looked surprised to see us as she came into the room. “Erica, Astrid, how wonderful to see you both. If you are here to see Hayden, I’m afraid you are out of luck. He hasn’t been home for days. Goodness only knows where he’s taken himself off to.”

      “Yes, yes,” said Henry impatiently. “Would you bring the tea for us and some of those wonderful cakes you made this morning.”

      She smiled and left the room. I had a feeling that wherever Hayden was, his mother knew nothing about it. His father on the other hand...

      “You know where Hayden is?”

      The Admiral shook his head. “Not exactly. He didn’t tell me where he was going, but three days ago one of your father’s naval ships was stolen. One of my senior men told me that they’d seen Hayden commandeering it.”

      “Commandeering?” asked Astrid.

      “Stealing, hijacking, whatever you call it. He took the ship without my permission. That’s why I’ve not been to work. I can’t begin to think of a way to explain to your father, the king, why my son would steal one of his majesty’s fleet.”

      “How did he manage to steal a ship?” I asked.

      Henry raised his hands to the sides of his face and began to massage his temples. “He told the crew that he was there on my orders. It was one of the smaller vessels, but even so, sailing it on his own would be incredibly difficult. Almost impossible, I’d say.”

      “Do you think he might have someone with him?” I asked, thinking of Ari.

      “It would make more sense for him to have another member of the crew on board, but all of the Oceanis crew...that’s the name of the vessel, are accounted for. I’ve asked them to keep this quiet for now, but I knew it would get out eventually. I’ll go and tell His Majesty this afternoon.”

      “Don’t!” I replied quickly as he began to rise from his chair. He sat back down with a thump.

      “My father is busy enough with the press, and I have no intention of telling him about this.”

      The admiral’s face lit up, and he let out a long breath. “You won’t?”

      “No, but I do need to know where he is, so I can find him and bring him home. I’m also going to need a ship.”

      He looked at me in surprise. “I can’t give you a ship. I’ve already managed to lose one, but I can lend you Hayden’s boat. It’s docked at the marina.”

      “Will you help me sail it?” Help was a loose term. I’d never sailed a ship before, and neither to my knowledge had Astrid. If he came with us, he’d be doing all the sailing.

      “Of course,” he replied, standing up. This time I let him.

      We made a funny trio, running through the streets down to the dock. The palace guard was sent back to the palace to let my parents know what was going on. I’d be going out on the ocean again, but this time, with the sea witch being dead and with everything going on at the palace, I figured my mother would be ok with it.

      Hayden’s boat was really no more than a boat for day sailing. It did have a small bunk below deck, but I don’t think Hayden had ever used it for anything other than storage. The sea was calm, although the clouds in the sky above made it dull. Not that it mattered. This was no sightseeing trip.

      “Which way?” asked Henry as we cast off from the dock.

      “I don’t know, let’s just get out to sea and take it from there.”

      I waited for either Henry or Astrid to tell me what a large place the ocean was, but neither did. Henry let the sails out, and Astrid sat near the front, peering out to sea. She was just as desperate to find Hayden as I was to find Ari. We sailed for hours with the wind at our backs. Hayden’s boat might have been small, but it could move. Every time I saw a ship, my heart raced, but none of them were as large or majestic as the one Hayden stole from my father. As the light dimmed and the afternoon turned to evening, I had to make the decision to turn around. We were already going to be home way past dark. We’d survived the day on bottled water and a few provisions Hayden had left below deck, but there wasn’t enough for another day.

      I looked over at Astrid, feeling sad that I’d have to tell her that we were going to head home when her whole face lit up. She turned to me with a sparkle in her eyes and a smile on her face. She pointed outward toward the horizon. I followed the line of her finger and saw in the distance the outline of my father’s missing ship.

      “Henry!” I called back. “Head that way.” He popped his head around the corner and peered out to where both Astrid and I were pointing. We had to hold on tightly while the boat lunged as it turned, almost spilling us over the side.

      I fingered the ruby around my neck as we headed closer to the dark shape. If I was right, and I really hoped I was, it would save all of us and hopefully put things back to normal. The ship itself looked eerie, floating as it was in the purple dusk. There was no sign of life, which was to be expected as there were only two of them aboard, and they were more than likely inside. Even so, the sight of the massive ship looking empty, had me feeling a chill in my heart. Whatever it was that Hayden planned to do, I prayed that he’d not already gone ahead with it.

      Henry docked alongside the great ship and tied Hayden’s boat to it. There was no ladder for us to climb, but there were enough ropes for us to pull ourselves up onto the main deck.

      “What now?” asked Astrid, looking as scared as I felt.

      “Now we find them.”

      Finding them was not as difficult as I thought it would be, or at least, finding Ari wasn’t. He was tied up in the captain’s suite, a gag in his mouth.

      His pupils dilated as he took the three of us in and he made a noise through the gag. I ran to him and untied the rag from around his face.

      “Watch out!” he shouted, but it was too late. I turned to where he was looking to find Hayden standing in the corner with a gun pointing at us.

      “Hayden!” Astrid, gushed, running toward him, but she stopped suddenly as the gun pointed at her.

      “I wasn’t expecting company,” Hayden sneered. “Never mind, you can watch me push this guy overboard. It will be nice to have an audience.”

      “Pushing him overboard won’t kill him,” I pointed out, putting my body between Ari and the gun. “He can breathe underwater.”

      “No, you are right. A hole in the head before I send him to be fish food ought to do it, though, don’t you think? I’ve been trying to muster up the courage to do this for three days, but now that you are here, I realize it’s not courage I lack. I wanted someone to see me defeat him. I can’t begin to tell you how glad I am that it’s you.”

      I caught Henry’s expression harden as he saw what his son was capable of.

      “Hayden. What are you doing?”

      Henry was rewarded with the gun moving from Astrid to him. None of us would be able to get close to him, not without gaining a hole in ourselves in the process.

      “Hayden. This isn’t you. I’ve figured it all out,” I began. “I’ve come here to save you.”

      Hayden sneered “Save me? I think you’ve got it all wrong. It’s your boyfriend you should be worried about. He’s the one that’s going to die, and maybe one of you if you try and get in my way.” He spat the word boyfriend out.

      “Hayden!” Astrid shouted out in shock, but he ignored her.

      “It’s not Hayden,” I said. Astrid’s eyes went wide as comprehension dawned on her face.

      “Of course, it’s me, you idiots. Who else would I be?”

      “Let me rephrase then,” I said, stepping slowly closer to him. “It is you, but you are under a spell. You’ve been behaving strangely for a while, and a few hours ago, I remembered when your personality change started. You were perfectly happy with Astrid before we went to visit the sea witch the first time. It was only afterward that you became angry. You claimed you were in love with me and were using Astrid, but that wasn’t the case at all.”

      “Shut up. I asked Astrid to marry me. You have no idea what you are talking about.” I could see him wavering as I spoke. His hand began to shake.

      “But you think you love me, don’t you? You only asked Astrid to get her off your back. You had no intention of marrying her. Isn’t that right?”

      I could see Astrid’s resolve begin to crumble at this change of direction. I just needed her to be strong for a few more minutes.

      “Untie Ari,” I whispered to her as I walked past, getting closer to Hayden.

      I heard her move behind me, but Hayden’s eyes were right where I wanted them—on me.

      “You are in love with me, aren’t you? The girl who you pined after for years.” I was so close to him now. If I wanted to, I could reach out and touch him. I could see his resolve begin to crack.

      “Yes,” he whispered. “I’ve always loved you. I never wanted Astrid. It was always you.”

      Behind me, I heard a scream, but it was not Astrid’s voice I heard. It was Ari. I turned to see the look of agony on his face as Astrid untied his legs. The skin on his exposed ankles was almost raw, red and wet with patches of black.

      My heart went into overdrive. The witch had lied to me. I don’t even know why I was surprised, but it left me with a dilemma. The ruby had only enough magic to save one of them. I had to make the decision between Ari and Hayden, and I had to make it quickly.

      “You don’t love me, though. You love that bastard.”

      I turned back to Hayden to see him putting the gun up to his temple. With the speed of a cheetah, I grabbed the Havfrue ruby from around my neck and held it to Hayden’s face. Red light shone out from him as his piercing screams drowned out all other sounds. The gun dropped to the floor, and purple smoke began flowing from Hayden’s ears, eyes, and pores. Seconds later, it was all over. Hayden fell to the floor in a heap. I kicked the gun away from him, although I knew he was no longer a threat. The spell was broken. Hayden was free. Astrid came running over and fell beside him, smothering him with a hug.

      “What just happened?” asked Henry, a look of shock on his face. I probably should have warned him about my theory before we boarded the ship.

      “He’ll be fine,” I said with a small smile. “Astrid, I’m sorry about all that. I just had to keep him talking while I got close enough to him. I think you’ll find he’ll be back to normal and completely in love with you just as he was before our first encounter with the witch.”

      Behind me, I heard a low moan. I turned back to Ari.

      He no longer had ropes tying him to the chair, but he was, nevertheless, incapable of getting up from it. Blood seeped through his trousers, leaving sticky wet patches.

      “Help me,” I shouted at Henry, who still appeared dumbstruck with the turn of events. Between us, we managed to pull Ari’s trousers from his legs and hurl him into the sea. In less than a minute he reappeared at the surface, his face no longer ashen, his tail appearing healthy behind him.

      “Henry, can you get this ship turned around? We need to get everyone home.”

      He nodded and left me to steer the ship. Hopefully, Hayden’s boat would be tied tightly enough, so it would float alongside.

      I waved down at Ari, desperate to be in the water with him, but I had to see if Hayden was okay first.

      “I’ll be with you in a minute,” I called down to him. He nodded and disappeared underwater.

      Back in the captain’s room, Astrid and Hayden were still crumpled on the floor, wrapped in each other’s arms. I could hear one of them sobbing, although it was hard to tell which one.

      “Henry is taking us home,” I announced.

      Hayden untangled himself and first pulled himself and then Astrid up. He walked over to me and hugged me tightly.

      “Just so you know, this is just a hug of friendship,” he grinned as he pulled away. Indeed, he did have tears in his eyes. They both did.

      “I’m so sorry,” he began, but I shushed him.

      “It wasn’t you. It was the spell.”

      “I do love you. You are my best friend, but...”

      He turned and took Astrid’s hand. She beamed.

      “But you are in love with Astrid,” I finished for him.

      “I am.” He turned to her. “I really am.”

      They kissed, absorbed only in each other. I was the gooseberry in this scenario. Quietly, I tiptoed for the door. There was somewhere I wanted to be more than with my two best friends anyway. I pulled off my shoes and ran to the deck. Without pausing, I climbed onto the railing and hurled myself into the dark water.

      A warm hand took mine. We swam beside each other for hours, keeping the ship in our sights. As it pulled into the dock, Ari pulled me to the surface. The moon had come out lacing the ocean with a million sparkles. We’d not said a word to each other the whole trip back. We’d been too caught up with the freedom of the ocean, with each other, but now that we were back at the rocks, we had to talk.

      “I don’t know why I believed her,” I said sadly, meaning the sea witch. “She told me that your legs would be better.”

      Ari took my face in his hands. It amazed me how warm he felt even though the water around us was freezing.

      “She gave me my voice back,” he said.

      “It’s not enough.”

      “It doesn’t matter what she said or did. I’m just happy that you are alive. In my whole life, no one has ever done anything for me, and you gave your life for me.”

      As I gazed into his eyes, I knew I’d done the right thing. The outcome was not how I’d imagined it, but I’d do it all again in an instant to stop his pain.

      “I wish I could have done more. I had one wish, and I used it on Hayden.”

      He traced a hand down my cheek, wetting his fingers with my tears.

      “Erica, it was everything.” As he leaned forward to kiss me, I wished I could believe his words, but the truth of the matter was, he was still hurting while on land, and nothing I had done could help him with that.

      “The doctors said that they should be able to manage the pain with medication,” he said lightly as he pulled away from me.

      “The same medication that knocked you out? If you stay on land, you’ll either be in pain or asleep”

      My heart broke as I thought of the next words to come out of my mouth. I wanted to be selfish, to be greedy, and keep him with me always, but to do that would cause him more suffering.

      “You have to go home.”

      He drew his lower lip between his teeth. “We are bonded. We can’t be apart. I don’t want to go home without you.”

      I could feel my heart tearing in two at his words. If he said much more, I’d tell him to forget the whole thing, but looking at him, I knew I couldn’t. The sea witch could have made it possible for us to be together, just as she had for my parents, but the sea witch was dead along with her magic. Her final act had been to make our lives completely impossible. Destined to be together, but forced to live apart. We couldn’t be on land because of the pain, I couldn’t live under the sea because I’d have to be touching him to be able to breathe. We’d never be able to be apart for more than a few seconds at a time.

      I kissed him then. A farewell kiss full of sadness and pain. Leaving him was going to kill me, but as with many things in life, I had no choice.

      The walk back across the rocks was excruciating. I didn’t look back as I walked. I couldn’t bear to see that look on his face.

      I saw the ship at the docks and three figures stepping off in the dark, two of which were holding hands. At least, something good had come of all this. Hayden and Astrid were now able to be together without anyone forcing them apart. My mother had been reunited with her father and would probably go and see her sisters soon, and the kingdoms of Havfrue and Trifork were now no longer mortal enemies. To top it all off, the witch who had terrorized the underwater world was dead. If I looked back at the events of the past few weeks, a lot of good had happened, and yet, my own life had derailed. I’d met the man I was supposed to spend the rest of my life with, and circumstances made it impossible for us to be together.

      I plodded slowly to the palace, past the guards on duty and to my room where I fell on my bed. There were no tears, just a heart so heavy I thought it would sink me right into the mattress itself. I probably wouldn’t have minded if it did.

      I wondered if the pain I was feeling was something to do with the bonding. Ari had told me that the further we were apart, the more painful it would feel. I wasn’t sure. I had a feeling I’d hurt like this even if we weren’t bonded in a magical way. I’d never had a broken heart before, but this sure did feel like one.

      With a sigh, I realized I’d feel this way always. The bonding had sounded so romantic when Ari told me about it, but now it was nothing more than a curse.

      I closed my eyes and willed sleep to come to let me escape the pain I was feeling. The next morning, I woke late. My mother didn’t come to wake me for my studies. Someone must have told her what happened, and she decided to let me sleep in. I dragged myself out of bed. There was no point wasting the day, no matter how awful I felt. My relationship with my mother had been mended somewhat, thanks to me bringing her father to her, but there was still a long way to go. I decided to go find her and ask her if she wanted to spend the day with me. We could sit outside in the gardens and just talk. It was way overdue.

      I found her in the grand hall ordering workers to move boxes of stones and weird decorations. She had such a smile on her face. I don’t think I’d ever seen her so happy.

      For a brief second, I wondered if she had gone loopy again and was planning another wedding, albeit one with a strange theme.

      “There you are sleepyhead,” she smiled as she turned to me. She looked radiant. “What do you think?”

      I gazed around the room at huge pieces of coral and boxes of sand that were being stacked up against the wall.

      “Nice, what is it for?”

      She came running over to me and slipped her arm in mine. In a quiet voice she spoke “My father came to visit me last night. He asked if my sisters could come visit. I’m planning a big family reunion. Half of Havfrue is coming. It’s going to be huge.”

      Just then, I heard a noise. It sounded like a truck was parking outside.

      “That will be the tank,” she said, clapping her hands together. I followed her outside to where a massive tank was being placed in the gardens. It was huge and currently empty.

      “The people from the Trifork Aquarium are setting it up. It needs pumps and filters for the fish, and it will take a week or so to fill with water, but everyone will feel at home.”

      I shook my head at the scale of what my mother could achieve when she put her mind to it. The woman never ceased to amaze me.

      I felt an elbow digging into my side.

      I looked at my mother, whose grin was now even larger if that were possible. “I think there is someone who’d like an invite. Tell him the party is on the fourteenth.”

      I looked to where my mother was pointing. Ari was sitting on the rocks, his tail dipping in the water.

      Despite everything, despite the fact it was impossible for us to be together, I still ran to him.

      “We are broken up,” I sang, a smile on my face. My heart already felt a million times lighter. Maybe this bonding thing really did work.

      “I know.”

      Without a goodbye, he dove neatly beneath the perfectly flat surface of the water, barely making a splash.

      I waited for him to resurface, but the water remained almost glasslike, barely rippling.

      My heart began to beat wildly. Was that it? He’d surely come to see me. Had he only come to say goodbye. He’d not even managed that.

      I could barely catch my breath, now that he’d gone. There was no goodbye kiss, no farewell, nothing.

      And then he breached the surface and held his hand out to me.

      “You coming?”

      I couldn’t speak with the emotions tugging at me, pulling me in all directions.

      “I can’t come with you. You know that. We have to end it.”

      “Maybe,” he said, “but not today.”

      With a grin, I pulled my dress over my head and dove into the ocean.

      THE END
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      The wonderful feeling of the salty water flying past me as Ari drove me through the ocean never got old. I lived for moments like this when it was just the two of us, swimming through the cool water, jumping over the waves, and sunning ourselves on the rocks away from the media, away from my family and most of all away from responsibility.

      We weren’t dating...at least, not officially. If any of the press asked me about him, I’d remind them that I was still single, but everyone knew about us. We’d been splashed over the cover of every national newspaper for weeks and a couple of international ones too. So, officially we weren’t a couple, but it was no secret to anyone that  I ran down to the rocks after my lessons every day, pulled my dress over my head and leaped into the ocean in my swimsuit where Ari would meet me.

      Ari swam me back to the rocks, cutting our time together short as I had to go to a dress fitting for Hayden and Astrid’s wedding. After everything that had happened over the past few months, they realized how much they meant to each other, and Hayden finally popped the question in a much more fitting way than he had done the first time when he was under the spell of the sea witch.

      I picked my way across the rocks, following the route I always did and rushed back inside to take a shower and wash all the salt water from my hair. As usual, I’d spent too long in the ocean and was already cutting it fine, when my father apprehended me with a towel.

      “I do wish you’d take a towel with you,” he wheezed, handing it over to me. “We are forever having to mop up water.”

      I looked at the floor behind me and conceded he had a point.

      “Sorry, Daddy,” I kissed his cheek, jumping back as he dissolved into a coughing fit. “Maybe you should go for a lie-down? You’re not looking so good.”

      He waved his arms around as if to dismiss the notion he could possibly be ill. “You are as bad as your mother. Honestly, now that she’s not worrying about the water anymore, she’s turned all her attention to me.”

      My lips curled up at the edges. While it was true that my mother was more relaxed and calm than I’d ever known her since the threat that had been following her for her entire life had been eradicated, her relationship with my father had only strengthened. It had been a shock to him that he’d been married to a mermaid without knowing it, but he was a pragmatic sort and took it in his stride. I guess that was part of what made him a good king.

      After bidding him goodbye, I took the stairs two at a time to my room where I pulled off my drenched swimsuit and dove into the shower.

      Despite the rush of shampooing my hair and trying to wash my body at the same time, I still managed a little dance of joy at how wonderfully my life had turned out. After my lessons on how to be a queen, I spent every afternoon with Ari having a freedom I never thought I’d have. And the best part was that after Hayden and Astrid’s wedding, my parents were allowing me to borrow a sailboat from the royal fleet for a month-long vacation with Ari. I also had to take one of the Palace naval officers to sail the boat and watch over me, but for thirty glorious days, Ari and I would be mostly alone. Not only would I be with Ari, I’d be fulfilling my life-long dream of sailing the ocean. Ari wouldn’t be able to join me for long on the boat as when his tail dried, it turned into legs. Legs, which thanks to the sea witch’s last spell, caused him great agony. But he could sit on the edge of the boat and dangle his tail fin into the water, or swim beside us. Either way, it was going to be great.

      I tried pushing back the little voice that popped up frequently, telling me that there was no future for us. I knew it, but I didn’t want to acknowledge it. He couldn’t live on the land without great personal pain, and I couldn’t live underwater. I was a half-mermaid, but unlike my mother, I couldn’t breathe underwater without holding the hand of another mermaid or merman. It made things difficult. To compound the problem, Ari and I were magically bonded. It wasn’t something that we chose; it was just something that happened. But neither of us could deny it had happened. So destiny had us pegged to spend our days together while reality made it easier said than done. At some point, we would have to go our separate ways knowing that being apart would hurt both of us. Whatever we did, there would be pain involved.

      “Urrgh!” I jumped out of the shower, pushing the bad thoughts to one side, and dressed at lightning speed. My mother had offered her study to Astrid to use as a fitting room for all the bridesmaid dresses, so I didn’t have far to run, and yet, I still managed to be the last one there.

      All eyes turned toward me as I dashed through the door, my hair still dripping wet.

      “Sorry,” I mumbled, looking for a seat next to one of the younger bridesmaids.

      “You’ll have to go last,” grumbled the seamstress who was currently pinning the hem of a young flower girl’s dress. The girl in question, a tiny thing of about four or five looked bored to tears as she was asked to slowly twirl so the seamstress could insert the pins. In addition to the flower girl, there were four others, all dressed in pale blue half-made dresses. My mother watched over them all, but she still managed to give me a steely look as I took the seat beside her.

      “I’m sorry,” I whispered.

      “It’s fine,” Astrid said, hurrying over to me. “I wanted you to be last anyway. That means you can help me with my wedding dress and tell me what you think. It’s a little bit crazy.”

      I looked at the garment bag hanging up on the wall and wondered what she meant by a little crazy.

      With her bright green and blue hair, she was going to stand out, no matter what she wore.

      Just then, the door opened, and my younger brother, Anthony, stuck his head through the door. One of the other bridesmaids threw a cushion at him and yelled that it was girls only. The cushion bounced off his head and fell to the floor. My mother stood up to see what he wanted, but I jumped up ahead of her.

      “It looks like I won’t be needed for a while; I’ll speak to him.”

      My mother tutted her disapproval. “Okay, but let him know it was awfully rude to butt in here. I told him that we were using this room as a fitting room. He should have known that the girls would be in various states of undress.”

      I bit back a smirk. That’s probably exactly the reason he’d chosen to look in. He was at that awkward stage. Sixteen years old and second in line to the throne. He’d also managed to have a growth spurt over the summer, adding about five inches to his height and was now taller than I was.

      “What is it?” I hissed, closing the door behind me.

      “I’m sorry. I forgot you were all in there. I was looking for you, actually. Father said you might be down here.”

      I chose to believe him although his coming to speak to me was unusual. It’s not that we didn’t get on. We never had a bad word to say about each other; but the truth was, we weren’t close. He was two years younger than me, and a rather gangly looking kid now that he’d grown so quickly. It’s like he hadn’t given his body time to catch up and so was ridiculously thin despite eating like a horse at every meal. And he never quite knew what to say. Up until a few weeks ago, we barely saw each other except in passing in the palace or at mealtimes. I’d usually be out with Ari or, before I met him, with Hayden and Astrid. Anthony generally liked to go to his room to read. He enjoyed his own company, whereas I liked being around people.

      “You found me,” I said leading him to a little sofa along the corridor. “What is so important that you’d seek me out?”

      He shifted a little, looking uncomfortable. “I wasn’t sure of one of the things we learned about today, and I was hoping you’d clarify it for me.”

      My eyes widened. “This is a turn up for the books—you asking me for help with your studies.”

      He’d asked to join my preparations for becoming a monarch a couple of months ago. Even though he’d never be king, he wanted to know more about our country. My father thought it a splendid idea, and since then, he’d joined me in learning how to rule the kingdom of Trifork.

      I wasn’t being totally fair with him. I’d been having lessons like these for well over a year, and so it made sense that I knew more than he did, but it was still a surprise that he came to me for help. He got things better than I did. It was instinctive in him, whereas I had to study hard to retain any of the information. He enjoyed the lessons. No, he loved them. I, on the other hand, tolerated them and spent most of them wishing the time away until I could go and see Ari.

      “I was wondering how the kingdoms of Trifork and Havfrue work. I mean, we are heirs to the throne of both, but Havfrue isn’t technically a kingdom. What happens if our grandfather dies? Will our mother have to move back there?”

      I nodded. Technically, what he said was true. Havfrue, the underwater city that my grandfather ruled was not on any map and was not one of the official nine kingdoms like Trifork was. It was barely a kingdom at all. Really, it was only one city, but it did have a ruler who was a king, so it was kind of a kingdom. As the ruler of Havfrue had no interest in any of the other nine kingdoms (apart from his own family in Trifork) I didn’t think it really mattered either way. Most people didn’t know mermaids and mermen existed, let alone knew of the existence of Havfrue, and that was the way our grandfather liked it. When the media found out about my mother’s origins, Havfrue was catapulted into the press for a while, but since then, things had calmed down.

      As for us both being heirs to both thrones, I guess that was true too. If my father died, I would become queen of Trifork. If my grandfather died, as his eldest daughter, my mother would technically become queen of Havfrue, but it was tricky as she was also queen of Trifork through marriage.

      “I don’t know what will happen if our grandfather dies, but I doubt Mother will move back. She is the queen here. Maybe one of her younger sisters will take her place.”

      Just then, the younger bridesmaids trooped out of my mother’s study along with our mother.

      “I’ve got to go,” I whispered to Anthony. “I’m the maid of honor, and the seamstress is a right old bag.”

      Anthony gave me a grin as I headed back to the study.

      The dress that had been picked out for me was the same shade of blue as the other bridesmaid dresses, but Astrid had picked out a material that looked like mermaid scales. It was also cut in a mermaid style. I held it up and raised an eyebrow at Astrid who stood there grinning at me mischievously as if she’d done the funniest thing in the world.

      “What?” She shrugged, holding up her hands. “I thought it fitting, given that you are half-mermaid and all, I figured you may as well look like one. Besides, it’s a nautical themed wedding because of Hayden’s family’s naval background. You should see my dress.”

      “Please tell me you aren’t dressing up as a squid or something? I don’t think I could take it.”

      “Silly.” She pulled a dress from the final garment bag and held it up. It couldn’t have been more different from the dress she wore at the fake wedding a couple of months back. It started off white at the top but had an ombre effect where it went through every shade of blue from the palest sky to the depths of the ocean near the hem. I wasn’t too sure if I liked it until she put it on. It matched her hair and her quirky personality perfectly.

      “I’m going to match it with some white lilies and have my hair up. What do you think?”

      I stared at the pair of us in the mirror. Neither one of us looked traditional in our strange wedding outfits. This wouldn’t be to my mother’s taste at all, and because of that I was kinda glad she’d left when she had. But seeing us there together, we looked out of this world.

      “Sensational!” I replied and meant it. It couldn’t have been more perfect.

      I pulled down the zipper at the back of Astrid’s dress to help her out of it, and as I did, the door to the study flew open.

      I turned to find Anthony, red-faced and out of breath.

      Annoyance at his blatant rudeness overtook me. With my hands on my hips, I barked a warning at him. “Didn’t I just tell you twenty minutes ago not to come barging in here while we are dressing? You can’t just do that. I’m going to tell father.”

      “That’s why I’m here,” he blurted out. “Father has collapsed. An ambulance has been called for, but he’s not breathing. One of the members of staff is doing CPR on him.”
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      I’d only just talked to him an hour or so earlier. He’d looked ill then, but I couldn’t quite replace the image of him berating me for getting water on the floor to one of him lying unconscious. Without bothering to change, I rushed out of my mother’s study and raced after Anthony.

      We found a whole bunch of people crowded around his recumbent form in the palace entrance way. The grand double height oak doors were open, and I could see an ambulance outside. The crowd of various members of the palace staff parted as Anthony and I got there, and the four paramedics lifted my father onto the ambulance.

      “What happened? How is he?” I asked my mother when I found her in the crowd. Behind me, I heard Anthony thanking the members of staff for their help and telling them to go back to work.

      “He’s breathing now, but I don’t know what’s wrong. He was found unconscious at the bottom of the stairs, but it didn’t look like he’d fallen down them. I think he collapsed before he started walking up them. Can you look after the palace while I’m gone? Ask Anthony to help. I’ve already asked John to do anything you need. He’ll be able to help you with the media. This is bound to get out sooner rather than later, and we’ll have to put out a statement. I’ll call you as soon as I know more.”

      I nodded my head as she was helped into the back of the ambulance. The doors closed, the blue flashing lights swirled, and the siren blared. At the bottom of the driveway, the main gates opened and already a group of people had shown up to see what was happening.

      As the main doors were closed, I turned to speak to Anthony, but he’d already gone, more than likely helping the staff get back to business as usual.

      I had never felt more alone in my life. The huge hallway was now empty of people except the two doormen who stood silently behind me, waiting for instruction.

      “You can go back outside,” I whispered to them, my voice cracking with the simple command.

      They both nodded, leaving me completely by myself and unsure of what to do. I was now the highest ranking person in the palace, and yet, I stood there, rigid and filled with fear, not having the first clue what to do next. My mother had mentioned John. John was the king’s chief advisor and my father’s right-hand man. If anyone would know what to do, it would be him, and it seemed like a good place to start.

      I dashed down into the servant’s quarters on the lower level, taking the steps two at a time, trying not to trip over the mermaid style dress as I went. Most of the staff lived locally, but some of the higher staff members had their own quarters, John being one of them. He had the nicest suite with his own kitchen, bathroom, bedroom and living area. I hammered on his door, despite it being the middle of the day and therefore unlikely that he would be there. One of the kitchen staff heard me and shouted down the corridor.

      “Ma’am, if you are looking for John, he’s up in his office.”

      Of course!  He had his own set of rooms upstairs where he and a number of staff beneath him helped run the palace. In my agitated state, I’d completely forgotten.

      Getting up the stairs again was much harder than running down. The dress was tight at the bottom making it difficult to run. Why did I have to be in this ridiculous dress just when my father needed me so?

      John was exactly where the kitchen hand said he’d be. As I walked into his office, I found him on the phone. With a somber expression, he held one finger up as if to tell me he was nearly done.

      “I said the palace has no comment at this time... As soon as we know anything, we will issue a statement... No, good day.”

      He replaced the receiver then lifted it again to stop any more calls.

      “Bloody press! Your father left less than ten minutes ago, and already, I’ve had more than five phone calls from reporters. I don’t know how they find out so quickly.”

      John had been in my father’s employ since before I was born. From the outside, he was the consummate professional, heading the royal household with poise and discretion.  To me, he was like a funny uncle. He was the only member of staff that never referred to me as ma’am, and when we were children, he always had a lollypop ready for Anthony and me whenever we saw him.

      He also had a mouth like a sailor and wasn’t afraid to use it behind closed doors. Not that anyone on the outside would know such a thing.

      “I’m so sorry darling. Come here, take a seat.”

      His office was originally decorated similar to my father’s, only much smaller. Dark wood paneling covered the walls, and four leather seats surrounded the heavy wooden desk. At the window, thick purple velvet curtains hung all the way to the floor. John had added a few touches of his own. Colorful abstract artworks filled the walls and complemented the bright cushions and flowering pot plants on his desk. I’d always felt much more at home in John’s office than my father’s study, which was regal and stuffy. On the desk, was a bowl filled with candy which John lifted up for me.

      I shook my head, trying to keep the tears back.

      “Is he going to be alright, John?”

      John gave me a sad smile. “I don’t know, princess, but I’ve given the hospital my private number so we’ll be the first to hear any news.”

      He used the term princess as a pet name rather than my title. I’d heard him call some of the staff princess too. That’s what I liked about him. He treated everyone the same unless you were from outside the palace in which case he was a gentleman of strength and loyalty to the king and a brick wall if you were a journalist.

      “I don’t know what to do,” I admitted. All the months of lessons had completely left my mind and replaced with fear.

      John leaned forward in his seat and offered me a comforting hand on my arm. “Nobody expects you to do anything, so please don’t worry about that. I’m ignoring the press for now, but I’ll draft a press release as soon as we know more. For now, the official line is “no comment.” Anthony thinks it would be a good idea to get all the staff together. I’ve left him to deal with that, but I think it might be a good idea for you to be there when they congregate. You don’t have to say anything. I can do the talking, but they will want to see someone in charge. Anthony mentioned the great hall at two o’clock. You might want to change before then.”

      I looked up at the clock on the wall. It was a quarter to two. It surprised me that Anthony had the forethought to do anything. All I’d managed to do since my parents left was walk around in a daze and whine to John. I took a deep breath and thought everything through. John was right. The staff needed strong leadership now, not a sappy princess in a mermaid dress.

      “Thank you for all your help, John.” I stood up from the chair. “I’m going to get changed, and I’ll meet you in the hall in fifteen minutes. I think I should be the one to speak, but thank you for your offer.”

      “As you wish,” He stood up too and rounded the desk. As he wrapped his arms around me, I felt the first trickle of a tear fall down my cheek.

      Ten minutes later, I was dressed in casual trousers and a smart blouse. I probably should have worn something more formal, but I had no idea of the protocol in such situations. Besides, it was better than the bridesmaid dress.

      The hall was packed solid as I entered from the back. It looked like Anthony had done a good job of rounding everyone up as most of the staff were there. At the back, I saw Astrid, and beside her, holding her hand, was Hayden. He gave me a small nod as I passed. Astrid must have called him as soon as she heard the news.

      A hush descended as I walked through the crowd to the front of the hall. Anthony was already there as was John. John took a step back as I stepped up onto the raised platform where my parents’ thrones stood.

      As I gazed out over the hundreds of people I saw every day, it occurred to me that this was my first formal speech. Without having time to prepare anything, I had to speak off the top of my head, which was still in shock at what was happening.

      I held my hands behind my back in what I hoped was a suitable pose, but really I was clasping my hands together to stop them from shaking. Fear flooded through me, and my heart beat in double-time as I tried to find the right words to say to the expectant crowd.

      “Thank you all for coming up here with so little notice. I’m sure some of you will already know why you are here, but for those who don’t, I want to assure you that everything is going to be alright. My father, the king, collapsed just under an hour ago and was taken to the hospital.”

      I heard the collective gasp rise up through the crowd as they took in the news.

      “We don’t know what happened, and we don’t have any news yet from the hospital, but I want you all to know that you will be the first to hear any updates.”

      Looking out at each of them, knowing that they were looking up to me as a leader made me realize how wholly unprepared I was for this. I’d had so many lessons on how to be a good queen. I could name all the royal families of all the nine kingdoms, I knew how to address people, I knew the economic status of our own kingdom in relation to the others around us, but I didn’t know how to stand tall and lead a kingdom. I didn’t know how to make it better for these people, and the staff was only the start. There would be the press to deal with. John putting out a press release was one thing, but they would want to see someone from the palace on the television. I couldn’t let John do that. I had a whole nation looking up to me, and I didn’t know how to handle it at all. What I actually wanted was to go back to bed, or to escape it all out under the waves with Ari. I took a deep breath and continued my speech.

      “You are my father’s loyal staff members. Without you, we would not be able to run this house, run the kingdom. I am asking one more thing of you today. John here is in charge of any press in relation to my father’s condition. Only he should speak to them. If any reporters try to speak to you when you leave the palace, I ask that you tell them “no comment at this time.” You can refer them to John if you wish. The last thing we need right now is the kingdom awash with rumors. I also want to thank you all for your help at this distressing time.”

      I glanced toward John, and he nodded at me almost imperceptibly. I’d done it. My first-ever speech as head of the household. It made me feel sick.

      As the staff shuffled out, I was left not knowing what to do with myself. I sat on my mother’s throne and watched the last of the staff leave the great hall, shepherded by Anthony and John. Anthony was turning out to be quite the help in the time of need. Soon, there were only three of us left in the hall. Hayden and Astrid ran over to me. I’d kept strong for the last hour, but as Hayden put his arms around me, I dissolved into a flood of tears. He was my rock, he always had been and feeling him strong by my side, it almost felt like everything was going to be ok. He had a knack for knowing how to cheer me up or make me feel better. We had been best friends for so long that we were in complete simpatico with each other. As the tears flowed, I felt another pair of hands join us, and the three of us ended up in a wet messy three-way hug.

      “We’ve decided to postpone the wedding,” Astrid said after pulling back from me. Her eyes were glassy with tears too, although she’d barely spent any time in my father’s company.

      “Not a chance!” Both Hayden and Astrid looked at me with pity in my eyes. It was nice that they cared, but I didn’t want them to change their wedding plans. I didn’t want anything to change at all.

      “We discussed it,” Hayden responded. “It’s not a big deal. We can put it back a couple of months, there’s really no rush.”

      “Discussed it?” I looked at the pair of them incredulously. “You only got here ten minutes ago, and I was giving my speech for most of that time. You can’t decide to put off the biggest day of your lives over this.”

      A look passed between them. I didn’t like it. I could tell that whatever they were about to say was not something I would want to hear.

      Hayden took my hand. “We are due to be married in three weeks. What if the king is still ill? What if he...”

      And then, I realized what it was they were really trying to tell me.

      They were worried his funeral would coincide with their wedding. They thought he was going to die.
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      “What if he dies? The funeral will mess up your plans.” I could feel my chest tightening and pain biting at me. It hadn’t occurred to me before now that my father might not pull through. He was still relatively young and up until the last couple of weeks, had always been as fit as a fiddle.

      

      “I’m sorry, Erica,” Astrid began, but I cut her off.

      

      “He’s not going to die. He’s just has a bit of flu or something. He’ll be dancing at your wedding, just wait and see.”

      

      I didn’t wait for a response. My heart felt like lead, and there was only one person I needed, one person that was guaranteed to lift my heart. I took off through the double doors to the balcony and raced down the outside stairs to the promenade. None of the guards tried to stop me. They’d all seen me make this journey enough times in the past few weeks.

      

      I’d only left Ari a few hours previously, but it felt like a lifetime ago. The sun was low in the sky, casting a pink glow over the rippling water. I dashed across the rocks, pulled my clothes off and dived head first into the ocean in only my underwear. When I’d first met Ari, I’d not been able to swim, but after weeks of being in the water for hours every day, I’d become quite proficient at it.

      

      I dived down, holding my breath as I searched the depths for Ari.

      Ari, I need you. I spoke to him with my mind, the way we always communicated under water. He would only hear me if he was within a certain distance, but I kept on calling him. When my breath ran out, and it felt like my lungs would burst, I resurfaced, taking in great lungfuls of air.

      

      “Ari!” I shouted out loud, my voice barely audible over the noise of the waves. I took another breath and swam in the direction of Havfrue, the merpeople city that my grandfather ruled over. I found it so much easier to swim under the water where it was calm and serene rather than battle the waves on the surface. Without Ari to hold my hand, I couldn’t see nearly as well as I would have liked, and the salt water stung my eyes. I also had to keep going up to the surface to breathe which slowed me down.

      Havfrue always seemed so close when Ari took me there or when my grandfather picked me up and took me back to his palace, but swimming there by myself without the aid of a fishtail was wearing. My muscles began to ache with the effort of pulling through the water, and what had seemed so easy with someone by my side was now an arduous task. Still, I persevered, for what was the alternative? Looking back, I could see that I was already halfway there, so swimming in either direction would be equally tiring.

      Ari, I cried out, feeling utterly wretched and beyond exhausted. What are you doing so far out by yourself? Ari took my hand, and at once, the water appeared warmer. My vision cleared and I could finally see well through the salty water.

      

      I wish I could see better in the ocean when I’m by myself, I began then stopped. The pain in my heart had lifted slightly, thanks to Ari’s presence, but the feeling of being overwhelmed persisted. Ari held me close to him as my body shook. He didn’t need to ask me anything else to know I was upset. It was pretty obvious. He began to swim with me still wrapped in his arms. I closed my eyes as the warm water cascaded over me, and let him take me wherever he wanted to go. I didn’t care. I only cared that I was with him, the location was irrelevant. As it was, when I opened my eyes I found us in the cave of lights. Dark most of the time, it lit up like the water was filled with fairy lights every time anyone swished it around, thanks to the phosphorescence. Ari and I came here often. Occasionally we’d go to his little room in Havfrue, but there was no privacy there as there was no glass in any of the windows and therefore no blinds or curtains. People constantly swam past his room making it feel like we were on display in a goldfish bowl. All the Havfrue people lived the same way, and it didn’t bother Ari in the slightest. But I much preferred it here where I could kiss him without worrying about anyone catching us.

      

      As Ari had pointed out, it was hardly a secret that we kissed, but that didn’t mean I wanted half the town watching us. I much preferred it here where I could breathe, thanks to the small holes in the ceiling that in the daytime let in light and let in clean air all of the time. I lay back on the beach and let the beads of water drip off into the pale sand. Ari pulled himself up beside me, and I rested my head on his chest

      

      “What is it? What happened?”

      

      Since the sea witch died, Ari was able to talk to me on land. It was only his tail that was still affected by her magic, so he kept it in the water, swishing it every now and again to fill the cave with light.

      

      “My father fell ill. He’s in the hospital. Everyone is looking up to me as though I know what to do, and I don’t know what to do at all. My mother is with him, so everyone is looking to me to lead them.”

      

      My breathing was so rapid that I feared I might begin to hyperventilate. Ari took my hand in his and squeezed it lightly, calming me a little.

      

      “How is he? What happened to him?”

      

      I looked into his eyes, emerald in the low light, and told him what had happened leaving nothing out except the thoughts of Hayden and Astrid. I couldn’t bear to tell him that my father might die. Even saying it out loud made it feel like a possibility, a possibility I wasn’t ready to acknowledge.

      

      After I’d finished speaking, I lay back on the sand, his arm under my head. He shifted slightly, turning on his side so he could still look at me as he spoke. He rested his free hand on my belly where I grabbed it and held on like it was an anchor, afraid if I let go he’d somehow disappear.

      

      “Stay here with me tonight. I’ll keep you warm.” He spoke so softly, and yet, I could still hear the slight reverberation of his voice around the cave.

      

      I was still shivering, but it wasn’t from the cold, I never felt the cold when I was with him. I was shivering out of fear, out of sadness.

      

      “I can’t. I need to be at the palace when my mother calls. I probably shouldn’t have come out here, but I needed you.”

      He pulled me toward him, smothering me in a hug so tight it almost pulled my breaking heart back together.

      

      “If you must go back, I’ll take you, but I’m coming too,” he replied calmly. “There is no way I’m leaving you alone tonight.”

      I shook my head sadly. “You know you can’t do that.” I wanted him to. Oh, how I wanted him to spend the night with me, but we both knew that going on land caused him such agony akin to walking on knives. I couldn’t let him do that for me. “Your pain isn’t a swap for my pain.”

      

      Ari pulled me up so that I was sitting facing him. His tail was still in the water, but I’d pulled my legs up so that just the edge tickled my toes.

      

      “I’m not swapping anything. I hate that we can’t be together all the time. Most days, I try not to think about it and enjoy the limited time I have with you. But I can’t do that knowing that you need me. I can’t change the way things are, but there is no way I’m going to swim around here knowing that you are suffering by yourself in the palace.”

      

      “I won’t be alone,” I shrugged. “Anthony is there. John is there. I have people around me.”

      

      “People that will kiss away your tears?” he leaned forward and kissed my cheek. When he pulled back, his lips were wet. I’d not even noticed I’d been crying. He moved forward again and kissed the other side before kissing me on the lips. I don’t know if the salty taste of his lips upon mine was from the sea water or from my own tears.

      

      “I’m coming,” he insisted.

      

      I closed my eyes and nodded my head. Whatever happened, it would be easier to handle with Ari by my side. He pulled me into the water, and we swam side by side to the shore.

      

      When we surfaced, the sun had gone down entirely, and the only light was coming through the windows of the palace. Not even the moon was shining tonight, and it was too cloudy to see the stars. The clothes I’d left behind were way too small for him, so when his tail dried and turned into legs, he had to hobble across the rocks naked. I thought because of the lack of light we might manage to make into the palace unseen, but I’d not factored in my father’s illness. There were a hundred or more photographers at the gate that separated the public promenade from our private one, and every single one of them got a shot of us running into the palace, me soaking wet and Ari with not a stitch of clothes on.  What a way to end my day in charge of the whole kingdom.

      

      The palace seemed to be running as it always did. The guards stood sentry, the maids cleaned. A member of staff handed us both a towel. I wrapped mine around my hair; Ari wrapped his around his waist.

      

      “Has my mother phoned?” I asked the young servant I recognized as being one of the office staff under John.

      He bowed. “Not yet, ma’am. Do you require a guest suite to be made up?”

      

      He looked Ari up and down as he spoke. I glanced over too, wondering how it might look to everyone. He was a striking man, well over six feet with straight black hair that fell almost to his waist. His chest and arms were pure muscle, but below the line of the towel, his legs were a mess. They looked so much worse than they had the last time I saw them.

      

      The servant raised his eyebrows, waiting for me to answer his question.

      

      Another quick glance at Ari and I knew my answer. “No, thank you. He’ll be sleeping with me.”

      

      The servant quickly hid his shock, but it was too late. I’d seen the expression on his face. It was the same expression everyone in the kingdom was going to have when they read tomorrow’s headlines and saw the photo of us getting out of the water. I wasn’t trying to shock anyone. I just really didn’t care anymore what everyone thought. I’d already failed at being a good princess enough today. What was an added scandal on top of everything else?

      

      “Can you ask Lucy to bring up some of her cream for Ari’s legs and some heavy duty sleeping pills? She can bring them straight to my room. I’m retiring for the evening.”

      

      “Ma’am.” He nodded his head and turned toward the palace infirmary where Lucy the nurse would be working.

      

      “This way.” I ushered Ari to the grand staircase, making note of how unsteady he was on his feet.

      

      “I don’t need Lucy’s sleeping pills,” he said, gripping the banister so hard, his knuckles were white. “I’m no use to you asleep.”

      “And you are in agony. Don’t try to pretend you aren’t. Look at your legs.”

      

      He looked down. The skin was peeling off all over and deep red lesions covered both legs. It was so bad that small spots of blood were dripping onto the floor where he walked.

      

      “It hurts a little, but I’m here for you.”

      He put a finger under my chin and slowly brought my face up so I was face to face with him. As I was standing on the step above his, we were almost exactly the same height.  He was so beautiful. His green eyes flashed purple for a ghost of a second, telling me his emotional state was high. It was hypnotic how he had a hold of me despite the fact that our only contact was the tip of his forefinger on my chin.

      

      “This is it, Erica. Us, you and me. We are bonded, and nothing can change that. My heart only beats properly when you are near me. The rest of the time it’s frantic, wondering where its mate is, skipping beats, and working double-time. It’s only when you are near me that I feel completely calm. I don’t need the creams and the pills because you are the only balm I need. You are the one that soothes me. No cream can do for me what your presence does, and I think that I am the same for you. I came here to heal your pain, not to have you help me with mine.”

      

      It was so true. Nothing felt right whenever he was away from me, and yet, when he was close, everything fell into place. It wasn’t that I felt less fearful about my father, but with Ari I was able to manage the pain, to breathe easier. Maybe it was the same for him? I leaned forward and kissed him, and for that minute both of our pain went away.
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      I held his hand all the way up the stairs, and despite his protestations of it not hurting too much, he gripped my hand a little too tightly, letting me know it wasn’t true.

      

      In the bedroom he flopped down on the bed and pulled the sheet over his body, leaving his legs exposed to the air. I could barely look at them, and I certainly couldn’t do it without my own chest constricting. He looked like the victim of a fire. Even if he refused the sleeping pills, I was going to insist on the cream. As the thought struck, there was a knock on the door. I opened it to find the same servant with the pills and the cream.

      

      “Will that be all, ma’am?” I saw his eyes dart to his left to see Ari lying on the bed. Thank goodness, he’d thought to cover himself up. We’d caused enough gossip for one night.

      “Please, can you have some food brought up and a phone? I wish to call the hospital.”

      

      He nodded his head and departed.

      

      “I’m not taking the pills. I already told you.” Ari sat up in the bed then grimaced as his legs scraped on the sheet beneath them. My white sheet was already spotty with blood from the open lacerations on his legs. Bandaging them might work, but it would also make changing back to his tail impossible.

      

      Instead of arguing with him, I set the pills and cream down on my bedside table and lay beside him being careful not to touch his legs at all. Even the slightest pressure could damage them.

      “I wish my grandfather hadn’t had the sea witch killed,” I mused, putting my hand on his chest. I’d have to get up again at some point as I was still in my wet underwear with only a towel to stop the bed from getting wet, but for now, I just needed the warmth only Ari could provide.

      

      He twirled a wet lock of my hair around in his fingers. “If he hadn’t, you would be dead and I’d rather this...”—He pointed to his legs—“than not being able to see you at all.”

      

      “Is there no one else in Havfrue that can change this magic?” I’d asked the same question a million times, and Ari always gave me the same answer.

      

      “Your grandfather is a powerful man, the most powerful man in the whole kingdom of Havfrue, but he cannot change this spell. He has tried. You must know that I’m not the only one with this problem. Many people loved the sea witch. She was a manipulator, and many people fell for her lies. Your mother did, I did. Your grandfather has been doing everything he can to help those affected, but it seems that many of the people who got something from the sea witch are now disadvantaged in some way. Some, like me, are in pain.”

      

      “You know, nothing happened to my mother when the sea witch died, and my mother was the one person she most wanted to hurt. You’d think if anyone would suffer, it would be her.”

      

      It was true. I’d been waiting for my mother to develop some kind of pain or discomfort since the sea witch died, but she’d remained as she always had been, except perhaps, a little happier knowing her children could go in the ocean without anything bad happening to them.

      

      “You don’t think my father’s illness has anything to do with the sea witch’s spell do you?” I asked, sitting up. “She wanted something from my mother and never got it. This could be her final act of treachery.”

      

      Ari’s eyebrows knotted together as he mulled my theory over. “I don’t think so. The people affected are directly affected. Some are having their hair fall out, some are having pains in their limbs, or their voices are changing. Everything she left behind is physical and directly related to the person involved. As far as I’m aware, no one has lost family members because of her spells.”

      

      I wasn’t so sure. How was it possible my mother got away with it when so many others hadn’t?

      

      A knock on my door broke me from my thoughts. I jumped out of bed and yelled through the closed door.

      

      “Just a minute!”

      

      After grabbing a clean set of pajamas from my drawers, I ran into my bathroom, peeled my wet underwear off, and pulled my nightwear on.

      

      It was the servant with a couple of beef sandwiches on a silver tray, along with some tomatoes, salt, pepper, and mustard in case we wanted to add to them. Next to the plates, was the phone I asked for.

      

      I thanked him and let him retire for the night.

      

      Passing one of the sandwiches to Ari, I dialed the number for the hospital. Being a member of royalty meant I had a direct line to the head of the hospital, and it was programmed into the phone.

      “Yes?” A man with a steely voice answered.

      

      “This is Princess Erica. I’m calling to inquire about His Majesty.”

      He paused, and then I heard him cough as though he was clearing his throat.

      

      “I’m dreadfully sorry, Your Highness, but I’ve been requested to ask you a secret question in case it’s not really you. The paparazzi have been trying to get in all afternoon, and your mother thinks they might find out this number. I’ve already had about fifty of them pretending to be you on the public hospital lines.”

      

      Despite everything, I gave a small smile. Trust my mother to come up with that. It was part of why she made a good queen. I would never have been able to keep my composure long enough to worry about secret questions.

      

      “Go ahead.”

      

      He cleared his throat again. “What item of jewelry did your mother give to you last year?”

      

      I looked down. It was still sitting around my neck. Now devoid of magic, it was nothing more than a beautiful pendant, but the Havfrue Ruby meant everything to me. I never took it off.

      “It was a necklace with a ruby pendant.”

      

      “Yes, yes, well done.” He answered me like I’d just won a competition rather than the ability to ask after my own father.

      

      “So how is he?” I asked when it became apparent he’d completely forgotten why I’d called.

      

      “Oh, yes. I’m afraid there is no change. I’ve got my best doctors with him, trying to diagnose the problem, and a team of the top specialists in every field are being called in from all over Trifork.”

      

      “Could it be a magical problem?”

      

      “What?”

      

      Magic was not common in Trifork. Unlike some of the other kingdoms, we had almost no magical people living here. Our only magic came from the depths of the ocean, and that strictly wasn’t ours. It belonged to the merfolk of Havfrue.

      

      “Magic. Could magic be causing his illness?”

      

      “I’m afraid I can’t possibly say. Do you think it might be a possibility?”

      

      I thought back to the sea witch. Whatever Ari thought about it, I still wasn’t sure she didn’t have something to do with this. Ok, she’d been dead for months, but her magic lingered on, causing lasting damage to those affected. I knew she’d been planning to hurt my father before she died, so it wasn’t beyond the realm of possibility that she’d managed to perform a spell on him before she became a shark’s lunch.

      

      “Yes, I do.”

      

      There was silence on the line, and for a second, I thought he might have been cut off, but then he answered me. “I’ll have someone brought in from Thalia or one of the other magical kingdoms to check. They might be able to figure out the problem better than we seem to be doing.”

      

      I thanked him and hung up.

      

      “How is he?” Ari asked his voice full of concern. He’d not touched his sandwich at all.

      

      I picked mine up from the silver tray.

      

      “He’s the same,” I replied. “They have people trying to figure it out. The head of medicine at the hospital is sending for some mages to help diagnose him.”

      

      “So I heard,” Ari said, finally biting into his sandwich after seeing me take mine. “I think you are wrong, though. I’ll be surprised if it turns out to be magic.”

      

      After we’d both eaten our sandwiches, I placed the tray back on my bedside cabinet and turned back to Ari. There was expectation in the air between us. I’d never slept with a boy in my room before. Not unless you counted Hayden who used to come to sleep-overs on my birthday with the rest of my classmates when we were little.

      

      I leaned forward and kissed him. His lips were so warm and yet he still tasted of the ocean, even when he was away from it. It was a taste and a smell I associated with him without even thinking about it now. I could never go for a walk by the sea and smell the briny air without picturing Ari in my mind. He turned his body into me, and I heard him moan. At first, I thought it was a moan of pleasure. I’d certainly been enjoying myself, but when he pulled back quickly and gritted his teeth. I knew the pain was winning.

      

      Grabbing the cream next to the silver tray, I squeezed the tube and applied liberal amounts of the stuff to his legs, hoping it would ease his pain. As I slathered it on, great globs of it fell onto the bed, messing my sheet up even further, not that I cared. A sheet could be washed.

      

      He barely made a sound as I smoothed the cream on thickly, but he gripped the sheets beneath him and closed his eyes despite the deliberate lightness of my touch.

      

      “Does it feel any better?” I asked. His legs were now wet and white, hiding the worst parts.

      

      “A little...” he grimaced again as he tried to move on the bed to make space for me. “Ok, not much,” he admitted.

      I picked up the sleeping pills. They would knock him out almost instantly and keep him asleep for hours, but it was better than him lying next to me in agony. I couldn’t bear it.

      

      “No!” he growled when he saw what I’d picked up.

      

      I sighed, knowing it was no use arguing with him. We were both going to have to sleep on wet sheets covered in skin cream and blood, with him not daring to move because of the pain moving would cause. I’d sleep so far on the edge of the bed for fear of hurting him in my sleep that it was more than a possibility I’d fall off.

      

      As I replaced the bottle of pills, my eyes fell upon something else.

      Picking up the salt shaker, I dashed into the bathroom and turned both taps on, emptying the whole shaker of salt into it.

      

      “What are you doing?” I heard Ari call out.

      

      “I’m making this night a whole lot easier for both of us,” I grinned, poking my head back around the door.

      It took a whole five minutes to get Ari from the bed to the bathtub, but the look of relief on his face as his legs turned back to a tail made it worth it.

      

      “You can sleep in here.” I pointed out.

      

      “What about you?”

      

      I thought about it. The bed would feel lonely, knowing Ari was in the next room. Besides, the sheets were totally ruined, and I didn’t want to bother the staff any more than I had to. Instead, I brought a pillow from the bed and placed it beside the bathtub.

      

      “I’m going to sleep right here next to you.”

      

      The way he looked at me then almost broke my heart. It was as if no one had ever done anything for him before. I could feel everything in that look, and I only wished that the bathtub was bigger so I could climb in with him.

      

      It wasn’t the way I’d expected to spend my first night sleeping with a man, but it was the only way that worked.

      

      In the morning, I woke up to a neck so stiff that I could barely move it and the news that my father had died during the night. The new queen of Trifork had spent the night on the bathroom floor.
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      It was John that came to my room at five-thirty in the morning to inform me of the news. It was also John that held me as I cried. Ari, unable to move quickly thanks to having to wait for his tail to change into legs, only managed to get to me once my tears had subsided. John passed me over to him, and I clung to him, holding onto his naked body, covered only in a sheet as if he were the only thing that would stop me drowning in grief.

      

      “I’ll give you time to compose yourself, but I must inform Anthony of the news.” John was ever the professional. I knew he was close to my father and would feel his passing almost as keenly as I had, and yet he stood at my door with the stoic composure I, as the new queen, should be showing.

      

      “Would you like me to tell the staff or would you prefer to do that?”

      

      I wiped a tear from my eye and looked up at him. I knew what he was really asking me. He was asking if I was strong enough to take on the duties I’d been training for my whole life. It was crunch time, and he was waiting to see if I’d sink or swim. I took a deep breath and pulled myself up to my full height.

      

      “Please gather everyone into the great hall in thirty minutes. I’ll tell everyone the news.”

      

      John nodded. He didn’t smile. Of course, he didn’t. There was nothing to smile about, but I saw the pride in his expression as he nodded his head and turned away.

      

      “I need to get dressed,” I said quickly, panic evident in my voice. “Something appropriate and formal...and black.” I turned away from Ari to head to the closet, but he pulled me back toward him and held onto me, running his fingers through my hair with one hand and gripping me to him so tightly, my face was almost crushed to his chest.

      

      I didn’t want to break down. I’d already cried in front of John, but Ari was a cocoon wrapped around me. A safe harbor in the worst storm of my life and a haven of safety cushioning me from the reality I’d woken up to. I let the tears fall, creating streams down Ari’s chest and over his stomach. I sobbed, letting all the pain out, and despite his own pain, Ari was a rock, holding me until I was completely out of tears. Letting go of him was hard. Like setting adrift, away from an anchored ship, but I had to go. I had a job to do, and people were counting on me.

      “Stay here. There’s no point you trying to walk. I’ll come back for you.”

      

      Ari nodded, knowing that the best help he could be was to do as I asked. I pulled out a demure black dress from my closet and pinned my hair back from my face.

      

      Ari gave me a quick kiss as I left the room. Downstairs, I found John in his office fielding calls from journalists and well-wishers. When he saw me walk in, he hung up midway through a conversation.

      

      “Your Majesty.” He bowed to me in a way he never had before. It was so poignant, and it didn’t escape me that our relationship had changed overnight.  I was no longer the princess. I was now the queen and, therefore, his boss.

      

      As I had asked, the staff had congregated in the main hall. I think most of them had guessed the news I was about to tell them. I noticed a few had wet eyes as I made my way to the front. Anthony was already there, and as I took the stage, he took my hand. We were in this together, my brother and I.

      

      “I’m afraid I have bad news,” I said, keeping my voice even and trying to remember to breathe. “The king passed away overnight.”

      They knew the news was coming, and yet, they were as shocked as I had been. Many of them cried. Once I’d dismissed them, Anthony stepped up to speak to me.

      

      “We need to make arrangements. The media will be out here in force, and we will need to tell them when and where the funeral will be. I’m sure John will help us with everything.  The flag at the front of the palace needs to be lowered to half-mast, and the hospital needs a phone call to arrange for father’s body to be picked up.”

      

      My mind was whirring with all the jobs I had to do. Each seemed more important than the last. When had Anthony grown up so much? He was more on top of everything than I was. I needed to pull myself together.

      

      “Can you ask John to meet with us in his office in ten minutes to organize the funeral and press? I’ll sort out everything else.”

      Anthony gave me a curt nod and left me alone in the great hall.

      My first priority was to call the hospital. Not to make arrangements about my father’s body, but to speak to my mother. She would be distraught and the thought of her there alone made me feel sick to my stomach.

      

      On the way to the nearest phone, I spotted a maid.

      

      “Please, can you arrange for the flag to be hung at half-mast and get someone from the kitchen to take some breakfast up to my room? Ari is there, and I’m sure he will be hungry.”

      

      “Yes, ma’am.” The maid curtsied.

      

      “And have some pastries and fruit brought to John’s office too.” I wasn’t hungry, but Anthony and John might be.

      

      The nearest phone was in a small office just off the main entrance hall. Thankfully, the office was empty. I picked up the phone and dialed carefully. When the head of staff answered, I asked to be put through to my mother, only to be informed that my mother had already left and was on her way home.

      

      I’d hoped that would be all, but the head of staff wanted to know what to do with my father’s body. I knew it was a job on my list, but I’d hoped John would deal with it. I had no idea what the protocol for the death of a sovereign was. My father’s father died when I was just a baby.

      

      “I’m not sure what the best course of action would be at the moment,” I replied to him, but then he told me that the hospital was swarming with paparazzi and they needed it to be sorted out as quickly as possible.

      

      The whole morning was a whirlwind of activity as John, Anthony, and I ran through everything that needed to be done. Thankfully, John did remember my grandfather’s death and was able to get my father’s body back here to the small chapel that sat in our grounds at the back of the palace without too much fuss.

      

      Half an hour after I made the call to the hospital, my mother walked through the door surrounded by more guards than I’d ever seen before.  Her face was blotchy from tears and for the first time ever, her hair was a mess. She was still wearing the same outfit she’d been wearing when she left in a rush the day before.

      

      “Someone, get my mother a cup of tea,” I shouted out, running over to her and enveloping her in a hug.

      

      “No need. I’m tired. I’m going to retire to bed.”

      

      She did look tired. My mother, who always looked perfect, no matter the occasion, had big black circles under her eyes, eyes that were bloodshot and puffy.

      

      I was about to argue that she shouldn’t be on her own, but looking at the way she was, sleeping was probably the best thing she could do.

      

      I walked with her up to her room and sat with her a while as she lay on the bed sobbing quietly. Eventually, the sobs subsided and were replaced with soft snoring. Wearily, I dragged myself from her room and headed back to John’s office.

      

      As I entered, Anthony and John were in deep conversation.

      Pages and pages of paper covered the desk between them.

      Anthony turned his head as I closed the door behind me. “We have made arrangements for father’s funeral to be held in two weeks in the Trifork Minster.”

      

      “Two weeks? Isn’t that a long time to wait?”

      

      The thought of my father’s body lying in the small chapel for so long made me feel numb.

      “It’s actually pretty quick for a head of state,” John answered solemnly. “It’s not like a normal funeral. There has to be a period of public mourning. The press in all the nine kingdoms need time to get their people here. We expect hundreds of thousands of mourners to show up and security needs to be put in place to keep everyone safe. We also have to send out the invites to the heads of state of other kingdoms. It is a massive undertaking. My office will be extremely busy, plus after that, there is the matter of your coronation. We can’t leave too long a gap between both events.”

      

      Both events. It sounded like he was talking about a couple of parties, not the burial of my father and the bonding of me to my kingdom.

      

      The afternoon dragged on in a blur as I sifted my way through all the official paperwork that had to be taken care of, starting with developing the long list of names from which to choose whom to invite and organizing how we would handle the entire event in respect of the public and press.

      

      Hours later, my stomach rumbled. I looked at the clock on the wall behind John. Due to my numb state and the fact that we’d been so busy, we’d managed to work straight through the whole day without pausing to eat. With a start, I realized I’d left Ari on his own in my room all day.

      

      “You guys should eat,” I said, jumping up out of my seat. I’ll meet you back here in twenty minutes. There is something I have to do.

      

      Without waiting for an answer, I dashed out the door and up the stairs.

      

      “He’s already left, ma’am.” It was the same maid I’d spoken to earlier.

      

      “When?” My heart sank. I couldn’t believe I’d not thought to come visit him all day. I’d been so wrapped up in my own grief and duties that I’d not once thought to come and check on him.

      

      “How did he leave? He can barely walk.”

      “He did walk, ma’am. I saw him go. He asked me to tell you that he’ll see you later and he’ll stay around the shoreline in case you need him.”

      

      I thanked her and hurried back down the stairs, feeling incredibly guilty.

      

      Walking, even the short distance to the ocean without help would be agony for him. I wished he’d come to me and let me help him.

      I saw my sheet caught on the rocks where he’d left it weighted down so it wouldn’t fly away.

      

      Picking it up, I called out to Ari.

      

      Way behind me, on the public side of the promenade, I could hear the members of the press shouting my name. I turned to find literally hundreds of them, jostling for position to get the best photo of me.

      

      I closed my eyes, feeling dizzy from lack of food and the weight of grief that pulled at my heart.

      

      A splashing noise caused me to open my eyes. Ari appeared, his head and shoulders coming out of the water, his obsidian hair trailing behind him, and fanning out where it touched the sea.

      

      “I’m so sorry,” I began, kneeling and reaching out to him. “I didn’t mean to leave you alone for so long. There was just so much to do, and everything is so overwhelming right now.”

      

      Ari held up his forefinger to my lips. I could taste the salty water that dribbled down over my chin.

      

      He heaved himself up on the rock and kissed me. As he’d just come from the ocean, his face was wet, making me wet with it. Not that I cared. It was the first moment since I’d gotten out of bed that I’d didn’t think of my father and of the million and one things I had to do. In that moment, there was just Ari and me.

      Ari, me, and the thousand photographers taking our picture. A picture that would inevitably end up on the front page of the newspapers tomorrow.

      

      “I understand,” Ari said as he pulled back from me. I almost followed his lips which would have made me fall into the ocean with him. It was extremely tempting.

      

      “You are going through a lot right now, and you have much to do. I’ll always be here for you, and when you are able, we’ll go back out to sea together.”

      

      I sighed. With the mountain of paperwork I had to wade through, going out to sea with Ari was a long way off.

      

      “I don’t think I’ll be able to come out with you until all this dies down, but I promise to come visit you soon.” I indicated the braying paparazzi mob behind me. Ari’s eyes flicked to them for a moment then turned back to me.

      

      “I don’t care about them. I do, however, care about you. I will be waiting for you. I’m always here.”

      

      He kissed me again, this time quickly and disappeared under the water.

      

      If my heart had felt empty before, it was even worse now. I was tired, right down to my bones. I couldn’t exactly call my mother lucky, but at least she was allowed to sleep through everything. I’d give my right arm to be able to drift into sweet oblivion and wake up when this all didn’t seem like such a nightmare.

      

      Taking my sheet with me, I ambled back across the rocks, giving a small wave to the photographers. It didn’t matter what I did. They already had the shot they wanted. However much I didn’t like it, Ari and I were huge news. No doubt they’d make a big deal of me visiting him on the day my father died.

      

      I was feeling very anti-media as I entered the house. John caught  me as I’d just made it through the door. “I’m sorry Your Highness. I know you are tired, but the press is assembled in the grand hall. They want an official statement from the palace.” He looked at me apologetically as I gawked back at him.

      

      “Why? How?” I was so tired; I couldn’t even articulate the words. I’d only been gone fifteen minutes, twenty at most. How had a press conference managed to be arranged and set up in such a short period of time?

      

      “I’m most terribly sorry,” John apologized again. “My staff set it up without my knowledge. We’ve been locked away all day, and they took it upon themselves to bring the press in. I shall turn them away immediately then reprimand my staff at once.”

      

      “No.” I brought my hand up to my head where a headache was developing. My stomach also pained me because of not eating all day, but I couldn’t just turn the media away. I needed to show the kingdom some leadership and sending the press away when the public needed me the most seemed the worst thing to do, “I’ll speak to them. Please don’t reprimand your staff. It was the right thing to do.”

      

      John gave me a small smile and nodded his head.

      

      I turned to the double doors of the grand hall, and as I pushed them open, I realized I had not the first clue of what I was going to say.
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      The month after my father’s death passed incredibly slowly, and yet, every second of my day was accounted for. Every night, I flopped into bed and fell asleep almost before my head hit the pillow. Despite my promise to Ari, I’d not found time to visit him once. My heart burned with the pain of not seeing him, but there was always just one more speech to give, one more form to sign, one more person I had to deal with. The funeral had run as smoothly as could be expected, but my upcoming coronation was fraught with problems. Problems I didn’t want to deal with. I didn’t really want to deal with any of it. I needed to deal with my own grief, but like everything else, that was also something I didn’t have time for. I’d known my father was a busy man, but it hadn’t occurred to me just how busy he was.

      

      As I had with Ari, I’d also had to push my other friendships to one side. Astrid and Hayden had postponed their wedding as they had said they would, and now the date was set at some vague point in the future. I think they were waiting until my coronation to set an actual date, but as I was putting it off as long as possible, their wedding was heading farther into the future. I felt so bad for them, but as I never could find the time to see them, I was unable to apologize in person.

      

      “My whole life is wrapped up in queen stuff,” I complained to my mother about six weeks after my father had died. She was brushing my hair at her large dressing table.

      

      “It won’t always be like this,” my mother soothed. “When your father became king, I barely saw him for months, but then things settled down, and we were able to find some time together. The secret is delegating.”

      

      I looked at myself in the mirror. My mother had gone back to the well-dressed, perfect looking woman she had been before her husband died, but I looked like I hadn’t slept in a month.

      There were bags under my eyes, and my skin was almost gray in color. Even my hair that usually had a vibrant red hue was dull and lifeless.

      

      It was easy for my mother to say I should delegate, but I already was delegating every task I could. John was doing twice the work he normally did, and his staff was coming in extra weekends to help prepare for the coronation. Anthony was going way above and beyond his duties by dealing with all the foreign issues—issues I should be dealing with myself but didn’t really understand. I was left to deal with the media. A job which I hated above all other jobs. There were endless streams of interviews from every TV network and every newspaper in all the nine kingdoms. I couldn’t back out of any of them because, according to public opinion, doing so would make me an uncaring leader.

      

      “Apparently, if I don’t give at least a billion interviews a day, the public will think I’m a bad queen.”

      

      “You don’t want to pay too much attention to what the public thinks,” my mother replied, yanking the brush through my knotty hair. “It will drive you insane. Your father didn’t.”

      

      I sighed and rested my head in my arms, forcing my mother to stop doing what she was doing.

      

      “You’ve not had a minute to yourself in weeks. You’ll work yourself into the ground at this rate. How long has it been since you last saw Ari?”

      

      She knew how long it had been. Over six weeks. I’d tried to get out of the palace on a number of occasions, but some emergency or other had always prevented me from leaving. When I closed my eyes at night, all I saw was him. I longed to be back out in the ocean, to be beside him once again.

      

      “I thought so,” my mother said, not waiting for a reply. “It’s about time I gave an interview or two. I’ll take over your duties today, and you can go for a swim.”

      

      I pulled my head up and looked at her reflection. She smiled at me with such warmth in her eyes.

      

      “Thank you!” I jumped up, knocking the brush from her hand and turned to hug her. She was right. I did need a break.

      

      “Go then, before I change my mind.”

      

      I kissed her cheek and ran from the room. As I passed John’s office, I poked my head around the door and told him that my mother was taking all interviews this afternoon. He held two thumbs up and gave me a grin.

      

      My heart already felt lighter as I dashed across the rocks. Not caring about the remaining paparazzi, I pulled my black dress over my head, and in only my underwear I dived right in.

      

      I’d barely swum more than a couple of meters when I bumped right into my grandfather. As soon as he took my hand, I was able to breathe underwater like he did. If only I didn’t have to hold onto a merperson to be underwater. It was so very inconvenient. He spoke to me through telepathy, the same way that Ari and I spoke when we were underwater. I could communicate this way with Ari because we had a special bond, but with my grandfather, it was all magic. Although he was nowhere near as powerful as the sea witch had been, magically speaking, he did have some powers. Being able to talk to me telepathically was one of them. The only problem was, beyond Ari and my grandfather, I wasn’t able to talk to any of the other merfolk and the few times I’d been to Havfrue, I’d had to remain silent or try to communicate with a crude sign language.

      

      Erica!” I’ve not seen you or your mother in weeks. I thought I’d come and pay a visit...What’s the matter?

      

      My tears were invisible under water. One lot of salty water pouring seamlessly into another, but I’m sure he picked up on the shock on my face. What with everything going on in the palace and in Trifork, I’d completely forgotten to tell my grandfather of my father’s death. He wouldn’t be upset, not in the traditional sense. My grandfather was my mother’s father and had only met my father on a few occasions. He should have been told from a political perspective, though. My father died.

      

      Now, it was my grandfather’s turn to look shocked. Despite our rocky start, my grandfather had grown quite fond of me. He pulled me into his arms and almost engulfed me in a hug.

      

      He was so young. How did it happen?

      

      I shook my head, remembering back to when the doctors had told us the cause of death. It hadn’t seemed real at the time. I wasn’t sure I believed it now all these weeks later.

      

      They said he had a viral infection that caused a heart attack, but I’m not so sure.”

      

      He narrowed his eyes. What do you mean? You think there was more to it?

      I wasn’t sure if I should tell him my suspicions. Everyone else I’d told thought I was crazy for even thinking it, but in my mind, it made total sense.

      

      “I think the sea witch did it.

      

      There, I’d said it. I waited for him to tell me I was stupid or wrong. Instead, he looked at me closely.

      

      She’s dead. Make no mistake, my pet finished her off.

      The pet he talked about was a huge shark he kept in his underwater palace.

      

      I know that, but isn’t it possible that she cast some sort of spell before she was killed? She was certainly planning to kill my father, she told me.

      

      She told you right before being eaten by a shark. I doubt she’d have time to finish any spells. I think that sometimes things are just as they seem. If your medics think your father died of natural causes, then maybe you should believe them.

      

      Easy to say, but the problem was, I didn’t believe it. The spell on Ari had not been broken, and I’d heard that the same could be said for others in Havfrue. My father was so young and vibrant. Was it really possible that a viral infection had killed him?

      

      How is your mother holding up? I must go and see her.

      

      She’s doing as well as can be expected. Today she’s speaking to the media for the first time since he died.

      

      My grandfather nodded his head thoughtfully. And how are you doing? This must have come as a huge shock to you. You’ll be queen now, right? That’s a big responsibility for someone as young as you. Do you need me to come up to the palace and help in any way?

      

      My heart lifted as I mulled over his offer. He’d become quite a celebrity in Trifork when the media first found out about him, and being a private man, he didn’t like the intrusion. That’s why he only visited once in a while. Coming up to the palace to help was a generous offer and who better to help me be a queen than a man who was a king?

      

      I kissed his cheek and smiled. My first smile in weeks. Thank you, I’d love that. Before we go home, I was wondering if you’d help me with one thing first.

      

      Anything.

      

      I looked out into the vast ocean. I knew Havfrue was there, but it was a long way for anyone to swim without a tail.

      

      Would you take me to Havfrue? It will be so much quicker with your help.

      

      My grandfather’s lips curled up at the edges. Would this be anything to do with that young man of yours by any chance?

      Even in the cool water, I could feel the blush rise to my cheeks.

      I’ haven’t seen him in six weeks. The pressures of becoming queen have taken all of my time.

      

      I felt a jerk as my grandfather set off, pulling me at high speed behind him. Without him, the journey would take me, at least, half an hour, and I’d have to battle the waves. With him pulling me underwater, we made the journey in less than ten minutes. Of course, I could have called out for Ari to come to me, but this way I’d be able to surprise him. I pointed out the avenue that Ari lived on and let my grandfather swim me along it. Every merperson we met bowed as we passed.

      

      Anticipation of finally seeing him again made me both nervous and excited. I could feel my heart lifting just by the fact I was closer to him. Being bonded to him and living so far apart was difficult and it was only now as we got close to his house that I realized just how heavy my heart had become. I’d thought it was grief and stress, and probably a lot of it was, but being away from Ari only compounded it all, making me feel I was walking around with weights on my shoulders.

      

      Havfrue houses do not have windows and doors in the same way we do on land. They had the openings, but no glass and no doors. Water flowed freely through all the openings. It meant there was very little privacy, but at least, you got to see the brightly colored fish without having to leave your home.

      My heart was positively bursting with joy as we came up to his house. The downside of being apart from Ari was the pain and heaviness of my heart but on the flipside, being so close to him was like I was walking on air. I didn’t even need to see him to feel it. The joy was already coursing through my veins as we stopped at his house.

      

      A small creature swam through his window and wrapped itself around my arm.

      

      “Ollie!” I cried out, using my mouth and sending bubbles of air up to the surface. Ollie was Ari’s pet octopus. I stroked his head and then peeked in the window opening. All at once, the happy feelings I’d been experiencing fell like a ton of bricks. I pulled my grandfather away from the window. I didn’t want him to see what I’d just seen.

      

      Isn’t he home? asked my grandfather in confusion.

      

      He’s home alright. Home with another girl!
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      I don’t know how I managed to get home. My entire world had come crashing down around me. If it wasn’t bad enough that I’d just lost my father, it seemed that I’d lost Ari too. I knew heartbreak was never easy, but the fact we were bonded made it a bitter pill to swallow.

      

      “She might have just been a friend,” My grandfather offered as he pulled us both out of the water by the rocks. The photographers were still out in force, managing to get a photo of me looking absolutely dreadful in my underwear and tears streaking down my face.

      

      I ignored everyone and headed straight to bed, hiding myself under my duvet and getting my pillow wet as I’d not bothered to dry my hair. Someone knocked on my door, but I was in no mood to speak to anyone. I felt numb and empty, and I was going to be no use to John or anyone else in the state I was in.

      

      Every time I closed my eyes, I could see him with her. She had long flowing yellow hair. Not blond but an acidic looking bright yellow. My grandfather had asked if I’d got the wrong idea, and they were just friends, but I’d seen him lean forward and kiss her. Friends didn’t kiss each other in their own homes when they thought no one was watching.

      I spent the night revolving between blaming myself for not finding time to go see him and wanting to rip his head off for cheating on me.

      

      Ok, it could be argued that we were not officially a couple. We’d both known that it couldn’t last forever, but I’d not thought it would end so soon, and with betrayal. In my heart, I’d hoped there would be a happy ending for us, a way to get past the problems we faced, but in my head, I knew our relationship had to come to an end at some point.

      

      In the morning, I was a complete wreck. I’d barely slept at all, and the bags under my eyes had taken on such epic proportions, that I was sure they were going to overbalance me. There was another knock on the door, and this time, I answered it. I opened the door to my mother staring at me, her mouth hanging open in shock.

      

      “Erica! You look dreadful! What’s this in your hair?” She pulled something green and stringy from my hair that turned out to be seaweed.

      

      “Go in the shower and get yourself dressed,” she demanded. She didn’t like me to look anything other than the princess I was...correction, the queen I was.

      

      I looked down at my underwear. It had dried overnight but had salt stains all over it from the sea water. I turned and padded into my bathroom, turning the bath on instead of the shower. If I had a shower, she’d expect me out in minutes. This way I’d at least get half an hour or so to myself. At least, I thought I would. I wasn’t prepared for her following me in and sitting by the side of the bath.

      

      “Can’t a girl get some privacy around here?” I muttered. I wanted to wallow in my own despair, and I could hardly do that with my mother watching. She passed me a shampoo bottle.

      

      “Father told me what happened,” she began, pouring shampoo liberally over my head when I didn’t take the bottle from her. “I’m so sorry Erica. I thought he was such a nice boy once I got to know him.”

      

      I didn’t answer. What was there to say? Instead, I elected to lose myself in the feeling of her massaging the shampoo into my scalp the way she did when I was a little girl. I could hear her talking, but the scalp massage was making me sleepy.

      

      “Erica!”

      

      I nodded awake abruptly. I’d completely fallen asleep in the tub. Water cascaded down over my ears as my mother rinsed out the shampoo.

      

      “I’m sorry, I didn’t sleep very well.”

      

      She sighed loudly behind me. “My father is here. He says he’ll stay for a few days to help. Why don’t you take a few days off work?”

      

      I shook my head. “I can’t. I’m the queen. I’m not allowed to be tired or sad or overwhelmed. I have to be regal and pretty and commanding and a million other things I fear I’ll never be.”

      

      “You are so much more than you think you are. Take a week off. There will be plenty of time for you to be regal and commanding.”

      The thought of slouching around in my bed, not having to talk to anyone was appealing. In the end, I let my mother have her way. She got a maid to change the sheets on my bed, and I went into hibernation, not leaving my room until I could hide no more.

      On the fifth day, when I’d cried more tears than I thought it possible, I got up, put on a dress and makeup and stepped out of my room. When I’d been with Ari, I was a princess, a girl. Now I was the queen, and I had a kingdom to run. Heartbreak didn’t fit into it at all. With purposeful strides, I marched to John’s office. Anthony and my grandfather were there, deep in conversation. They all paused as I walked through the door.

      

      “John, how are my coronation plans coming? I want to become the queen officially as soon as possible.”

      

      John gave a cough to clear his throat. “I’m sorry Your Highness, but after your father’s funeral, the road outside the Minster began to crumble from the sheer number of people turning out to give their condolences. There is a team working on it right now, but it seems that the minster also needs some restorative work and they are doing it all at the same time to minimize the impact on people.”

      

      I sighed in frustration. I needed something to take my mind away from everything that had happened in the last few weeks, and I figured a coronation would do that, not to mention ruling a kingdom.

      

      “How long until we can get in?” I sensed by the look on his face that I was not going to like his answer.

      

      “We are going to have to put it back at least a couple of months, Your Highness.”

      

      A couple of months! That felt like an eternity away. “It will be getting cold by then. Winter will be creeping in.”

      

      “That’s true, but a little snow won’t stop us.”

      

      No, just a construction crew it seemed.

      

      The weeks following were a mess of me trying to keep everything together on the outside while I was falling apart on the inside. I was lucky to have such a great support system behind me. John and Anthony helped with running the kingdom the best they could. My mother took over the planning of the coronation, and I spent umpteen hours giving interviews for the media, trying not to look like I had a stone in my chest where my heart once was.

      

      A month after I’d seen Ari with the other girl, I finally canceled any more interviews. The reporters had gone from wanting to know about the kingdom and my place in it as queen to throwing in question after question about Ari’s and my relationship.

      

      After the last one where the reporter had refused point blank to leave until I answered his question about where Ari was, I’d had him thrown out and canceled everything else. It was ridiculous that everyone but me was actually doing the running of the kingdom and I spent my days fending off questions about my love life.

      

      I made up my mind to spend more time with John and Anthony and actually make plans for the future of Trifork. I’d set off towards John’s office when Astrid and Hayden collared me. Like everyone else that wasn’t essential to running a kingdom, I’d barely seen them in months.

      

      I took them into the small dining room where I instructed a maid to bring us some tea.  Just being around them again brought some sense into my cluttered mind. I’d forgotten what it was like to just hang with my best friends and how easy it was to talk about things other than Trifork.

      

      “How have you both been?” I asked uncertainly. I felt that I’d missed out on so much and, once again, had guilt that I’d pushed them to one side to figure out how to run the kingdom.

      I saw a look pass between them, and for the first time since they’d got together, I felt like an outsider. Of course, I was always the third wheel in the relationship, but I’d never really felt that way...not until now.

      

      “What is it?”

      

      “It’s the wedding,” Astrid blurted out.  “We want to ask your permission for it to go ahead.”

      She looked at me so expectantly that I almost cried. It broke my heart that they felt the need to ask my permission. I might be the queen, but I wasn’t in charge of their lives any more than I was in charge of any of my other subjects’ lives.

      

      I took her hands in mine, then let one drop so I could reach out for Hayden’s hand too.

      

      “I’m so sorry. I haven’t been a good friend to either of you recently.”

      

      “It’s alright,” Astrid replied earnestly. “We know you’ve been through a lot. We didn’t want to ask you, but you are still chief bridesmaid, and we know the coronation is coming up.”

      

      I sighed. I’d never be coronated the way things were going. I was the queen, but I felt like I was still in limbo until it was made official.

      

      “As long as you don’t plan to marry at the Trifork Minster, you certainly can get married.”

      

      Astrid tightened the grip on my hand and grinned, and beside her, Hayden let out a sigh of relief.

      

      “We don’t actually have a venue planned yet. It wouldn’t have been the Minster though. It’s reserved for royalty, remember?”

      

      Of course, it was. “I was joking. Of course, you guys should marry.” I looked around the dining room. It was the smaller of the two the palace had, this one being reserved for family meals, but it was beautiful as was the rest of the palace.

      

      “Why don’t you get married here in the palace? You kinda almost did once already, and we have the space for as many guests as you like.”

      Astrid gazed around the room. I could see that she was weighing the possibility.

      

      Hayden didn’t need to look around.

      

      He’d spent much of his childhood in this palace playing silly games like hide and seek with me. He knew what the place looked like already. “Actually I had an idea I’d like to run past you.”

      

      “Shoot.”

      

      “I was thinking we could borrow one of your da...your ships. I want to marry at sea.”

      

      This was obviously news to Astrid as much as it was to me. Her eyes widened, and she let out a squeal. I felt the corners of my mouth lift at her obvious excitement. It was the first time I’d smiled in so long, I was sure I’d forgotten how to do it.

      

      “Of course. I’ll secure one of the nicer ships for you. I’ll need to know how many guests you want.”

      

      Hayden smiled as Astrid jumped up out of her seat and hugged me.

      

      “Thank you. Thank you so much!” She turned to Hayden. “We can get married whenever we like. Let’s do it next week. We already have the dresses.”

      

      Hayden shook his head. “What about the catering and the cake? It could take weeks to organize everything.”

      

      I began to panic. If they accidentally set their wedding on the same day, or even the same week as the coronation, I wouldn’t be able to attend, and if I was going to be very honest with myself, I knew which I’d prefer to go to. Suddenly, a thought occurred to me. I could manage to sort out their wedding within a week, which would still give me at least three weeks to go before the coronation.

      

      “My kitchen staff can cater your wedding. I have the finest chefs in the whole of Trifork working down there. I think they’ll enjoy doing something more interesting than bringing me the occasional sandwich.”

      

      Hayden squeezed my hand and thanked me as Astrid stood up quickly.

      

      “If the wedding is next week, I need to plan everything. Thank you, Erica.” She kissed me on the cheek, and after another brief kiss, this time directed at Hayden, she dashed out the door.

      I grinned at Hayden. Astrid’s excitement was catching, pulling a load from my aching heart. “You might want to tell her she can also use the beauticians and hairdressers my mother hires. She’ll never find anyone else at this late notice.”

      

      “Thank you, I will.” Hayden moved forward and took both my hands in his. “How are you doing, Erica?”

      

      “I’m fine,” I lied.

      

      As usual, Hayden saw right through it.

      “No you aren’t, and I don’t expect you to be. I’m sorry about this whole wedding thing. It’s just that with everything going on, it felt as though it might never happen at all.”

      

      “Don’t be sorry. I’m excited for you both.” I looked right at him. I could see right into his very soul and knew exactly what he was thinking. He felt sorry for me. He knew I’d turn up without a plus one, and he knew that all eyes would be on me rather than Astrid. Perhaps that’s why he chose to have the ceremony so far away from prying eyes. If we were on a boat so far out to sea, the media would find it hard to follow us. I guess they could hire boats themselves, but we’d be inside, not on deck and therefore any photos they took would be pointless.

      

      “Ari is an idiot. A total, complete, and utter ass to let you go.”

      I smiled again, but this time it was full of sadness. Hayden’s words were all well and good, but the truth was that Ari had let me go. He’d discarded me for someone better, someone easier...someone with a tail and he’d not even had the balls to come tell me face to face.

      

      “It doesn’t matter. I’m over it. How many people are you expecting to come to the wedding?” I changed the subject quickly, hoping that he wouldn’t bring up Ari again. I didn’t want to talk about him, at least, not with Hayden.

      Hayden stared back at me, his eyes unblinking. “It does matter Erica. Of course, it matters. You’ve been through so much in such a short time, and then that unfeeling cad goes and does that to you? If I could swim underwater, I’d go down there and...”

      I gave a small laugh. The whole thing was moot. Hayden couldn’t swim underwater, so there was no point talking about it.

      

      “There’s nothing you can do, and I don’t need you to fight my battles for me. The past is the past, and it’s the future of Trifork I have to look out for now.”

      

      Hayden brought himself closer to me and wrapped his arms around me tightly. I held myself together. I’d shed enough tears, and it was about time I grew up.
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      The very next morning, the opportunity for me to do just that arose in a most unexpected way. I was having breakfast alone in the small dining room when my mother joined me.

      

      “Can I have some more food, please?” I asked the maid as my mother took a seat beside me.

      

      “Just coffee will be good, thanks,” my mother said to the maid’s back as she retreated. After turning to me, she added, “I’m not feeling too hungry. I’ve been thinking about your coronation.”

      “Hmmm,” I answered, taking a bite out of a croissant smothered in jam.

      

      “There is still time to find someone. John tells me that it has been put back again which makes me think that fate is working in your favor.”

      

      I knit my brows together, not comprehending at all what she meant.

      

      “Find someone for what?” I asked flakes of pastry dropping from my mouth. I picked up my napkin and dabbed my mouth waiting for an inevitable reprimand for not eating in a ladylike manner.

      When she answered, it was much worse than a telling off.

      “A partner... a man to stand by your side as you walk up the aisle.”

      

      “You want me to find a man and marry him before my coronation? It hasn’t been put off that long.”

      She gave me one of her stern looks. “Don’t be silly, dear. I’m not suggesting you marry someone...not right away, anyway, but it’s a difficult job, ruling a kingdom, and I’d like to think you’ll have some help.”

      “I have help,” I argued back. “I have John and Anthony and you.”

      

      “Yes, and I’m sure we’ll help in whatever way we can, but you’ll need the emotional support only a partner can give. It’s a lonely life being queen and once you officially take that title, finding a man will drop to a very low priority. Why not do it now and get it over and done with?”

      

      Get it over and done with? She made it sound like a trip to the dentist but a whole lot less appealing.

      

      She took my silence as me thinking about it and continued. “I know you had a thing for Ari. He was a nice boy, well, until...you know. It’s Hayden and Astrid’s wedding next week. Will you think about taking someone as a date?”

      

      I raised a brow and tried to keep a lump in my throat from cutting off my airway at the mention of Ari. “You just said it yourself. It’s next week. Seven days away. The only guys I’ve ever known are Ari and Hayden, and I’m pretty sure Astrid wouldn’t take kindly to me asking Hayden as my date to his own wedding.”

      

      She waved her hand in my direction. “Stop it. I have someone for you to take. He’s a nice young man from a good family.”

      

      “Fine!” I replied, standing up from the table. I hated the fact that the mere mention of Ari had my heart feeling like a stone was squeezing my chest. I needed to think about something...or someone else. Besides, I didn’t have the energy to argue with her about it.

      

      “Don’t you want to know about him?” she asked as I headed for the door.

      

      “Not especially.” I figured I’d find out when I met the guy, and I couldn’t for the life of me think that I’d be interested in him at all. It was easy for my mother to throw men my way, just as it was easy for me to say that I was over Ari, but the truth was that I wasn’t over Ari. Nowhere near it.

      

      “His name is Josh!” she called out as I left the room.

      She spent the rest of the week in a complete panic, having taken it upon herself to organize the wedding as well as my coronation. She complained at every given opportunity about the shortness of time she had to prepare everything, although everyone knew she relished the responsibility. She knew how to throw a great party which was just as well, really, as my only contribution to the big day was to make sure one of my ships was in dock at the right time.

      

      I spent the week trying not to think about either Ari or this Josh person

      On the day itself, I left Anthony and John in charge and headed down to the main hall where my mother had told me to go.

      The entire place was a hive of activity, with all the food from the kitchens being brought up on trays covered in film to keep the air getting to them. Various staff members bustled about picking them up one by one and taking them someplace through one of the doors.

      

      “Where are they going?” I wondered aloud.

      

      “Ah there, you are. Come over here.” My mother appeared at my side and took my hand, leading me to the last seat in a row. She looked a little peaky which was hardly a surprise. She’d barely stopped since the wedding was announced. If I’d put in the amount of effort she’d done to make this wedding a huge event, I’d probably have died of exhaustion. I was tired just thinking about it.

      

      The bridesmaids each had a seat, and both Astrid’s and Hayden’s mothers were seated on the other end, gossiping while a team of hairdressers and beauticians worked on them. My mother pushed me into the chair beside the one occupied by Astrid and beckoned one of the beauticians over.

      

      Astrid already had her hair done. The blue-green waves she usually wore had been pinned back in a half updo. Her hair still cascaded down her back, but it was pulled back out of her face with a diamond hair clip.

      

      They’d just started working on her face, but she didn’t need makeup, she was naturally beautiful.

      

      “You could go as you are and still be the most beautiful woman in the place,” I commented as a woman with a comb and pair of scissors attacked my unruly hair.

      

      Astrid glanced my way and grinned. “Don’t be trying to upstage me, Erica.”

      

      “You need some color to balance the green hair,” added the makeup artist who was in the process of painting her lips. “Otherwise you’ll look washed out.”

      

      I wanted to point out that I was only joking, but I had a feeling that the woman wouldn’t care.

      

      When we were all finished, a large mirror was brought out to us so we could see ourselves. The food had already been delivered to the ship as had a huge sailor-themed cake I’d seen the servants walk past us with, so we were left alone to dress.

      

      Astrid looked simply stunning in her nautical-themed dress paired with a veil made of netting. On anyone else, her outfit would have looked weird, but on her it was perfect. It suited her personality to a tee.  Beside her, I scrubbed up pretty well myself.

      Astrid draped her hand across my shoulder. “I can’t believe I’m getting married today. I’m so glad I could share this day with you. I only wish...”

      She didn’t have to finish the sentence for me to know what it was she wanted to say. She wished I had someone, Ari perhaps. I hadn’t told her about Josh. I’d spent the week trying not to feel dread about my upcoming blind date. It was something I’d regretted saying yes to ever since I had done it.

      

      “I’m just amazed Hayden could find someone who’d stay with him,” I teased. She gave me a playful pat on the arm.

      

      As I gazed at the pair of us in the mirror, I had a flash of myself in a wedding dress standing next to Ari. If I could have moved my legs more than a couple of inches in the mermaid dress Astrid had put me in, I would have tried to kick myself.

      

      “No more dilly-dallying, you two. It’s time to go.” My mother herded us all out of the grand hall to a waiting bus. It was painted white, and the windows were covered so no one could take a sneaky photo of us.

      

      “We are going on a bus?” I arched an eyebrow at my mother who was busy ushering the younger bridesmaids onboard.

      “What else would have gotten us of all to the dock? I’ve arranged a tent for us to drive into to walk through to get onto the ship so the media doesn’t catch sight of the bride.”

      As usual, she’d thought of everything. I held Astrid’s hand as we completed the small journey, each of us lost in our own thoughts. The tent my mother had mentioned was more of a fabric walkway from one end of the dock where we parked the bus, to the ship itself.

      

      Once inside the ship, we were shown to the captain’s quarters, while the guests and Hayden were in the main hall of the ship waiting for us, presumably along with the mysterious Josh. We had no fixed destination, but the plan was to sail for an hour until the shore was barely visible and perform the ceremony there. It was so romantic. The windows onboard were also covered to stop the media from getting any photos just as they had been on the bus. It made sense, but it also meant I couldn’t see where we were going. I was going to miss out on watching the sea below us.

      

      As the ship began to move, I felt a small thrill of panic. The last time I’d been on a ship as big as this, it had gone down in a storm created by the sea witch. I told myself that the witch was dead, and no storms had been forecast, but I couldn’t help feeling that I was putting myself in danger. I looked across to my mother. She obviously felt the same way. Having not been out to sea in eighteen years due to her fear of water, this was a momentous occasion for her. Not even since she found out about the sea witch’s demise had she ventured out into the water. I felt such pride watching how well she was handling it even though she looked a little green around the gills so to speak.

      

      “I have a gift for you,” Astrid said excitedly pushing a gift-wrapped circular box into my hands and taking my attention away from my mother.

      

      “I wasn’t expecting a gift,” I replied, looking down at the exquisitely wrapped box with a blue ribbon around it. “Aren’t I supposed to be the one giving you a gift?”

      

      “There’s been a slight change of plans.”

      

      I gave her a quizzical look. Change of plans? “What do you mean?”

      “Just open it!” She was practically jumping up and down with excitement. Whatever was in the box must be good.

      

      I opened it quickly, throwing the wrapping on the floor and eliciting a stern look from my mother in the process. Inside the box was a top hat. I pulled it out, wondering if there was anything else, but beneath the hat, the box was empty.

      “I don’t get it!”

      

      “You are my chief bridesmaid.” She rocked forward and backward on her heels, barely containing her excitement.

      

      “I know,” I answered slowly, wondering where this was leading and what possible use I could have for a top hat.

      

      “But you are also Hayden’s best man.”

      

      I looked at her quizzically.

      

      “Think about it,” she continued, taking the hat from my hands and placing it lightly atop my head so as not to mess up my hairdo. “He’s your best friend. Who else would he choose? We both wanted you, but instead of arguing who should get you, we decided to share.”

      

      I laughed at her. This was the most untraditional wedding I’d ever been to. I loved it! If it wasn’t for everything else going on in my life and the fact I had a blind date coming up, I’d have almost felt happy. The weight on my chest lifted as I took in her expression.

      

      “Ok, I’m up for it. Does this mean I should go down to the hall?” I asked, unsure of what exactly my duties were now.

      

      “Go!” she grinned at me, shooing her hands in my general direction.

      

      As I headed for the door, I caught a glimpse of my mother. She looked even worse than she had before, and I wondered if it was possible for mermaids to get seasick. As I headed down the stairs to join Hayden, my heart inexplicably soared. The weight on my chest, which had lifted slightly when Astrid passed me my top hat, was now gone completely leaving me feeling as light as a feather. It was a curious feeling to have, seeing as only moments before sadness had been fighting for dominance over the fear of having to come up with small talk for my blind date.

      

      It was then that I realized we’d be passing over Havfrue about now. The happiness I was feeling was only partly to do with Astrid and Hayden. No. The sudden lurch of my heart was because I was the closest I’d been in weeks to the man I was bonded to. However the magic worked, it was doing its job now, making me feel giddy and slightly sick. Directly below me, he would be there with his new girlfriend. Just like that, my heart changed direction and plummeted downward.

      

      I sucked in a deep breath to center myself and opened the doors to the main hall. All at once, a hundred heads turned to look my way. As they began to stand, I realized that they thought Astrid was on her way.

      

      “No! Sit down. I’m not a bridesmaid!” I hurried up the aisle, flapping my arms in a downward motion to get them all to sit. “I’m the best man!” I added, feeling somewhat foolish.

      

      “Nice entrance, Erica. Subtle!” Hayden grinned as I took a spot by his side.

      

      I threw him a dirty look and smoothed down my dress. “Have you got the rings? Because up until two minutes ago, I didn’t even know I was doing this job.” I hissed in his ear.

      

      I kept my voice low, aware that there were rows and rows of people eagerly awaiting the bride within earshot. I glanced up at them, seeing a general state of confusion with some people sitting back down, and some still standing, unsure of what they were supposed to do.

      

      “She’ll be coming when the music starts,” I pointed out. About halfway back next to the aisle, a young man with dirty-blond hair and steel gray eyes winked at me. I opened my mouth in shock at his rudeness but was then elbowed by Hayden, trying to get my attention.

      As I looked over at him, he tapped his top pocket where there was a square bulge. He pulled out the ring box and handed it to me. As I had no pockets on the dress, I had to hold onto it.

      

      “Thank you,” Hayden whispered as the wedding march began to play. Astrid glided up the aisle like the crazy green-haired angel she was, followed by the rest of the bridesmaids. As she got to the front, she passed me my lilies and pulled my hat from my head. I guess I was back to being chief bridesmaid again.

      

      The ceremony went beautifully, and once it was over, the food was brought out. My heart jumped all over the place, vacillating between extreme joy and sadness. I couldn’t keep myself together, my brain in one place. Even throughout the speeches of which I now had two to give, my mind kept flowing back to Ari no matter how hard I tried to keep him out of it.

      

      “You should start dating again,” my mother commented once I’d sat back down.

      

      Oh crap. I’d completely forgotten about my blind date. So it seemed had my mother even though she was the one who’d set the whole thing up. With any luck, she’d forgotten. She had a glass of champagne next to her that hadn’t been touched, but the way she sounded when she spoke made me think that the glass was not her first. Her words were slurred. Only slightly, but I picked up on it. She had gone from green to gray in color and didn’t look too well.

      

      “Are you feeling alright?” I asked her, wondering if it was the fear of the ocean or the alcohol that was making her appear the way she did.

      

      “I’m fine, just a bit overwhelmed. I have a bit of a headache,” she replied, the slur much more prominent this time. I pulled the champagne away from her.

      

      “I saw a bed in the captain’s quarters. Maybe you should lie down for a while.”

      

      She looked like she was about to argue but then nodded. “Maybe you are right. I’ve felt better.”

      As I helped her back up the stairs to the captain’s quarters, she mentioned me dating again.

      

      “So Hayden is married...and not to you.”

      

      “Please don’t start. You know that Hayden and Astrid are perfect for each other. Not that I was ever interested in the first place.”

      “I’m not starting anything,” she argued. I noticed that she was leaning on me more and more heavily with each step. Just how much had she had to drink?

      

      “But you will be the official ruler of Trifork soon, and you’ll find it much easier with a man by your side. Your father always told me that he wouldn’t be able to do it without me.”

      

      I didn’t doubt her. They made a wonderful team. I thought back to John and Anthony back at the palace, taking over my role while I was here partying on a boat. At the moment, they were my team.

      

      “What do you say?” she added as I opened the door to the captain’s room.

      

      “I’ll think about it,” I answered. She already knew this. Something was making her forgetful.

      

      I left her there and headed up to the deck. Before the wedding, we’d all had to stay inside, but now that it was over, I was perfectly free to watch the water outside. I took a deep breath, filling my senses with the briny smell of the ocean I loved so much and pulled my tight dress up to the knee and stepped up onto the bottom railing to really feel the breeze on my face. Even without Ari, I would still have wanted to jump overboard, to feel the freedom of the vast ocean. Of course, I didn’t. It would only mean disrupting the wedding not to mention ruining the dress I was wearing.

      

      “Don’t jump!”

      

      Before I’d even had a chance to look behind me, I felt two arms circling my waist, tugging me from the railing. I let go, and the pair of us fell backward onto the deck, with me landing on top of whoever it was.

      “You idiot!” I turned my head to find the man with the gray eyes who had winked at me earlier. So now he was not only rude, he was stupid too. I peeled myself off him and righted myself on the deck.

      

      “I wasn’t suicidal! I was enjoying the sea air!”

      

      He sat up straight, putting his hands behind him. “Oh, I knew that, but I couldn’t miss an opportunity to grab hold of our new queen. It’s not often opportunities like that present themselves.”

      

      I opened my mouth, unable to formulate the words I needed to tell him what an odious ass he was. He’d gone beyond rude and straight into creepsville. I was about to blast him with some choice words when he held both hands up.

      

      “I’m kidding. I’m sorry. Of course, I thought you were going to commit suicide. You were standing on the railing looking like you were about to leap over. My reaction was just instinct. I could hardly let the new queen kill herself, could I? I’d rather have made a mistake, which it seems in this case, I did, than not do anything and watch the future of Trifork’s monarchy off herself and not do anything about it.”

      

      My hands went to my hips. I guess he had a point. I was leaning right over the railings, and to a passerby, it might have looked more sinister than it actually was.

      

      He stood up and held his hand out. I deliberated on ignoring him but decided to give him the benefit of the doubt and shook his hand.

      

      “I’m Josh by the way. I believe this is our hook-up.”

      

      I cringed at his choice of words.

      

      “Do you not know who you are talking to?”

      

      He ran his hands through his hair, letting it flop back to where it was before and gave me another wink. “Of course, I do. Sorry, am I supposed to bow?”

      

      I could see he was challenging me. In all my television interviews in the past few weeks, I’d made it quite clear that I wasn’t a fan of being bowed or curtseyed to and as queen I was going to phase the practice out except on special occasions. There was no doubt in my mind he’d seen them.

      

      “It is customary,” I replied, not looking him in the eye. He was far too good-looking for his own good, and those pale of eyes of his unnerved me a little. It was like he could look right through me.

      He nodded his head slightly, and then with as much flourish as he could get away with, he gave me a very deep bow, his right arm around his middle and his left extended behind him. I felt my cheeks go red as a couple of wedding guests came through the door. They took one look at Josh and me and headed straight back inside.

      

      “Get up, you oaf.” I grabbed his hand and pulled him into an upright position. “I don’t want to sound like a bore, but winking at me is not acceptable. You should also refer to me as Your Highness until my coronation, and then, I should be addressed as Your Majesty.”

      

      I could hear the words coming from my mouth and hated myself for saying them. If Hayden could hear me now, he’d think I was being a pompous idiot. No doubt, he’d find this whole situation funny.

      

      “Ok, Your Highness, would you like to accompany me inside for a dance? That is, if that’s acceptable behavior?”

      

      I was just about to tell him where he could shove his dance when a familiar feeling came over me. My heart swelled making me feel almost giddy. I only ever felt this way when Ari was near. It was part of the bonding. I didn’t even need to see him in order for him to have an effect on me.

      

      I held onto the rail and looked over the side, to where the boat met the water causing foamy waves and sea spray. To my utter shock, I saw a merperson keeping up with the boat. Long black hair fanned out in the water behind him. I didn’t need him to look up to know it was Ari.
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      My heart racing was a direct result of Ari being there, but seeing him had only made it worse. I had no idea how he knew where I was, but it was no coincidence he’d chosen this ship to swim next to. As far as I was aware, he wasn’t in the habit of following ships for no reason.

      

      I opened my mouth to shout down to him, but then closed it as I found that I didn’t know what to say to him. What was there to say to the person you thought was your soul mate, the man you were magically bonded to for life and yet had chosen another woman...correction... a mermaid over you?

      

      He looked up causing me to step back. I didn’t want him to see me. I didn’t want to see his face. I couldn’t bear it. My heart was happy he was nearby thanks to our bonding, but my soul was tired. Tired and scared. I don’t even know what it was I was scared of, but it was definitely fear coursing through my veins, making my breaths come heavily as I backed towards the door of the ship.

      

      “I’d love to dance,” I said, turning to Josh. He appeared taken aback by words which was hardly a surprise given our inauspicious start. I held my hand out to him, trying not to think of Ari, and we both headed back indoors to the wedding party. I felt upset and angry with myself for my sharp reaction to seeing Ari. I was dripping with sweat, and my hand trembled in Josh’s. He was so arrogant that he probably thought this reaction was all about him.

      

      People had already begun dancing. Astrid and Hayden were in the center having a whale of a time if the looks of pure joy on their faces were anything to go by.

      

      My plan had been to quietly slip away from Josh and head back to my seat, probably drinking all the champagne I could get my hands on, but Josh had other ideas. He spun me around, right onto the dance floor and held me tight so I couldn’t escape.

      

      I closed my eyes and gave in to it. Josh was a very skilled dancer, and it was obvious he’d taken years of dance lessons. It made me wonder what it was that he did. My mother had only told me that he came from a good family, and I’d elected not to listen to anything else. As we twirled around the dance floor, images of Ari crept into my mind. He’d been a great dancer too. That one time we’d danced together outside my palace had been amazing, but unlike Josh, his skill had come straight from the spell of the sea witch.

      

      I couldn’t bear it anymore. I could still feel him swimming close by. I opened my eyes to banish thoughts of him from my brain and gazed at Josh instead. I didn’t like the man, but I couldn’t deny how cute he was. In another life, I might have fallen for him.

      “What is it you do?” I asked him, genuinely intrigued.

      

      “You wouldn’t believe me if I told you,” he replied, annoying me further.

      

      “Just tell me,” I insisted, waiting for the lie to spill from his lips. I hadn’t met many men in my time, but I already knew enough to know that Josh was a cad. Unless he told me he did nothing but live off his parent’s money, I wasn’t going to believe anything he said.

      

      “I’m a treasure hunter.”

      

      And there it was. I wasn’t surprised by the lie, just the magnitude of it. What a whopper.

      

      “Actually, I’m a magical treasure hunter.”

      

      “Of course, you are,” I replied, playing along. “I bet you rescue maidens from towers and fight dragons too.”

      

      “Sometimes. Mostly it’s not as exciting as you’d imagine, but yeah, I’ve fought a few dragons in my time. I’ve befriended a few too. They aren’t all bad.”

      

      I nodded, a fake smile plastered to my lips. The audacity of this guy was shocking. My heart was beating so hard thanks to Ari being in the vicinity, that I was beginning to feel a little overwhelmed.

      

      Thankfully, the song that was playing came to a close allowing me the excuse to finish the dance.

      

      “Thank you so much for the dance Josh, but if you’ll excuse me, I really should mingle with the other guests.”

      

      He gave me a small smile and bowed his head, thankfully, not in the same way he had outside. I left his side and headed to a group of people who included Hayden’s father and some of his navy buddies. When I was sure that Josh wasn’t watching me anymore, I retreated back to my seat at the head table. My mother’s glass of champagne still sat there, so I picked it up and drank it down quickly, following it up with my own. I wasn’t strictly supposed to get drunk, but I needed something to calm my heart rate down, and a buttload of alcohol seemed the best way to go about it.

      

      The rest of the party sped by in a whirl as my brain refused to let go of the image of Ari swimming beside us. So many questions were running through my mind. Why was he here? What did he want? Did he want to get back with me? Was he going to lie to me about the girl? All these thoughts rolled around in my head as the people around me danced and drank champagne and had a wonderful time. I kept a fake smile plastered to my face throughout, not wanting to spoil Hayden and Astrid’s big day.

      

      “What’s up buttercup?”

      

      I turned to find Hayden standing behind me. His hair was plastered to his head with sweat, and his face was red with the exertion of dancing all evening.

      

      I wondered if I should tell him about Ari, but then I realized the pounding in my heart had died down. It could have been the champagne I’d consumed, but I didn’t think so. Ari had gone.

      “Not much. I’m just trying to consume my own weight in alcohol. Are you having a good time? It looks like Astrid has worn you out.” I looked up at the dance floor to see Astrid dancing with Hayden’s father. They both looked to be having a great time.

      “It’s been a great wedding. Thanks for being my best man.”

      

      “Anytime.” I grinned at him. “Who would have thought we’d end up here?”

      

      “So I have a question.” Hayden began.

      

      “If you’ve come to me to ask for advice about what to do on your wedding night, you’ve picked the wrong best man!” I said, following it up with a hiccup.

      

      Hayden playfully punched my arm lightly.

      

      “Idiot! I was actually wondering how you know Joshua Davenport?”

      

      “Who?” I screwed up my eyes. The alcohol was really beginning to affect me now. Whatever I’d said to Hayden about consuming staggering amounts of the stuff, the truth was, I’d only had two glasses. My own and the glass my mother had left behind. I was such a lightweight that those two glasses had made me feel quite tipsy.

      

      “Joshua Davenport, the famous magical archaeologist. I didn’t invite him, and Astrid doesn’t even know who he is. As you were dancing with the guy, I figured you must have invited him.”

      

      “Oh, you mean Josh?” I rolled my eyes and made sure he wasn’t within earshot. I saw him in the far corner of the room deep in discussion with Astrid’s mother and a couple of her friends. “My mother invited him. She wanted me to have a blind date with him, but he annoyed the hell out of me.”

      

      I saw Hayden raise a brow. “You make me laugh. Every woman in the whole of the kingdom...no, make that the whole nine kingdoms is after him.”

      I looked over at him again. Astrid’s mother did seem rather enamored by him, and the number of women circling him was growing by the minute.

      

      He caught my eye and winked again. Goodness me, he was infuriating. At least he hadn’t lied to me like I thought he had. He really was a magical adventurer.

      

      “How do you know of him?” I asked Hayden, turning back to face him so I wouldn’t have to look at Josh anymore.

      

      “How do you not know of him? He’s on TV all the time. I love his show, Josh’s Journeys into the Unknown.

      

      “I don’t have time to watch TV. I’m the monarch remember?”

      

      Hayden laughed. “No, you aren’t. Not officially yet anyway. About that. Do you have a set date for the coronation yet?”

      

      I sighed loudly. The coronation was becoming a thorn in my side. Everything that could go wrong had gone wrong. “Not yet. I keep getting given dates, and then something happens, and the date gets put back. It will be the next century at this rate... Is Josh magic himself?”

      

      No one in Trifork had magic, at least, none of the people native to Trifork. The merpeople had some magic, with my grandfather being the most powerful now that the sea witch was gone, but even then, he couldn’t perform most spells. The merfolk had a special kind of magic that was less waving magic wands and more about helping people be able to breathe underwater. My grandfather could do a little more than that, but on the scale of magical beings, he was close to the bottom.

      

      I hadn’t met many magical folk. I’d met the queen of Silverwood’s husband who was a mage plus a few other dignitaries from other lands who knew magic, but I’d never actually seen any performed.

      

      “He’s from Schnee, which is one of the most magically powerful of the nine kingdoms, but his magic is being able to work with magical artifacts. He uses them to perform the magic. I think without them- he’s no more powerful than you or I, but he’s got the guts of a lion. You should have seen some of the things he’s done.”

      

      “Fighting a dragon?” I ventured.

      

      “In one episode he did. The dragon burned most of his hair off. He had to do the rest of the season with a half bald head.”

      I sputtered the sip of champagne I’d just taken, drenching the table in front of me in a very unladylike manner. The image of Josh with half a bald head struck me as funny. Maybe I’d just drunk too much champagne.

      

      Eventually, the wedding came to a close, and the ship was sailed back to the shore. Astrid and Hayden went up on deck to wave to the media as I went to wake my mother.

      

      She looked so peaceful and yet deathly pale lying on the bed. As I moved to wake her, she shuffled and opened her eyes. Eyes that were unfocused, it was almost as if she didn’t know who I was.

      “It’s time to go.” I helped her up as she gazed around the room, looking disorientated. Finally, her eyes came to rest on me. “Is the wedding over?”

      

      I heaved a sigh of relief as she began to look like her old self again.

      

      “Yes. We are coming into dock and Hayden and Astrid are up on deck waving to the media.”

      

      “Whatever are they doing that for? The media is only out because you are here. It’s not like either of those two is famous.”

      Yep, my mother was back in spirit too. She kinda did have a point. Before the fake wedding between Hayden and I a few months ago, no one had ever heard of Hayden and Astrid. Since then, though, they’d become famous in their own right. At first, Astrid was cast as the villain in the collective mind of the media, but after a great number of interviews in which I’d assured the people of Trifork that Astrid hadn’t stolen Hayden from me, the tide turned, and the public began to love them.

      

      We got snapped too as we left the ship, but I was too keen to get my mother home to hang around. By the time I got her back to the palace, she was beginning to look sleepy again, and I began to think that maybe she hadn’t drunk as much as I thought she had and it was actually flu instead. She certainly looked too ill for it to be something as mundane as being drunk. Besides, I’d seen her drunk before, and she didn’t look like this. She also kept her alcohol drinking to a minimum in public situations, not wanting to appear anything less than graceful.

      One of the servants helped me get her to her room, where she fell onto the bed with her eyes closed.

      

      “Can you ask Lucy to come up here and take a look at her?” I asked the servant while looking down at my comatose mother.

      

      He nodded and left the room.

      

      My mother’s breathing was even as if she was sound asleep. Maybe that was all it was, and I was making a fuss out of nothing. I pulled a blanket over her and retreated to my room to get out of the long dress I’d been wearing all day. I pulled on my pajamas and in a fit of curiosity, turned the small TV that sat in the corner of my room on. I flicked through the channels looking for the program that Hayden had mentioned featuring Josh, but he wasn’t on. I turned it off feeling pretty stupid and headed out onto the balcony to gaze out at the sea. I’d spent all my life doing that, but it was only recently I’d been more interested in what was underneath it.

      

      Following the habit I’d fallen into, I let my eyes come to rest on the moonlit surface of the water, following the line of silver light down to the rocks. My heart gave a flip when I saw the outline of Ari down there. He was sitting in the place I always met him, waiting for me.

      

      I’d not gone to him earlier, choosing to ignore him instead, but it was clear he wasn’t going to stop until I spoke to him. I picked up my dressing gown from my bed and strode purposefully out of my room. I’d cried enough tears over him. It was about time he gave me his side of the story. I wanted to look him in the eyes when he told me about the other girl. Anger coursed through me as I left the palace. Anger that I should have been feeling for weeks, but hadn’t been because I’d been spending my time feeling sorry for myself instead.

      

      It was a calm night with a slight breeze. The moonlight made it easier to cross the rocks to get to him. In the distance, to my left, I could see the lights still burning on the ship I’d been on earlier. As a wedding gift, I’d loaned it to Astrid and Hayden so they could go on their honeymoon in it. The plan was for them to spend the night in dock and then set sail at some point tomorrow. They had no set plans. They were just going to sail aimlessly for two weeks, stopping when and where the mood took them. I was envious of their freedom and the fact they were now going to do the very same thing Ari and I had planned to do.

      

      “Erica.” A voice took me away from my thoughts. It was coming from the direction of Ari, but it wasn’t Ari. Screwing up my eyes, I looked harder at the man on the rocks. The man I’d thought was Ari. It wasn’t Ari at all. It was my grandfather.

      

      Disappointment flooded through me, followed closely by fear. My grandfather had no reason to visit me in the middle of the night and even less reason to hide out here by the rocks without coming up to the palace. The servants and guards of the palace all knew him by now and would have helped him up to the palace. He had no reason to be here, not unless there was something wrong.

      

      I scrambled over to him as quickly as I could, trying not to let the disappointment over it not being Ari show.

      

      “What is it, Grandfather? What’s the matter?”

      Even in the pale blue moonlight, I could see that he was pale, and it was hardly like he had a lot of color to begin with.

      “I have an apology to make to you,” he wheezed. Something was clearly wrong with him. “I didn’t think that it was possible that the sea witch could kill your father from the grave. I still believe that your father died of natural causes, but I shouldn’t have been so quick to dismiss the idea. Everyone in Havfrue who dealt with her is now sick. It is no coincidence.

      

      I looked at the grayness of his skin, the black circles under his eyes. He looked exactly like my mother had when I left her in her bedroom. She hadn’t drunk too much at all. She was really ill.

      

      “What did the sea witch do for you?” I asked him. I think he knew there was no point trying to hide it. He looked dreadful.

      

      “When I was very young, there was no king or queen in Havfrue. You’ve seen yourself it is not really much more than a city. Officially, we come under the jurisdiction of Trifork, but back then, no one on land even knew of our existence beyond myth and legend. We were safe from the humans, but between ourselves, we fought. There was no leadership. I went to the sea witch and asked her to help make me king. She was a lot younger then, and it was before she got greedy. She helped, but it came at a price. It always did with her.

      

      “She spent the next fifty years interfering. The stronger her magic became, the more annoying she got. A few years after I’d asked for her help, she decided she wanted to rule instead. I think she was annoyed with herself that she’d helped me come to power. She never let me forget it. As you know, I have some magic myself and was able to keep her mostly happy, but I think this sickness is her revenge.”

      

      “What can we do? No one in Trifork knows magic. The closest kingdom to us with magic is Thalia, and that’s hundreds of miles away. I doubt they’d help us anyway. Why would they?”

      

      My grandfather slumped even lower. He wasn’t quite as sick as my mother looked, but he was heading that way.

      

      “You are the queen. Can’t you send some of your men to Thalia and bring someone back to help us? My magic isn’t strong enough.”

      

      I thought back to the last time I’d seen the king and queen of Thalia. They’d come to my fake wedding with Hayden. I couldn’t even remember their names or what they looked like. They were only invited as a courtesy. It was hardly as though we had strong ties with them. I couldn’t even remember exactly what magic they had. Looking down at my grandfather’s drawn face and thinking of my mother upstairs, I knew I had to do something.

      

      “Can you meet me back here first thing tomorrow? I’ll see what I can do.”
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      Back in the palace, I quickly found a guard and asked him to get one of the palace drivers to get a car ready for me. Without waiting for a response, I rushed upstairs and grabbed my dressing gown from my room. Back downstairs, the car was already waiting on the front driveway. I could hear its engine turning over as I ran through the entrance hall in my bare feet.

      

      “I’m going out,” I shouted to the guard on the door as I raced past him. He must have thought it incredibly odd that I was leaving in my pajamas, but I knew that time was of the essence, and I didn’t want to waste it by getting dressed.

      

      “To the dock!” I blurted to the driver. Thankfully, the press was not at the front gate as they usually were when something was happening. They probably were all busy, sorting through the photos they’d managed to get of the wedding party leaving the ship.

      

      The ship was still in dock as I expected it to be. Hayden and Astrid weren’t due to leave for their honeymoon until the next day. My concern was that only Hayden, Astrid, and the crew were left on board and it wasn’t them I needed to see.

      

      To my dismay, the gangplank was already up. All the guests must have left the ship already which meant that Josh had left too. I had no idea where to begin to look for him. As he wasn’t from Trifork, I assumed he must have been in one of the many hotels, but it would have taken me all night to go around to them all.

      Just then I heard a giggle, and someone called my name. I turned to see Astrid’s parents getting into a car. “Erica, darling. I thought you’d gone home hours ago. We are just heading home ourselves, do you want a lift?”

      

      I ran over to her, not wanting to shout. Although I couldn’t see any, there were bound to be some reporters lurking, and the last thing I needed was for them to hear who I was looking for.

      “Actually, I was wondering if you knew where Joshua Davenport is staying?”

      

      “Oh, yes?” she answered, clearly misunderstanding my reasons for wanting to see him. “If I was twenty years younger...” she added dreamily.

      

      “Huh, thirty’s more like it,” replied Astrid’s father gruffly. “Will you get in the car?”

      

      “I don’t know, darling, but he told me he was planning to have a gamble at the Trifork Casino. Maybe you’ll catch him there.”

      “Thank you!” I kissed her cheek hurriedly and rushed back to the car.

      

      “To the Casino.”

      

      I saw the driver raise his eyebrows in the rear view mirror, but he didn’t question me. My only problem now was how I was going to get into one of Trifork’s liveliest nightspots in my pajamas without being seen.

      

      The car pulled up outside the huge golden doors of the casino. The building was almost as magnificent as the palace, albeit on a much smaller scale. I hopped out of the car and pulled the hood of my dressing gown over my head after instructing the driver to wait around the back.

      

      The bouncer at the door immediately stopped me. Of course, he did. The Trifork Casino had a strict dress code which I was sure didn’t include nightwear.

      

      “I need to get inside,” I whispered up to the huge man blocking my entrance. “I’m looking for someone. It’s urgent.”

      

      “I don’t care if you are looking for the queen herself, you can’t go in dressed like that. May I suggest one of the gaming establishments on the other side of town? They may be more your speed.”

      

      I pulled my hood back a little and stepped into the light. “I am the queen herself!”

      

      His face dropped as he realized what he’d said to me. He immediately dropped to his knees and bowed his head. “I’m so sorry Your Majesty.”

      

      A couple of people walking past looked our way. “Please get up. It’s ok,” I said quickly, aware that we were making a scene.

      “I need to get inside. It’s urgent. There is someone I really need to speak to.”

      

      The burly guard nodded his head in confusion. I guess having the ruler of the kingdom turn up in the middle of the night in her pajamas wasn’t in the bouncer manual.

      

      “With all due respect ma’am, if you go in like that, the whole of Trifork society will see you. Can I assume that you don’t wish to be seen?”

      

      “No, I don’t want to be seen, but this is an emergency.”

      

      “Right,” He nodded beckoning me to a much smaller less grand door about twenty meters to the right of the glitzy entrance. “This is the staff entrance. Follow me.”

      

      I followed him into a grey corridor. It looked nothing like the interior of the casino I’d seen through the large golden doors of the main entrance, but at least, there was no one else around. He took me to a small room with a number of cheap tables and chairs in it. In the corner, were a number of vending machines.

      

      “Who do you need to see? Can you describe them to me?”

      

      I thought about Josh’s face, his hair, and his unmistakable cool gray eyes, but then I remembered what Hayden said about him being famous.

      

      “Do you know Joshua Davenport?”

      

      The bouncer wiped his forehead, which was pouring with sweat. Being in this position was making him nervous.

      

      “The TV adventurer guy? Yeah. He’s inside. I’ll get him for you. Would you like me to tell him that it’s you who is looking for him?”

      

      “Yes, please.” No point in not telling him. He was going to see soon enough.

      

      I waited for five minutes, feeling more and more frustrated with each passing moment. The tipsiness I’d experienced earlier had now faded, only to be replaced with a dull ache around my temples. I yawned, closing my eyes. I felt so utterly tired. The day felt like it had gone on forever, and by the looks of things, I still had a long time to go until bedtime.

      

      I glanced up at the small plastic clock on the wall which told me that it was actually the next day already. Midnight had passed over two hours ago. No wonder I was tired. I was just wondering if it was possible to get a few minutes napping in by resting my head on the table when Josh walked in. He had a huge smile on his face as he saw what I was wearing.

      

      “Well, well, well, I wasn’t expecting to see your nightwear on our first date, but I’ll take it.”

      

      The bouncer who had led him down here left us alone.

      

      “Do you know how unbelievably rude you are, or are you completely oblivious?” I wondered aloud.

      

      “Hey, I’m only saying what I see. You are the one who turned up at the casino asking to speak to me dressed in little more than her undies.”

      

      “I’m the queen of the kingdom!” I retorted huffily.

      

      “Do you want me to bow again? I think I’m getting good at it!”

      

      I stifled the urge to wring his neck. There were much more important things to discuss, and killing him probably wouldn’t help beyond making me feel any better.

      

      “You know magic, right?” I asked outright. He sat back in his chair and rested his hands on the table between us.

      

      “Nope.”

      

      “Nope?” I asked. “I was told you are famous for it. You said yourself that you were magic.”

      

      He twiddled his thumbs. “I know a lot about magic. I can use magic if I find a magical object. Without such an object I can’t do diddly squat. Don’t tell anyone that, though. I like to maintain an air of mystery for my adoring fans.”

      

      “How on earth do women fall over themselves for you?” I asked him, completely going off topic.

      

      “My rugged charm,” he grinned back at me.

      

      I took a deep breath, remembering why I was here and how urgent it was.

      

      “I need your help...”

      

      “So you didn’t come here to seduce me?”

      

      “No! I most certainly did not!” I wrung my hands together.

      

      “Members of my family are ill. A lot of people are ill, and I think it’s some kind of magical curse or spell. The problem I have is that the person that cast the spell has been dead for months and no one in Trifork has the ability to reverse it. Do you know anything about magic like that?”

      

      He put one of his hands up to his chin and stroked his none existent beard.

      

      “That’s an interesting one, Queenie. You’ve caught my attention. Carry on.”

      

      “I’ve already told you everything,” I replied, trying to keep my temper under control and not admonish him for calling me Queenie.

      

      He gazed at me, leaving an uncomfortable silence between us.

      

      “What?” I asked, breaking the silence.

      

      “No one in Trifork knows magic. I know everything about every magical being in the nine kingdoms, and, therefore, I know you are holding something back.”

      

      I rolled my eyes. “For someone who professes to know everything, you are awfully ignorant. Don’t you read the papers?”

      

      “Not really.”

      

      “My grandfather is a merman. The woman who put the spell on the people who are now sick was a sea witch.”

      

      “Your grandfather is a merman?” He sat forward, and for the first time, he looked genuinely interested. His eyes lit up with excitement.

      

      “You are a quarter mermaid? Wow,” He exhaled sharply.

      

      “Half, actually. My mother is a full mermaid. The sea witch gave her legs when she was younger, and she’s lived on land ever since.”

      

      “In all my travels, I’ve come across a great many beings that most people think are a myth, but I’ve yet to meet a mermaid.”

      

      He looked at me much more closely, his eyes heading southwards to my pajama bottoms.

      

      I don’t have a tail,” I said, pulling my legs under my chair. Do you think you can help me? If you don’t know magic yourself, do you know anyone who does? The closest kingdom I can think of that might be able to help is Thalia.

      

      He shook his head. “The people of Thalia won’t be able to help you. Not in this case. They do know magic, but if the legends of the merpeople are true, land magic won’t help. I’m guessing this sea witch wasn’t a mermaid? Merfolk don’t have the magical ability to cast spells that hang around after death. No, she was something much more powerful.”

      

      I shook my head, remembering the old hag. It was hard to say what she was. She had tentacles for legs and stole body parts from other people.

      

      “Did she look odd? Can you describe her?”

      

      “She was old-looking although she had patches of new skin. She almost looked like a patchwork quilt. Most of her body didn’t even belong to her. She stole my friend’s blonde hair. You saw that yourself. Astrid didn’t start out with green hair.”

      

      “Yes!” Josh stood up and banged his fist on the table. “I knew it! I knew they existed.” He spun around on the spot, caught up in his own little world.

      

      “Knew what existed?”

      

      “She wasn’t a sea witch, she was a beauty siren.”

      

      I raised my eyebrows so high they must have almost touched my hairline.

      

      “I don’t know what a beauty siren is, but there is no way in this world that she was one. She was the strangest, ugliest...thing I’ve ever laid my eyes on. There is no way you could describe her as beautiful.”

      

      Josh sat down again and leaned right across the table.

      

      “No, but the way you described her sounds just like these creatures who are fabled to live in distant lands across the ocean. There has been the odd story of sailors lured to their deaths on the rocks near a small group of islands about five hundred miles south of here. Legend has it that they stay young by taking the body parts of the sailors and craft them into new body parts for themselves. They are almost indestructible and live for hundreds of years. Many people have set out to find them, and almost none have made it back. I told my bosses at the studios that I wanted to do a series out there, but they wouldn’t let me. They didn’t believe that beauty sirens existed, and now, I know they do.”

      Despite what Josh said, I still couldn’t picture the sea witch as a beauty siren.

      

      “Ok, say these beauty sirens exist and say we can find them. Will they be able to reverse this sickness?”

      

      He looked thoughtful for a second. “I don’t know, but I think they are the best chance we’ve got. No land magic will be able to help. Not even the magic in Schnee which is the most powerful magic in all the nine kingdoms. If you can get me a boat, I can get the studio execs on board with it. You being queen will boost the ratings for sure.”

      

      I rubbed my temples, trying to take everything in. I’d woken up yesterday morning feeling excited about an upcoming wedding, and here I was less than twenty-four hours later planning a trip across the ocean with a guy I’d only just met. A guy that was a raving lunatic with no manners whatsoever to boot. Plus he wanted it all to be televised. I was really beginning to regret drinking the champagne now.

      

      “I need your help, but I’m not appearing on TV. This is important. I’ll get one of the kingdom’s naval ships and a crew ready for first thing tomorrow morning. I’ll meet you at the dock at nine am.”

      

      The grin almost split his face as I stood up and shook his hand. I wasn’t sure what I was letting myself in for, but I was pretty sure I was going to regret it.

      

      I left him there and headed back to the palace. I was so unbelievably tired, but there was still so much to do. My first job was to wake John. He lived in the palace in one of the larger staff quarters. I almost never walked down the staff wing as it was their private home, and I didn’t want to intrude, but he’d understand.

      

      He was bleary-eyed as he opened the door.

      

      “Ma’am, what’s the matter?” He asked in concern as he took in my appearance. I hadn’t seen my reflection in hours, but I knew I wasn’t looking my best.

      

      I explained the situation and asked him to bring one of the naval ships into dock for me.

      

      He was reluctant to let me go, but I assured him I was in good hands. The mention of Josh’s name put him at ease. I guess it wasn’t just the ladies that fell for Josh’s charms.

      

      After everything was done, I fell into bed, but not before setting my alarm clock for seven. It was only a few hours away, but there were things I needed to do before joining Josh on the ship. I closed my eyes and drifted away almost the instant my head hit the pillow. It felt like a lot less than four hours when the blaring of the alarm clock woke me up.

      

      After dragging myself out of bed and checking up on mother, who had been moved to the palace infirmary overnight, I asked a maid to pack me some clothes and then headed out to the ocean. I stripped down to my underwear and dived straight in, expecting my grandfather to be there. He wasn’t, so I began the long swim to Havfrue alone, hoping to meet him somewhere along the way.

      After swimming for a full half-hour, I was exhausted, and still, my grandfather hadn’t shown. It was a clear day, and the sea was calm, but I’d already swum further than I’d ever swum before, and I was exhausted. Without my grandfather’s help, I wouldn’t be able to dive below. When I was about where Havfrue was, I dived under the ocean, holding my breath.

      

      My eyesight wasn’t the best without a merperson holding onto me, but the spire of my grandfather’s palace was hard to miss.

      I swam back up to the surface and took a few deep breaths, holding my arms and legs out wide so I could float on the surface and conserve the little energy I had left.

      There was no way I’d be able to make it back to land now. The only option I had was to hold my breath and hope someone got to me before my lungs imploded.

      

      There was another way. I lay bobbing on the surface looking up to the clouds and wondered if I should call for Ari. He’d hear me for sure. I was definitely close enough, but I knew I wasn’t ready to see him, to confront him. Instead, I breathed deeply and evenly for a few minutes and then with one enormous breath, I plunged under the surface of the water and dove down, right into the heart of Trifork. It was one of my mother’s sisters that found me. The youngest one whose name was Cordelia. As she grabbed my arm, relief flooded through me as I no longer needed oxygen from the air. She swam with me into the great underwater palace and into the room that used magic to fill it with oxygen. I always felt strange in here as though the atmospheric pressure was somehow wrong, but it was the only way I could speak to the merpeople.

      

      “What are you doing out here?” Cordelia asked, her long red hair now falling limply over her shoulders now that we were no longer in water.

      

      “I came to speak to Grandfather. I told him I’d meet him out at the rocks this morning, but he never came.”

      

      Cordelia squeezed my hand. “He’s not very well, Erica. He couldn’t come to you.”

      

      “He told me that the people of Havfrue were getting sick. My mother is sick too. I have the best physicians in the whole of Trifork looking after her, but she’s getting worse. I just lost my father. I can’t lose her too.”

      

      Cordelia was only a few years older than me, but it seemed that she was much older as she took control and pulled me into a hug.

      

      “It’s not everyone. Just those that sought out magic from the sea witch.”

      

      I pulled back and looked into her eyes. They were green just like my mother’s and just like mine.

      

      “Did you know she wasn’t a sea witch?”

      

      Cordelia pulled her eyebrows together. “She was as far as I knew. I barely ever saw her. She scared the heck out of me. Besides, after your mother left, my father banned me and my sisters from ever going to see her.”

      

      “Have you ever heard of a beauty siren?” I asked. I hoped she’d say yes because if even so much as one other person had heard of them, I’d feel less like I was about to venture out into a wild good chase, but she shook her head.

      

      Why did I have the feeling I’d be wasting my time with a complete moron while my mother and grandfather were getting weaker. Not that I had any choice in the matter. I needed to do something, and I was all out of options.

      

      I could feel the pull of Ari near me, which wasn’t helping me keep a clear head and keep my emotions in check. If I didn’t get away soon, I was going to start crying again, and there was already enough salt in the ocean without me adding to it.

      

      “Is Ari okay?” I asked. He was one of the last people to have been tricked by the sea witch or beauty siren or whatever she was. If my mother and grandfather were ill, it stood to reason that he’d have the same sickness.

      

      “I don’t know. I haven’t seen much of him. Do you want me to take you to him?”

      

      I didn’t have a watch, but I already knew I was running short on time. Just getting here had taken a whole lot longer than I had thought and if I didn’t hurry back to shore, I’d be late in meeting Josh.

      

      “I can’t. I’m going on a trip. Someone is taking me to a group of islands where there might be the magic we need to stop this sickness. Please, will you tell Grandfather I’m going to do my best to find the cure?”

      

      “Of course, would you like me to tell Ari the same thing?”

      

      I thought back to Ari with that other girl. She’d be looking after him now. I shook my head. “No, but please can you take me back home? I don’t think I have it in me to swim back on my own.”

      The journey back to the shore was so much quicker than the journey out, but I’d lost so much time. I ran into the palace up to my room where I got dressed in dry clothes and picked up the suitcase that the maid had packed for me. At the door to the entrance hall, I asked the guard to put it in one of the cars and have the car ready for me.

      

      Downstairs, I found John working away in his office. Anthony was right beside him.

      

      “I heard about your little trip,” Anthony said when he looked up and saw who had entered the office. “I know Mother is sick, but do you think now is the time to go gallivanting off on some treasure hunt in the weeks before you become queen. The other kingdoms are wondering why Trifork remains without an official ruler and I’m sure some of them smell weakness.”

      

      “Trifork isn’t a dog, Anthony. This is the only way I know to help Mother.”

      

      “She has round the clock care,” he said, standing up. “Meanwhile, our trade deals are beginning to fall apart, people on the borders of Eshen are getting tense, and basically, everything is going to shit.”

      

      He slammed his fist down hard on John’s desk, making everything on it jump up in the air.

      

      I opened my mouth wide. I’d never seen this side of Anthony before. Where was my dorky, nose-picking younger brother? At some point, while I’d been caught up in all my own problems, Anthony had become a man. At sixteen years old, he was already running the kingdom better than I could. I didn’t even know about any trade deals.

      

      “It’s hardly my fault that Trifork is without a ruler right now. You two are the ones that were supposed to be dealing with the building works at the Minster. I was happy to hold the coronation here, but that wasn’t the right way, remember? It seems that you both have everything in hand, so until the time comes when I can actually be the queen, I don’t think the kingdom will fall apart if I go and try and save the people of Havfrue.”

      

      Anthony rolled his eyes. “You are needed here. Havfrue has its own people to look out for it.”

      

      Unlike everyone else at the palace, Anthony had never really accepted his merman roots. He stayed out of the way when our grandfather came to visit and didn’t particularly enjoy talking about the sea.

      

      “The point is moot anyway I’m afraid, Erica,” John stood, seeing the fight between siblings about to blow up. “All our naval ships are out at sea. I wasn’t able to procure one for your mission.”

      “What is the fastest time we can get one of them back?” I asked, suddenly feeling panicked.

      

      John shook his head sadly. “The nearest one is over a week away.”

      

      A week. I had a feeling that my mother, grandfather, Ari, and the rest of the merfolk didn’t have a week left.
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      It was with the heaviest of hearts that I pulled up at the dock. Throughout the short journey, I’d been wracking my brains trying to think of a way to get help to us more quickly. I remembered what Josh had said about Thalian magic being almost useless in this situation, but I didn’t see that there was any choice. Some magic was better than none. I’d already decided to send some of my guards over the Thalian border when Josh sauntered up looking strangely chipper for someone who’d spent half the night playing poker or roulette or whatever his particular game was.

      “I can’t get a ship out to us in time. We can’t go.” I said it straight out. There was no point beating about the bush.

      Josh sucked in his lips and raised his eyes over my head to something behind me.

      “What about that one?”

      I turned to see what he was looking at. Behind me was the ship I’d brought in for Hayden and Astrid’s wedding, and by the look of it, it was about to set sail.

      A grin spread across my face. I hadn’t been planning to take over their honeymoon, but if I knew Hayden and Astrid like I thought I did, they would relish the chance of an adventure. Just as long as we let them have their own room.

      “Hold up!” I shouted to the dock guard who was untethering the ship from the dock. “You have two new passengers.”

      The gangplank was let down and the ship door opened as I grabbed my bag of clothes from the back of the car.

      “Tell John I found a ship,” I called over to the driver. “And ask Anthony to send some guards to Thalia to bring a mage back to the palace.”

      However much I was needed in Trifork, the people of Havfrue needed me more, not to mention my mother. Josh was already on board as I pelted across the dock and jumped across to the ship. Almost as soon as my feet hit the wood of the deck, the ship set sail. Slowly at first, but as soon as we were out of the dock the main sails were let out, and we picked up speed.

      “Brilliant!” exclaimed Josh looking out to the wide expanse of blue ahead of us. Early morning sun sparkled, sending glints of light bouncing off the surface of the water. A cool breeze pushed us on our way through the perfect sailing conditions.

      “This is what I’ve been waiting for my whole life!” I cried out, filled with excitement about my first adventure abroad. In my giddy excitement, I hugged Josh, before remembering I didn’t like the guy and dropped my arms to my side.

      The ship cut through the sea like a warm knife through butter, and as I held onto the rail and watched the shore get smaller and smaller, my heart felt lighter and lighter.

      “I’m not topping myself!” I warned Josh as I stepped onto the lower rail and leaned far over the side. The feel of the wind on my face and the smell of the fresh sea air made me feel like I was flying free like a bird.

      “Even so, I’d feel safer if I held onto you. I wouldn’t want you to accidentally fall overboard.”

      “I’m a half mermaid. The ocean is my element.”

      I had no idea why I said that. Up until a few months ago, I could barely swim at all. Still, I guess it sounded impressive. I could tell that Josh was more interested in me now that he knew my heritage and not in the same creepy way he’d been interested before.

      I still didn’t like the guy, but I had to admit, without him, I’d be sitting by my mother’s bedside watching her die and feeling more and more hopeless with each passing second.

      “I know we are close, but I wasn’t expecting you to join us for a threesome.”

      I turned around to see Hayden. He had a grin on his face but also a look of curiosity.

      I ran to him and gave him a hug.

      “Or should I say foursome,” he whispered in my ear. I punched him playfully on the arm.

      “I’m sorry, Hayden. We’ll leave you and Astrid alone, but we needed the ship, and you said yourself that you had no particular destination in mind. Think of us as your tour guides to a strange new world.”

      He arched his brow. “Come again?”

      Just then, Astrid appeared behind Hayden.

      “Erica!” she squealed in surprise. “What are you doing here? Oh, and...”

      “Joshua Davenport,” Josh ambled over to her, took her hand and kissed it, making her giggle. The action elicited a grimace from Hayden that almost made me laugh.

      She looked over at me expectantly, and so I told them both in fine detail what we were doing here and why we had to hijack their honeymoon.

      “Why doesn’t it surprise me that you ended up with us on our honeymoon?” said Hayden, his voice full of laughter. “You just love playing the third wheel, don’t you?”

      “Shut it, unless you want me to throw you overboard,” I retorted.

      He held his hands up and grinned.

      “I promise that after we’ve found these beauty siren people and saved the people of Havfrue, you can have the ship to yourselves...unless we end up going to war which we possibly might the way Anthony tells it.”

      “Do you even know where these islands are?” Hayden asked, his tone changing to something more serious. I probably should have felt more serious about the mission myself, considering half of Havfrue was dying, but I knew we were close to it which meant the bonding had kicked in again. Being bonded to a merman who wanted someone else was awfully inconvenient.

      “Not exactly,” I admitted.

      “I don’t have a map, but I know approximately where they are rumored to be,” said Josh stepping forward.

      “Rumored?”

      I took a deep breath, knowing how crazy it sounded as Josh spoke again.

      “The islands are legendary and are not plotted on any map, but if you’ll permit me to go and speak to the captain, I can give him a general idea as to which course to plot.”

      “Soooo....” Hayden spoke slowly, and I already knew what was coming. “These islands and these beauty sirens might not exist?”

      Josh nodded his head cheerfully as though the actual existence of them was second only to the adventure we were embarking on.

      Josh was saved having to answer by Astrid chipping in. “Hayden, go and introduce Joshua to the captain. I’ll figure out somewhere for these two to sleep.”

      Just then, I heard someone coughing. We all turned as a man with a long, shaggy beard, and a camera came out of the shadows. It looked like he’d just finished filming us.

      Josh walked toward him and clapped him on the back.

      “Everyone, this is Seth, my cameraman. He’s going to be filming the adventure.”

      “Filming?” inquired Hayden.

      “For my TV show. This is going to be the best series yet.”

      If looks could kill, Josh would have been double zapped. It seemed Hayden was equally as unimpressed with having a cameraman on board as I was. Astrid, on the other hand, patted her hair and then held her hand out to shake Seth’s hand.

      I pulled Josh to one side and hissed in his ear. “When did he come aboard?”

      Seriously, I’d not taken my eyes off Josh or the ship for one second while we were at the docks. Had Josh stashed him on there before I’d even turned up, knowing I’d say no to having him here?”

      Josh shrugged. “While you were getting your bag from the car. Didn’t you see him? I told you I was going to film this. This is the adventure of a lifetime. I was hardly going to pass up the chance to share it with my fans.”

      I stared at him in what I hoped conveyed the message that I was angry. It was difficult as my heart was pounding with my proximity to Ari somewhere below us. “I said I didn’t want a cameraman on this ship!”

      “What you actually said was that you don’t want to appear on TV. You said nothing about the others. I’ll ask Seth to keep your airtime to a minimum. I can always have you edited out.”

      I stared at him, open-mouthed at the sheer balls of the guy as he herded both Hayden and Seth into the ship.

      “This is so exciting!” Astrid chirruped as she bounded over to me. “That guy is gorgeous. I saw you dancing with him at the wedding and was wondering who he was. What’s with the cameraman? Is he famous? Is he your boyfriend?”

      I guess Astrid watched about as much TV as I did.

      I rolled my eyes at her. Making sure the boys had gone and were out of earshot.

      “No, he is most definitely not my boyfriend although my mother set us up before she got sick. He’s an idiot with an ego the size of Trifork, but he knows his stuff...at least I think he does. Put it this way, he’s the only chance we have.”

      “At least, we have a lead,” she said, linking her arm in mine. “I’m sorry to hear about the queen...queen mother. How are you feeling? You must be pretty frazzled.”

      I took a deep breath. Frazzled was one word for it.

      “I want to say I feel sad and depressed because I know I should, but I think we are passing over Havfrue and you know what that means. I feel like a butterfly taking flight for the first time. My heart is beating ninety to nothing, and I can’t stop smiling. This bonding is maddening.”

      Astrid looked over my shoulder and frowned. “Erica, look. The  shore is almost out of sight. We passed over Havfrue ages ago. Whatever is going on with you has nothing to do with Ari.”

      I turned back to see for myself. She was right. Havfrue was miles behind.
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      “I’m really sorry that we invaded your honeymoon.”

      “I’m sorry that you have to sleep in here,” replied Astrid as she showed me to one of the private quarters. It was small with a set of bunk beds and a small wardrobe for clothes. “Hayden and I have the Captain’s quarters, and the captain is in the first officer’s quarters which leaves only these small rooms for the higher officers and the dorms for the lower ones. There’s not much in the way of privacy I’m afraid.”

      

      I looked around the room that would be my home for the next few days. At least, it had a porthole which meant I could watch the world go by in peace. “I love it! Just don’t put Josh and Seth near me. They can have one of the dorms on the other side of the ship.”

      

      Astrid sat on the lower bunk as I pulled my clothes from my bag and began to hang them up.

      

      “Is he really all that bad?” she asked. “I mean, he’s pretty gorgeous.”

      

      “Looks aren’t everything. Moron is not a strong enough word for him. He’s the worst. Stupid, but thinks he’s smart. That’s a dangerous combination in my books.”

      

      Astrid lay back, placing her head on her hands on top of the pillow. “You think he’s dangerous? I kinda like that in a man.”

      “Pffft!” I laughed out loud, taking a seat on the end of the bed by her feet. “I didn’t say he was dangerous. I’m sure he’s pretty harmless, but I’m worried that this whole trip will turn out to be a complete waste of time. I’m worried that someone will die while I’m away chasing myths and legends with some lunatic, and I’ll have missed the chance to say goodbye. Everyone speaks highly of him, but I know how television works. Things are not always what they seem. He’s probably some dunderheaded pretty boy who fronts the show, and the real brains of the operation is sitting in a leather office chair drinking cocktails somewhere.”

      I heard a sniff. Turning to look at Astrid, I found her crying. Tears streamed down her face making her skin appear blotchy and her eyes red. I scrambled in my bag for a handkerchief, and when I found it, I passed it to her.

      

      “Sorry, I’m just emotional. You won’t miss your chance to say goodbye. Your mom will be fine.”

      

      Astrid and my mother hadn’t gotten off to the best start but they’d bonded over the wedding planning. I’d not realized how much my mother being sick had affected her.

      

      I should have been crying too. The people I cared about the most in the world were gravely ill, and yet, my insides felt like I was on a thrill ride. Having passed over Havfrue and therefore Ari, my heart rate should have subsided, but I could still feel it pounding away in my chest. For a second I wondered if I were ill too, but then I remembered that no one else had complained of a pounding heart or the immense feeling of true love.

      

      I stood up and helped Astrid to her feet. She silently hugged me, and I was grateful for her friendship. Not many people would let their best friend come on their honeymoon with them, let alone a complete stranger and a cameraman. Astrid was one in a million. I had a feeling Hayden wasn’t quite so accepting, but he’d come around. He had told me he was a fan of Josh’s TV show after all.

      

      Dinner that evening was an interesting affair. The food was good, thanks to us having a highly trained kitchen staff onboard, but the atmosphere was frosty at best. While Astrid and I had been sorting bunks and gossiping, it seemed that Hayden and Josh had had some serious disagreement when the captain had pointed out that the islands that Josh spoke about didn’t exist. Apparently, Josh’s comeback had been that just because they weren’t on any map, didn’t mean they didn’t exist.

      

      Astrid chatted with Josh about his TV show while I ended up talking to Hayden. Seth had elected to eat in his bunk, and beyond him popping up here and there with his camera, I’d barely spoken to the guy.

      

      “Do you think this guy is a phony?” Hayden leaned toward me and whispered. I looked over at Josh. He was deep in conversation with Astrid who seemed delighted to be chatting with him. Her face was animated, and every so often she’d give a small peal of laughter at one of his stories. I screwed my face up. I wanted to be able to tell Hayden that I thought Josh was a genius, but Hayden knew me too well for me to let a lie slide by him.

      

      “I have no idea if this will pan out,” I replied honestly. “You know the guy better than I do. Don’t you watch his TV show?”

      

      “Yeah, but I only know him as the celebrity. I don’t know the real him.” He let out a breath between clenched teeth, and I could see that he was getting mad. “He’s known as a womanizer. Did you know that?”

      

      “Stop it!” I hissed under my breath. “You have no need to be jealous if that’s what this is. Astrid loves you. Please don’t be an idiot or I’ll think the sea witch has put a spell on you again.”

      As I said it, I realized that it wasn’t just the merfolk that had been plagued by the sea witch. Only a few months ago, she’d made Hayden believe he was in love with me. He’d acted like a dolt back then too.

      

      “How are you feeling?” I asked him. He looked at me with a confused expression on his face at the sudden change of subject.

      

      “Fine...why?”

      

      I leaned even further in. I really didn’t want Astrid to hear what I was about to say and panic. “Everyone that the sea witch put a spell on has become sick. She put a spell on you too. I’d completely forgotten about it until now.”

      

      Hayden shook his head. “I’m honestly fine apart from the fact that my new wife is currently on my honeymoon with a jumped-up pretty boy, and I’m stuck talking to you.”

      

      “Thanks!” I replied, my voice dripping in sarcasm.

      

      “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said that.” He placed his hand on my shoulder and gave me a smile. “You know I love you. You are my best friend...I just...”

      

      I stood up, picking up my plate of half-eaten food.

      

      “Josh,” I called across the table. “It’s a lovely evening. Care to join me on deck?”

      

      I gave Hayden a wink as Josh followed my lead. When I looked back, Hayden mouthed a silent thank you.

      

      Outside, it was actually pretty blustery which made eating more difficult than I imagined. It didn’t help that neither of us had thought to bring cutlery with us.

      

      “How am I supposed to eat this?” asked Josh, looking down at his plate.

      

      I shrugged my shoulders. “You are an adventurer; I’m sure you’ll figure it out. Here, can you hold this? I’ll be right back.” I passed my plate to him and slipped back inside. Instead of heading to the dining hall, I turned to the galley. The ship’s cook was very happy to fulfill my request that a bottle of the finest champagne be brought to the dining room along with a bucket of ice. The request for candles was denied for safety reasons as the ship was made out of wood, but I figured the champagne would placate Hayden a little.

      

      When I got back on deck, I found Josh eating his steak with his hand. My plate had been placed on the floor. I picked it up and followed his lead.

      

      The sun was beginning to set, and the sea had taken on an orange-pinkish hue. The silence was only cut by the sound of gentle, lapping of the waves below us and the flapping of the sails. This is what I’d waited my entire life for and despite the dire situation back home, I felt incredibly happy. I felt the same as when Ari was near me, but he was so many miles back now. Maybe it was my childhood dream being realized that made me feel the way I did.

      

      “It feels entirely inappropriate,” I pointed out, forgetting that Josh didn’t know my situation with Ari.

      

      “You and me being together...alone?” He made a step toward me.

      

      “Hold it, Buster!” I held my hand out to stop him coming even closer to me. “I wasn’t talking about that. I was talking about how happy I feel despite everyone being sick. I should feel so much worse than I do.”

      

      Josh nodded his head thoughtfully and gazed out into the never-ending distance. “It’s the ocean. It can do that to a person. Being away from people is my happy place. It doesn’t have to be the ocean. I’m just as happy at the top of a mountain or the middle of a jungle. Anywhere where people are scarce or better yet, not there at all.”

      

      I thought about it for a moment. I didn’t think that’s why I was happy. I liked being surrounded by people most of the time. It was the adventure I craved. The ability to be free and to see new things.

      

      I couldn’t really understand what was going on inside me. The further away I was from Ari, the worse I should feel, but it was like he was right next to me. Maybe we weren’t bonded after all. The whole concept was ridiculous anyway.

      

      “Do you know anything about bonding?” I asked. The guy seemed to know about everything else.

      

      “Bonding? As in two people coming together?” He licked his lips and took a step forward once again, causing me to take a step back.

      

      “You are particularly vile, you know that?”

      

      He held his hands up. “Sorry. Bonding? Like the magic kind?”

      I thought for a moment. When Ari had described it to me, he had talked about magic.

      

      “Yes. Specifically in relation to merpeople.”

      

      Josh’s eyes lit up. It was clear that magic was his favorite subject. “Magical bonding only happens within certain species. Humans think it happens to them, but they call it love at first sight or soul mates. It’s all a load of phooey. I’ve found my soul mate plenty of times only to find out that she was ordinary.”

      I lifted my lip and nose at the thought of him with all those girls. I had no idea why I’d asked him. The dude obviously had no idea about love.

      

      “Never mind.” I turned to go back inside. It was early, but I’d rather be alone in my bunk than hang around with this creep.

      “Hey, wait! Are you talking specifically about bonding between merpeople? Because that totally is a thing. At least, I read that it was. Are you bonded to someone?”

      

      I sensed that whatever I told him would end up on TV, so I elected to go with a lie. “No. I just heard about it and was curious.”

      

      “Bonding is when two people...in this case, two merpeople are destined to be together. Their love for each other is so strong that it can never be broken. It is love in its most pure base form. It is beauty and truth combined. It is heady and dangerous and beautiful all in one.”

      

      He took a step toward me, and this time, I stayed where I was, mesmerized by his speech. I felt my breath catch in my throat as he placed his hand on my cheek, and I found myself looking deeply into those light eyes.

      

      “Those who are bonded will either live a glorious life together or a life of torment if they are forced apart. It is both a blessing and a curse, and for those of us that are purely human, we will never be able to understand the piercing pain nor the uneclipsed high of being bonded. It is said that it is a torture beyond any other and a bliss to which nothing in the nine kingdoms can compare.”

      

      He bridged the gap between us, putting his lips upon mine as we leaned against the railing of the ship. I closed my eyes, falling into the kiss, but then, a pain shot through my heart as though an arrow had pierced my skin and traveled right through my ribcage.

      

      I screamed as the searing pain took over, overwhelming my senses. I felt Josh rubbing my back as I bent double in agony. My chest was on fire, and then...and then, it wasn’t.

      

      Less than a minute after it had started, the pain ebbed away. I pulled myself up straight and stared down at my chest, looking for a gaping wound or any other clue as to what had just happened to me.

      

      Everything looked normal. I sucked in a deep breath, trying to fight the shock. The pain had vanished, but I knew the memory of it would last a long time.

      

      “Are you alright?” Josh asked concern in his voice.

      

      “I’m fine,” I lied. “I think I was stung by a bee, that’s all. I should probably go and lie down.” I turned to leave him feeling completely confused. Everything had been normal before Josh kissed me and almost as soon as his lips touched mine, it felt as though my insides were exploding. I ran back along the deck. Before I reached the door, I saw the telltale light of a video camera. The whole episode had been captured on film.
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      My breathing came thick and fast as I lay on the top bunk of my cabin. The ship swayed lightly from side to side making me feel more nauseous than I already did.

      My heart had settled down, back to the state it was in before Josh kissed me. It felt like Ari was close, which made me feel even worse about the whole thing.

      I closed my eyes and tried to work out what had happened. I’d been fine until Josh had kissed me. It wasn’t like he’d forced himself onto me. I was a willing participant, but that didn’t mean I really wanted to do it. Or had I? He was a good-looking guy; there was no doubt about it, but he was also an annoying, egotistical rat. I imagined he had a girl in every port. I could see what girls saw in him, but he wasn’t my type at all. I don’t even know why I’d let him kiss me. I wasn’t attracted to him. My only reasonable conclusion was that it was a heat of the moment thing. He’d been talking about blissful love, and I was a willing captive to his words. Of course, I was. Since Ari, I’d been lonely, fulfilling my duties as the future queen and dealing with crap from all sides. Not only did I have one kingdom to deal with, I was looking after two.

      “No wonder I slipped up,” I whispered to myself.

      Still, it didn’t explain what the pain was. It was gone completely, but for the minute I’d been feeling it, it was the most intense agony I’d ever had to bear.

      Hayden had told me that Josh was from Schnee. Of all the magic in all of the nine kingdoms, Schnee was the most powerful. I’d have sent some of my guards there to find help for my mother and grandfather had it not been for the fact it was well over a thousand miles away from my palace in Trifork.

      The king and queen never accepted any invitation from us, and although I couldn’t call them enemies of Trifork, they were hardly allies either. The people from Schnee tended to keep themselves to themselves.

      If the people of Schnee were so powerful, why was it that Josh held no magic of his own? He’d said himself he was powerless without magical artifacts.  It only cemented my theory that the man was a liar. Everyone in Schnee was magic, so it stood to reason Josh was too.

      It still didn’t answer the question as to why, if he wanted to kiss me, he’d immediately strike me down with pain. Feeling like your insides are trying to escape to the outside is hardly the most romantic feeling in the world.

      It took me hours to fall asleep, and it was a gentle knock at my door that awoke me the next morning.

      “Erica, Are you ok? Breakfast is served in the dining hall.”

      Bleary-eyed, I dragged myself out of bed and opened the door to find Astrid standing there looking perky as usual. I pulled her into my room, making sure there was no one lurking in the corridor, and shut the cabin door behind her.

      “What’s the matter?” She looked at me in alarm.

      I told her what had happened last night and also mentioned that I was still feeling Ari’s presence even though he was now hundreds of miles behind us.

      She sat me on the lower bunk and looked at me with something akin to pity on her face.

      “I wonder if the pain was just a reaction to you moving on. Subconsciously, you still feel as though you are with Ari. I don’t know much about bonding, but I imagine it’s pretty hard to get over something like that. You probably feel him near you because you don’t really want to let him go.”

      It made sense. The pain was probably a physical manifestation of the guilt I felt at kissing someone else even if it was someone I didn’t really want to kiss.

      “You are probably right,” I sighed. “It’s not like it’s going to happen again anyway.”

      Astrid looked at me as though I was crazy. “Why not? The guy is a dish, and you would go together perfectly. You always wanted an adventure and less than a day after meeting him, look where you are!”

      “Hmmm,” I replied without much conviction. Yeah, I was on an adventure, but that didn’t mean I had to date the guy who’d brought me on it.

      At the breakfast table, Hayden had a completely different take on the events of the previous night.

      In hushed tones, he told me that Josh wasn’t to be trusted at all.

      “The pain thing is weird. I wonder if he’s trying to muscle in, knowing that you are a new queen. It wouldn’t surprise me if he’s trying to take over in Trifork. Those people from Schnee are very wily and enjoy their power. He might be planning to kill you.”

      I snorted, sending orange juice flying out of my nose. He was beginning to sound like Anthony with his theories of other kingdoms wanting to take over and Trifork currently being in a weak position without a true monarch yet. After quickly mopping up the juice, I turned back to Hayden.

      “You liked him two days ago,” I pointed out. As I looked over to the other side of the table, I watched him flirting shamelessly with Astrid who was lapping up all the attention. “You need to stop with this jealousy. The guy is a flirt. Astrid isn’t going to leave you for him.”

      “I never said she would,” Hayden answered gruffly, and the conversation ended.

      I’d always thought an adventure would be...well, more adventurous, but after the hours and hours of monotony of sailing through calm seas, I had to admit I was getting bored. Bored and fractious. Every second we spent at sea was a second longer that my mother and grandfather and all the others had to wait for help. Even if we found these beauty sirens, there was no telling if they could or would help us. Every time I had a conversation with anyone, Seth always seemed to be there, hiding behind a column or chair or whatever he could find. Nothing was private anymore.

      In the end, I decided to head up to the bridge to speak to the captain. He was one of my finest naval officers, after all, and so it was about time I introduced myself to him. My father knew the names of every person who worked for him, both in the palace and on his ships. I, on the other hand, barely remembered my own name when I woke up each day. Remembering names and faces was hardly my strong suit. It was something I had to work on.

      The captain and first officer both bowed to me as I entered the bridge. I was surprised to find that the captain was a woman, a young woman at that.

      “We heard we had a special guest on board, Your Highness,” the captain said, following up the bow with a salute. “I hope you are finding everything to your satisfaction.”

      “Very much so, Captain..?”

      “Captain Howell.”

      She was so young to be a captain, only twenty-eight or nine with a fresh face free of make-up and her auburn hair tied neatly behind her. Her captain’s hat was laid to the side of the ship’s steering wheel.

      “Captain Howell, I appreciate you doing this for me.” I walked to the windows and looked down at the deck to see if I could spot Seth. I didn’t want him filming me or even seeing where I was and passing the information back to Josh. The deck was empty, so the pair of them must have been indoors or to the rear of the ship. “I was wondering how much longer it will be until we get to the islands.”

      Captain Howell looked a little nervous upon hearing my question. “I’ve sifted through every map I have on board, and those islands aren’t on any of them. At the moment, I’m following this...”

      She pointed to a crumpled piece of paper with a badly hand- drawn map on it.

      “Let me guess. Joshua gave this to you?”

      The captain nodded slowly. “Yes, ma’am. I was told by Mr. Harrington-Blythe that I was to follow these instructions, but I had the feeling he wasn’t particularly happy about it. Do you have another route for me to follow?”

      I looked back at the map. It was ridiculously simple with no coordinates on it, just some squiggly lines and a couple of place names. I sighed wondering what I’d gotten us all into. Either Josh was indeed the simpleton I took him for, and these islands were a figment of his overactive imagination, or he was, as Hayden suspected, dangerous and had brought us out here for his own agenda. My father would have come up with a plan straight away and would have stuck to it with a strong conviction. I wasn’t sure what we should do. Carry on with this trip which would probably turn into a wild goose chase and a font of bad publicity if people actually began to die while their queen was out at sea, or turn and head home.

      Weighing up the options, neither seemed like a good prospect. But by going home now, we would definitely have nothing to show for this trip. At least, if we kept on going, there was the possibility of finding help.

      “If the map is accurate, judging by the places on it that you know to exist, how long do you think it will take?”

      Captain Howell looked back at the map and sucked in a breath between her teeth. “It’s hard to say, but maybe this afternoon?”

      She didn’t sound so sure, but then how could I blame her. The map looked like a kid had drawn it.

      “Let’s keep going on this course until this afternoon and reassess then. Thank you for everything you are doing, Captain. It is very much appreciated.”

      I spent the rest of the day trying to hide from Josh. I was still confused by what had happened the night before and wasn’t sure whether Astrid was right, and my pain had been due to emotional pain or if Hayden was right, and Josh was out to kill me.

      Ok, Perhaps Hayden’s theory was a tad overdramatic, but I hadn’t felt the pain since Josh kissed me. I was still feeling the high I felt when Ari was around.

      I was doing a good job of not seeing Josh by hiding in my bunk and reading a book when Hayden knocked on my door and then opened it without giving me a chance to answer.

      “Hey! Where are your manners? I could have been changing!”

      “I’m sure you’ve got nothing I haven’t seen before. You’ve got to help me.”

      “You are so rude! Honestly, I could have you beheaded for less.” I stepped down from my bunk, leaving the book on the pillow.

      “Please come and talk to Josh. He’s driving me crazy. This is supposed to be my honeymoon, and I’ve spent most of it watching Astrid staring at him all googly-eyed over his ridiculous stories.”

      I rolled my eyes at him. “Give your wife some credit, will you? I’m sure she wasn’t googly-eyed as you put it. She’s probably just being polite.”

      Hayden scoffed as I continued. “But, you are right. This is your honeymoon, and we’ve hijacked it. Where are they? I’ll take Josh for a walk around the decks and ask the kitchen to send our dinner up to the front deck later so you and Astrid can dine alone.”

      “Bow.”

      I looked at him through screwed up eyes. “You bow to me. I’m the one who is royal.”

      He was just about to call me an idiot when I broke out into a grin. “I know the front of a ship is called a bow. Come on, let’s go. You have some honeymooning to do.”

      “Too right, I do,” he replied, following me out of my cabin.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            14

          

        

      

    

    
      When I found Josh, he wasn’t with Astrid at all. I found him standing alone, gazing off into the distance at the bow of the ship. I looked out at the endless sea stretching out for miles ahead of us. There was no sign of land in any direction. Captain Howell said we’d see the islands by the afternoon, but the sky was already beginning to lose color, and there was no sign of them.

      

      “I’ve asked the chef to have our dinner brought up here,” I said, sidling in next to Josh.

      

      He didn’t look to me. Instead, he kept his eyes on the horizon.

      “Nice...romantic.”

      

      “No, not romantic, just nice.” I turned so my back was to the rail and glanced around the deck for the telltale red light that showed that Seth’s camera was filming. Thankfully, he was nowhere to be seen. “About last night,, the kiss…I’m sorry, but it shouldn’t have happened. I don’t know what came over me.”

      

      “You couldn’t resist my charm.” He turned to me and wiggled his eyebrows. I resisted the urge to throw up over the side.

      

      I shook my head. “Nope. I think it was the alcohol I consumed at dinner.”

      

      That was a lie, and we both knew it. I’d only had a small glass of wine. The truth was, I didn’t know what had come over me.

      

      “You can tell yourself that you aren’t attracted to me all you like, but that doesn’t make it so.”

      

      I pulled on his sleeve so he had to turn to look at me. “The kiss we shared made me physically sick. Please get over yourself.”

      

      The corners of his mouth turned up at the edges. “Say what you like, Queenie, but no one has managed to escape the charms of Josh Davenport. By the end of this trip, you’ll be begging me to kiss you again.”

      

      I scrunched my nose up at him. “You must have a strong neck to carry that big head of yours around.”

      “Just wait and see.” He turned back and returned his gaze to where it had been before. I followed his line of sight to the horizon.

      

      “I thought we’d be at the islands by now,” I commented. “The captain seemed to think we’d be there before nightfall, going by your sketch.”

      

      “That was no sketch. I gave her a carefully plotted out map using every bit of knowledge I had about those islands.”

      

      I thought back to the sketch I’d seen. It certainly didn’t look like it was carefully plotted out. Once again, I began to wonder if I was following the directions of a man full of bullshit. So maybe he was a famous adventurer on TV. It didn’t mean any of it was real. The bit of TV I knew about was always carefully orchestrated in the edits afterward. For all I knew, Josh spent all his time in front of a green screen and never left the studio.

      

      “Tell me about Schnee. What made you leave?”

      

      The one thing I was pretty confident about him not lying about was his home kingdom. He certainly wasn’t from Trifork and had the look about him of a person from Schnee. He had the paleness that I associated with people from there.

      

      “Magic,” he replied simply and then stopped. It was unusual for him to not have a lot to say on a subject which made me all the more intrigued.

      

      “What about it?”

      

      Josh closed his eyes and sighed as though this was a topic he really didn’t want to talk about. Eventually, he did begin to tell me, although he spoke slowly as though getting the words out was difficult. “Everyone in Schnee is magic, or at least most of the population is. Most people have what you’d think as general magic. They point to objects and make them move, or they conjure things out of mid-air. The royals are the most powerful, but even the lowliest can perform some kind of magic if they have to.”

      

      I thought back to what I knew of Josh. Both he and Hayden had told me that he held no real magic power of his own.

      “But you can’t?”

      

      His eyes misted over, and I began to wonder if I’d pushed the guy too far. This was the first bit of real emotion I’d ever seen from him. Up until now, everything about him had seemed fake.

      “I’ve gotta go...do something. I’ll be back for dinner.”

      

      He turned away from me and quickly headed for the door inside. I’d promised Hayden that we’d leave him and Astrid alone, but I had a feeling Josh would go somewhere to be alone. How strange that talk of magic would affect him so. Apparently, he talked about it all the time on his show. It was that which had made him famous.

      

      As I was unable, or at least, unwilling to join Hayden and Astrid, and I didn’t fancy going back to my room, I decided to stay outside and enjoy the early evening by myself. The last embers of sunshine turned the sky a dusky pink and the sea an endless expanse of deep mauve, colored by the dying orb of the sun and hiding its mysteries beneath.

      

      This...all of this was the reason I’d wanted adventure. I wanted to feel the thrill of the wind in my hair as we flew through the waves at high speed, but I wasn’t enjoying it. We should have hit land by now, and there was no hint of it on the horizon. Josh was upset with me, Hayden didn’t want me around, not that I could blame him, and I had no desire to speak to the ever elusive Seth who seemed happiest hiding out and not talking to anyone. Even the bonding feeling—the weird happiness that had plagued me the entire journey was finally beginning to seep away. Maybe I was finally far enough away from Havfrue and, therefore, Ari to not feel him anymore. I let my mind wander to him as it frequently did, before trying to push him out of my mind. There was no point getting myself all miserable again.

      

      A sound behind me made me turn, but it just turned out to be the kitchen staff bringing out a small table and a couple of chairs. They followed it up with a meal of salmon and potatoes with some kind of white sauce. I deliberated going to fetch Josh, but moments later he appeared sitting in the seat opposite me.

      He looked back to his normal self, and any hint of whatever had bothered him earlier was now gone.

      

      “Will Seth be joining us?” I asked for want of anything else to say. I didn’t want to upset him again by getting back into the whole magic business.

      

      Josh speared a piece of salmon and dipped it in the sauce before replying. “I think he’s eating in his room.”

      I nodded. At least, he wasn’t bugging Hayden and Astrid. The dinner was surprisingly quiet. I didn’t know what to say, and Josh, it seemed, was finally out of words.

      

      All in all, it was extremely awkward for both of us, and I began to wish that I’d decided to eat in my cabin too. By the time we’d finished our dessert, the sky was pitch black, and only the moon and the stars provided any kind of illumination. We’d also not said another word to each other.

      

      I stood, ready to retire for the evening when I heard the strangest of sounds, almost like singing, but much more eerie. A choir of hauntingly beautiful voices filled the night air all around us, and yet, it sounded as though someone was singing under water. When I’d heard the merpeople speaking, the strange echoing sounds they made sounded a little similar.

      

      The ship lurched as we quickly changed course, sending our dirty plates crashing to the ground where they smashed into tiny pieces.

      

      I jumped up, eager to find out what was making the noise, but Josh held me back.

      

      “It’s them!” He rushed to the rail and peered over. In the darkness, it was difficult to see anything, but as the moon came out from behind a cloud, their silhouettes appeared. Beautiful women sitting on rocks. Rocks that if we didn’t change course, we were going to crash into.

      

      “Captain Howell!” I screamed, hoping she could hear me up in the bridge. The ship continued on its perilous path.

      

      Josh appeared completely transfixed by the women who were now beckoning him toward them. The moon picked off sparkles of light in their silvery hair—hair that I wanted to touch. It looked so soft and shiny. I reached out over the railing. There was something about them, something mesmerizing that took us ever onward. In the back of my brain, I knew that if we continued on our path, we would crash straight into the rocks, but the rest of me didn’t care. It would be a small price to pay to be near these wondrous creatures.

      

      Suddenly, there was a massive splash of water in front of them, knocking them all into the sea. The melodic music cut off, and the spell was broken. My heart that had been strangely calm now began the rapid staccato.

      

      “We need to get this ship turned around quickly!” I cried, but before I’d even finished the sentence, the ship lurched again turning away from the jagged rocks and missing them by inches. The rapid movement knocked me over and sent me skidding across the floor.

      

      “I guess now we know why almost no one made it back from here to tell the tale,” Josh said, holding his hand out and helping me to my feet. I glanced over the side of the ship. Hundreds of wrecked boats littered the coast of the strange island leaving a graveyard of sorts.

      

      “I’ve dropped anchor for the night, ma’am.”

      

      I turned to find Captain Howell looking slightly stunned as she gave me a salute.

      

      “They were using magic to lure us onto the rocks,” I pointed out. Relief shone from her face as she let out a long breath.

      

      “They sure did! I’ve never seen anything like it.” Josh danced around like he’d just won a party bag or something.  “I need to find Seth and see if he captured this.” He began to walk away, but I called after him.

      

      “What if they try to kill us some other way in the night? You’re the expert. What should we do?”

      

      “They won’t,” he assured me before practically skipping to the door and heading inside. “They’ll leave us well alone.”

      

      As I looked over the side to the black water beneath us, an eerie feeling passed through me. The sirens had completely disappeared under the inky surface, but what was it that had startled them in the first place?

      

      As I walked back to my cabin, my heart still pounding, I tried to keep in mind what Josh had said. He’d sounded pretty confident that they wouldn’t try and hurt us.

      

      Before the dawn, I was to find out just how wrong he could be.
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      “Come with me.”

      An ethereal voice woke me from my slumber. As I drifted from my dreams, I came face to face with one of the sirens. Up close, she was even more beautiful than she had been on the rocks. Her title of beauty siren suited her well. She had perfect skin that looked like it had been dusted in fairy dust and her long hair had strands of real silver that glimmered in the pale light. She wore a powder blue dress, the exact same color as her eyes, although the light in her eyes could have been a real diamond, they sparkled so much.

      “Come with me,” she repeated, not raising her voice. It was melodic and calming—the voice of an angel, and an angel is what she looked like with white feathered wings that she used to keep her upright as she had no legs, only a tail like a mermaid.

      “You’d like that wouldn’t you?” she added, a smile on her perfect lips.

      “I would,” I replied groggily. In my mind, I wasn’t sure if I was doing the right thing. Everything was hazy. I had the feeling that I was doing something I shouldn’t be doing, but the lilting tone of her voice lured me on.

      It was almost a dreamlike trance that carried me out of my cabin and through the ship to the deck. Beside me, I was aware of other people congregating, but I couldn’t take my eyes off the siren in front of me. She was everything that was perfect and beautiful in the world, and nothing else could compare. Why would I want to look at anything else?

      “Take my hand.” She held her hand out to me, and I did as she directed. One sharp tug later and we were both in the ocean. She’d pulled me right over the railing, and I didn’t even mind. I would go anywhere with her. Unlike when I was with the merfolk, I couldn’t breathe underwater. Not that it mattered. I was only submerged for a few seconds, and when I surfaced, I found myself in a strange room. The half I was in was filled with water, the other half had rocks on the floor. Upon these rocks sat more of the divine creatures, at least fifty of them, each more beautiful than the last. One of them ran over to help me out of the water. The creatures were all divine, but none looked like the others. Some had wings, some tails, some legs. All of them had the long silvery hair and diamond-like eyes.

      “Let me help you,” she said graciously. She waved her hand and instantly I was warm and dry. I was given a seat on the rocks while I waited for the others to join us. Less than a minute after I’d entered the strange room, everyone from the ship had arrived. Josh, Seth, Astrid, Hayden, and the crew. I gave them each a brief nod as they entered, but it was difficult to take my eyes from the women that surrounded us. I managed to steal my eyes away for a second to take in the room around me. The high, vaulted ceiling had a couple of chandeliers hanging, and it was these that gave the room a warm flickering light. Portholes around the walls gave me a clue to what the room actually was.

      “It’s a boat!” I shouted out in delight, “an upside-down boat!”

      “You are very intelligent,” one of the women said, taking a handful of my hair in her hands, “and what beautiful hair you have.”

      My heart swelled with pride at getting a compliment from these women. They were the most beautiful creatures I’d ever seen, and here they were saying they liked my hair. I beamed from ear to ear.

      Erica, this isn’t real! I heard a voice say, but it didn’t come from one of the sirens, so I ignored it.

      The siren who had brought me to this place climbed up onto a rock and spoke to all of us.

      “Welcome to our home, esteemed guests. My sisters are going to hand out handcuffs which we have chosen specially. When you receive them, you will put them on your wrists and close them tight. It is nearly dawn, and so I’m afraid we must leave you. We will be back tonight with knives for you to cut yourselves with. We need your body parts.”

      “They are so beautiful,” the one next to me said, stroking my skin. I giggled with excitement. The handcuffs seemed to take forever to get to me, and I was practically bouncing up and down with anticipation of putting them on.

      Once we were all chained together and to the rocks, the sirens began to leave.

      “Where are you going?” I asked in a panic. I knew I couldn’t get through a second without them near me. The leader walked over and kissed me lightly on the lips. “Fear not, we will be back, and then this evening, you and I will be joined for the rest of our lives.”

      The thought of being joined to her was almost too much to bear. How could someone as lowly as I ever be one of these beauties?

      “This is the most amazing thing that has ever happened to me,” Astrid said in a breathy voice once the sirens had left. The others nodded in agreement, each with a sappy expression on their face. They looked ridiculous. It was obvious that the sirens liked me the best. Hadn’t one of them kissed me after all?

      “They want me. I was kissed,” I pointed out. “It’s my body they want, and I shall give it gladly.”

      “They kissed all of us, you idiot,” the captain screamed at me. “I’ll give them anything they want. My body is their body.”

      “I cannot wait to hand them my flesh,” added Seth.

      Huh. As if they’d want that lump.

      “Erica, please snap out of it. You’re under a spell.”

      I felt the cold slap of a palm across my face. In front of me was a man with long black hair and a concerned expression on his face. At the back of my mind, I vaguely recognized him, but he was part of my past, and my future belonged with the sirens.

      “Don’t mess with my skin!” I shot him shade as I brought my hand up to my cheek. I could feel the flame of pain and knew he’d reddened it. “The sirens need me to be pretty, or they won’t take my skin.”

      The man shook his head. I could see tears in his eyes. “Can you hear yourself? You are talking about cutting your own skin off, mutilating your own body. Can’t you see that none of this is real?”

      “This is the most real I’ve ever felt.” I don’t know why I was even talking to him, why I felt the need to explain. “I’d gladly pull my skin from my body now if they were here.”

      “Erica, I love you.” He leaned forward and kissed me. Something inside me shifted, my mind whirled with emotions that I didn’t understand, and my heart pumped blood around my body so quickly that I thought I might faint. He pulled back and looked into my eyes. I could see the expectation in them, but I didn’t know what he wanted from me.

      “Go away!” I screamed at him. “Leave me be.”

      I’d never seen anyone look so panicked in all my life, but it was hardly my concern. I just knew I needed him to leave before the sirens came back. I didn’t want anything to spoil what was going to happen tonight.

      “Please, Erica. It’s me. You know me. Tell me my name.” He kneeled before me, his top half out of the water and the tip of his tail still wet from the ocean water below me.

      “No!” I lied. I did know him, but I couldn’t answer him. Something was stopping me. I felt confused, and all my thoughts were thick like mud.

      “Tell me my name!” he screamed loudly. His voice echoed around the strange room filling my senses.

      “Ari!” I screamed back, tears filling my eyes. “Your name is Ari.”

      I could sense the others watching me. I knew I appeared weak now that I‘d given this stranger what he wanted.

      “Leave me be, Ari. Go away.”

      He slumped as I tried to kick him away from me. If the others told the siren that a stranger was trying to kidnap me, they might not want me anymore, and the thought of that was inconceivable.

      “Kiss him,” Ari said his voice much softer now. He pointed to the man beside me. I’d already forgotten his name, but I knew he was an enemy. They all were. This was a competition, and I needed to win. I needed to be the one that the siren wanted.

      I looked at the strange man in front of me. Tears were running down his face.

      “Why should I kiss him? I have no more desire to kiss him than I did you.”

      I saw him wince at my words for which I was glad. Kicking him hadn’t hurt him, but telling him I hadn’t wanted to kiss him had been like a knife to the chest. Knowing this, gave me the upper hand. I gave a sly smile and raised my eyebrows waiting for his answer.

      He leaned forward and whispered in my ear. “Your kiss will weaken him. He will fall in love with you, and the sirens will not want him anymore.”

      I liked that. The less of these people there were, the better for me. I needed the sirens to want me more than the others. I couldn’t articulate why, but I knew that the sirens had to want me the most.

      I turned to the man beside me and grabbed his face between my hands. Leaning forward quickly, I pressed my lips against his. No sooner had our mouths connected than I got a searing pain right through my chest. I held on, fighting the pain, but like swords through my flesh, it quickly consumed me. I fell back on the rocks, clutching my chest and tried to get my breath back.

      All at once, everything made sense. The sirens had filled our minds with a spell designed to make us love them, to do anything for them.

      “Erica!”

      A face appeared above mine. A face I’d been dreaming about for weeks. His wet hair dripped around my face, but it was his falling tears that wet my face.

      “It’s me,” I whispered. “I’m here.”

      He leaned forward and kissed me, and unlike the kiss with the siren or the kiss with Josh, this was real. Nothing compared to it. Weeks away from him had been the loneliest time of my life, and I knew that nothing was worth being separated from him. Not blind dates with TV adventurers and not even a kingdom.

      “What happened?” I could guess most of it. I’d felt his presence almost the whole way here, and the spell that the sirens had put on us was obvious now that I was no longer in the midst of it.

      “I hoped kissing you would break you from the spell.”

      “But I kissed Josh.” I turned to look at him. He was staring off into space with a glassy look in his eyes. “I can’t say I enjoyed it.” I turned back to Ari again, so glad to see him, to be near him.

      “When you didn’t come to see me for weeks, I thought you’d given up on us. We weren’t officially dating so...”

      “So you found yourself a girlfriend?”

      He looked so ashamed, but I could hardly blame him. He was right that I didn’t see him for weeks. My life had been taken over with royal duties and getting out to the sea was impossible.

      “Not quite. I very stupidly tried kissing a friend of mine in the hope I could exorcise my feelings for you. I figured that if you didn’t want me, I had to find a way to get on with my life.”

      My heart was breaking in two as he spoke. I did want him. I’d always wanted him.

      “What happened?” I didn’t tell him that I’d seen him with the girl. What was the point?

      “When I kissed her, my insides felt like they were on fire. I’d never felt agony like it. To add insult to injury, the girl slapped me and told me she wasn’t interested in me like that.”

      He laughed quietly and shook his head. “I was such an idiot, but that’s how I knew that if you kissed someone else, you’d feel the pain too. We are bonded to each other which means we can never be anyone else’s.”

      I held his face in my hands, and despite the tears that were streaming down my face, I managed a smile. “It’s a good thing I like you then.”

      He laughed again, but this time, I could see he meant it.

      “I’m sorry for hurting you, but it was the only way.”

      “It’s fine...It’s more than fine.” I pulled him closer and kissed him again. From that moment, I knew I’d never be apart from him again.
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      “We need to get everyone free,” I said, glancing around me. Now that the spell had been broken, the upside down ship was not the beautiful, enchanting place I’d taken it for. Now that I could see it through my own eyes, the wood was rotten, seaweed and algae covered the rocks, and the air was stale with the smell of rotten fish. Glancing to the side of me, I could see the others sitting there, blank expressions on their faces and smiles on their lips.

      Ari swam off, disappearing under the water, coming back less than a minute later with a sharp rock in his hand.

      “This might help get the manacles off.”

      

      I stretched the chain between Josh and me tight and laid it flat on a rock. Ari brought his rock down with force time and time again as I pulled. It wasn’t helping that Josh was doing everything in his power to stop Ari from unchaining him. Ari was being kicked, hit, and spat on, and still, he continued.

      

      “This is impossible,” I moaned after almost an hour of exertion. The rock had smashed, but the chain was steadfastly still together. Ari’s arms were covered in bruises from Josh’s feet, and he’d been too slow to dodge a blow to the face that had left him with a bloody lip.

      

      “We can’t give up, because those things will be back tonight and they will take your body parts. The others might give theirs freely because of the spell, but don’t think that because you aren’t under their spell anymore, they won’t take parts of you. I give up now, and you’ll die. All of you will die.”

      

      “The ship!” I don’t know why I hadn’t thought of it before. There were bound to be some tools on the ship somewhere. “Check below decks and the bridge. See if you can find a saw or bolt cutters.”

      Ari reached forward, kissed me quickly, and dove under the surface of the water. With a flick of his tail, he was gone. I waited ten minutes, watching the others. Shouting to them made no difference, so I sat silently. After an hour had passed, all hope had left me. It shouldn’t have taken so long. Even if he couldn’t find any tools, he would have come back and let me know. There was no doubt in my mind that he’d been captured. Pain had caused the spell to break on me, but I didn’t know how to cause that much pain on the others without damaging them. Josh sat next to me and was the only one in reach anyway. I figured if I could wake him up, maybe he could do the same to the others. I tried nipping his arm, but that only ended up with him slapping me in the face.

      

      “Don’t bruise my skin. The sirens need it!” He yelled at me with tremendous anger in his expression, but then, he turned and began to stare out into space again. It was hopeless. Nothing I said to any of them made any difference, and time dragged on. With each minute that passed, any hope that we’d make it out alive left me. It wasn’t only our lives at stake. It was my mother lying in the palace infirmary, my grandfather, and the people of Havfrue. Not only had I failed in my mission, I’d failed spectacularly. As I looked at the people next to me, anger began to build. Josh who had come here to prove that sirens existed, Seth that had followed him. He didn’t even have his camera with him. He must have left it on the ship. For them, all this had come to nothing. The legend of the sirens would remain a legend, a myth. As for Astrid and Hayden, they’d not signed up for this. I’d dragged them along on this ridiculous adventure when they should have been having the happiest times of their lives. And Ari. He was near. I could feel him, but he’d not returned to the cave. Something had prevented him.

      

      Ari?

      

      I spoke to him in my mind, but there was no answer. Fear ran through me. He was alive, I knew that, but I could think of no reason for him not to answer me.

      

      The pressure in my head due to anger was like a pressure cooker. All the pent-up emotion I’d been feeling for weeks was rising to the top. The royal duties, the media, the sickness, and now this. I opened my mouth and screamed. The noise echoed around inside the upturned boat causing the others to cover their ears from the noise. Weeks of anger and stress tumbled out of my mouth increasing in decibels but making me feel so much better. I emptied my lungs of air and shut my mouth as the echoes died down. It had done no good, not that I thought it would. The others were still glassy-eyed from the spell. We were all going to die and be used for body parts, not that I could understand why. Unlike the sea witch, these women were already perfect in every way.

      

      As I was pondering such things, the surface of the water began to move. The disturbance was caused by two of the sirens who surfaced. I quickly sat straight and stared out ahead of me like the others.

      

      “See, I told you they were all still here,” one of them snapped.

      “I heard screaming, I’m telling you.”

      

      From the corner of my eye, I saw the first one looking closely at Seth.

      

      “Take me first,” he whimpered.

      

      “You can have me. I have great skin,” yelled Josh who picked up the sharp stone that Ari had dropped earlier and began to hack away at the skin on his arm.

      

      “That won’t be necessary...yet.” The siren swam over to him and gently took the stone from his hand. “We will do this tonight. A nice sharp knife will make a much tidier job.” Neither of the sirens had even glanced my way, but I knew this was my only chance. I leapt up and, using the chains between my arms, pulled the nearest one’s head back and wrapped the chain around her neck.

      

      “Let us go!” I shouted across to the other one who glared at me in shock. “Let us go, or I’ll strangle your friend.”

      

      From the water, instead of trying to stop me, she winked at me. Long lashes of silver covered her diamond-like eyes. She was so beautiful... perfect.

      

      I shook my head, realizing I was getting suckered in again. Her beauty had dumbfounded me. I remembered what I’d heard Ari saying all those hours ago—shut your eyes. I did just that and tried to think of something other than the ethereal perfection of these strange women. I pictured Astrid and how she’d lost her golden hair to the sea witch. I pictured Hayden who loved her no matter what her hair looked like. I pictured these sirens taking our body parts.

      

      “No!” I screamed. “I won’t let you.” I pulled on the chain while the siren between my arms made a strangled sound.

      

      Then it wasn’t just her I could hear. The water bubbled. I hazarded a glance to see the other sirens coming back. They didn’t look angry. Quite the opposite, they had warm smiles on their faces and appeared welcoming. The sight of them soothed me, and I slackened the chain. The siren I’d been holding fell to the ground in front of me and then rolled into the water where she grabbed a rock to right herself. The sirens looked at me. All of them. They were just so utterly beyond anything I’d ever seen before I was taken aback at how beautiful they all were.

      

      “Take me first,” I urged. I needed them to take my body...whichever parts they needed...all of it. With every fiber of my being, I needed to be part of them. Somebody handed me a knife.

      

      I was going to be first. They’d chosen me above the others to be the first to give myself to them. I’d never felt such joy.

      I held the knife to the flesh of my arm and watched it dig in. As the first drop of blood trickled down, there was a noise from above. I looked up along with everyone else, but there was nothing there, so I continued to push down with the knife.

      The noise happened again, a thwack of something on wood. I could see the confusion on the faces of the sirens as they wondered what was happening. I felt my own pulse quicken, wondering if this noise was somehow going to impede my dream of becoming at one with the sirens. There was a final thwack and sunlight poured through the roof. Ari stood there, peering through the hole, an ax in his hand.  He continued to hit at the roof, sending splinters of wood down into the water on top of the sirens. I followed the path of one of the larger pieces as it fell hitting one of the sirens on the head. As I saw the siren in the sunlight, I gasped. She wasn’t the beauty I’d thought her to be. None of them were. As the light from the hole Ari was making got bigger, the patch of sunlight fell on more and more of the sirens.

      

      Far from the stunningly beautiful women we’d all seen, these creatures were grotesque. As the light hit them, their true appearances shone through. As the sea witch had been, these things were made of a mismatch of other people. They had the faces of women, but a lot of the body parts they had taken belonged to men and various sea creatures and birds, leaving them unbelievably strange looking. As the light hit them, they shrieked, turning the water into a bubbling mass of flailing sirens.

      

      They weren’t the only ones making noise. Beside me, I could hear the screams and shouts of my crewmates from the ship, and the clinking of chains as the spell was well and truly broken.

      Why had I thought these creatures would help us? The sea witch had never done anything to help anyone, not without a price, and it was obvious that these snarling women were not about to either. They wanted our skin, parts of our body, but that was not a price I was willing to pay.

      

      The siren that had brought me here shouted loudly, making her friends quieten down. The silence after the echoing noise of scores of people screaming and wailing was deafening.

      

      It was clear that the sirens were disconcerted about having their true colors revealed and their magic stripped away from them, but it didn’t make our situation any better. We were still chained to each other and the wall, and even though the sirens would have to come and take our skin themselves rather than let us do it, the results would be the same. We’d be dead, and our bodies would end up as part of this monstrous circus.

      

      A loud splash in the center of the water caused by something falling covered many of the sirens with water and made me jump. Where the splash had occurred, red water began to float to the surface making this horrific place even more macabre.  It took me a few seconds to realize what it was, and when I did, my heart fell. It had been Ari that had either jumped or fallen through the hole he’d made into the water. The red was blood. Blood from his legs. I hadn’t seen him for so long, and back then, his legs had been a complete mess. I could only imagine how difficult and painful it must have been to climb up the outside of this overturned wrecked ship and do what he did. I watched the spot where he had landed, as did everyone else and waited with bated breath for him to surface.
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      A whole minute passed before his head breached the surface and as soon as it did, the sirens jumped on him.

      

      “Stop!” I shouted out, my voice echoing around the chamber. “You want something from us, and we need something from you. I know you would prefer to trade rather than have the messy job of pulling our limbs from our bodies yourselves.”

      

      It was ok, me speaking these words, but I had literally no idea what to trade with these people. All they seemed to want was us dead so they could use our bodies in various nefarious ways.  At least, they had let Ari go in order to listen to what I had to say. He swam over to me and rested on the rocks by my feet.

      

      Are you ok? I asked silently. He nodded in the affirmative, but I could see how tired he was. Doing what he did had really taken it out of him.

      

      “I’m intrigued,” the leader said, swimming over to me. How I had ever thought her beautiful was beyond me. They certainly knew some potent magic. In reality, her skin was mottled brown, and her hair was more seaweed than anything else. One of her eyes had almost rotted away entirely leaving a gaping hole through her eye socket. Looking at her was enough to make anyone sick, but I held her gaze. I needed her to know that despite the positions we were in, I wasn’t scared of her. It was a trick my father had taught me years ago. He’s said that no matter how nervous I was, I should never show it. It was easy to say when you weren’t chained up by a psychopathic water creature that wanted nothing more than to strip my skin from my body.

      

      “I wondered why you came here. You want something from us?”

      “I do. One of your people put a spell on everyone she ever helped. A few months ago she died, but the spell didn’t die with her. My family, my friends...hundreds of people are dying, and we don’t have the magic needed to stop it.”

      

      The siren laughed. “And you want me to stop this spell? In exchange for what? I think you already know what I want...what we all want.” She gestured to the other sirens behind her. They all nodded their heads, showing horrible spiky teeth as they grinned. If I’d had breakfast, at this point, I would have lost it.

      

      “I want us to be able to leave here safely with all our body parts intact. That being said, what else can I give you in exchange for our lives and some of your magic?” Even as I said it, I knew that I sounded ridiculous. I was hardly in a position to barter. “I’m a queen. I have gold. The ship we came on has some riches, but if you let us go, I can make sure more is brought back to you.”

      

      She shook her head. “What use have I for gold? We have no shops on this island to spend it. There is nothing you have that I desire that can’t be found right here.”

      

      She swam closer to me, taking a lock of my hair in her hand. Up close she smelled as disgusting as she looked. I held my breath and tried to come up with a solution to this impossible situation. As it was, I didn’t have to. It was Josh that saved the day.

      

      “Fame!” he said. The siren let go of my hair and shifted sideways until she was opposite him.

      

      “I do not think fame will suit me, I do not have the face for television...not yet anyway.” She glanced back my way which made me shudder.

      

      “Not fame for you,” Josh continued. “I’m famous.”

      

      “I don’t see how that helps me in any way, shape, or form, and I’m getting tired. I do not care for anything you have to offer.”

      

      “No one knows you exist,” Josh said hurriedly. “I’m here doing a documentary to prove to the world that you exist. If you’d not caught Seth while he was sleeping, you’d have seen the camera we brought with us.  I wouldn’t have to show you on screen. I think that you would not like that, but if I showed hints of you...the parts that are...undamaged. An odd tail here, a wing there, I could pique the interest of the people in all the nine kingdoms.”

      

      “So what?” she asked. I was wondering the same thing myself.

      Josh moved closer to her so they were only inches apart. I don’ t know how he could stand it. He was either a much better bluffer than I was, or the sight and smell of her really didn’t repulse him the same way it did me.

      

      “It will bring people here. So many people. Look around you. There are so many more of you than there are of us. It doesn’t take a genius to see that we won’t go very far. Plus, most of the crew is male. As you are all female, surely you would prefer prettier faces than these ugly mugs.”

      

      I could see she was thinking about it. Of everyone on the ship, there were only four of us that were women. Astrid, Captain Howell, one of the servants, and myself. There was no way all of them would be able to use us.

      

      “Fine, but I have no reason to trust you. You can all go back to your ship, but I will keep this one here as collateral. I like her hair.” She looked back at me, and I had to swallow back vomit. “If she is indeed the queen like she says she is, then I think you will have to stick to your word.”

      

      “No!” Ari jumped between her and me, not that he needed to. She wasn’t going to attack me, not just then anyway.

      

      Josh remained calm, much calmer than Ari. I grabbed Ari’s hand and immediately a flush of excitement and happiness ran through me. Even though my life was in such danger, the magic of the bonding took away the fear. If only we could have harnessed that magic, then we wouldn’t be in this situation in the first place.

      

      “That’s not going to work,” Josh stated plainly. Getting back to our land will take a couple of days. Then, we will have to edit the footage we take of you which could take a week at the very least. On top of that, I’ll have to persuade my bosses to air the footage as quickly as possible. I don’t think that will be a problem because you’ll be sensations, but there is no way Erica would survive long enough. You don’t need fresh water to survive, but she does. She’ll need food, and her human stomach won’t be able to digest the uncooked fish you eat. She’d be dead long before the people started showing up.”

      

      “Hmmm.”

      

      “But...” Josh added hurriedly sensing he was losing her interest. “Why don’t you come back with us? You can stay by my side and watch while I edit the footage to make sure I keep to my word.”

      I could see her weighing up his proposal. It was ideal for us, but I couldn’t see her going for it. She had no guarantee we wouldn’t kill her the second we were away from her people.

      

      “Fine,” she agreed, shocking me. “I will allow you all to go free to your ship. You will stay at anchor while you and your cameraman come back and film us. Tomorrow we will set sail to your land.”

      

      The surprised expression on Josh’s face told me that he hadn’t expected it to work any more than I had.

      

      I leaned towards him and whispered excitedly. “I could kiss you!”

      He winked. “I told you, you’d be begging to kiss me before the end of this trip.”

      

      I was too happy to be finally leaving this prison to be annoyed. If anything, I found it funny.

      

      The manacles chaining us together suddenly opened by magic and just like that, we were free. The others were led out through the water by the sirens, but I was allowed to be pulled out by Ari. Being so close to him made me realize just how much I’d missed him. I knew that I had missed him, but swimming here next to him was like coming home.

      

      Part of me wanted him to keep swimming. The two of us could literally swim off into the sunset, and it would be wonderful, but I knew I couldn’t leave the others. They’d all done so much for me, ditching them now would be the worst thing I could do, and I’d regret it. Even so, I was reluctant to leave Ari and climb back onto the ship, and there was no way that I was going to let him come aboard. He only needed to be out of the water for a minute before his tail turned into legs and I’d seen the amount of blood he’d lost when he fell into the water earlier. That was undoubtedly from his legs. The sirens, however, didn’t care that Ari couldn’t go aboard. They only cared that I did. I was forced from him which damn near broke my heart. I’d be able to speak to him over the railings, but it was hardly the same thing. Once I was on deck, I noticed that all the sirens had surrounded us. There was no way they were going to let us sail off in the middle of the night. At least, they stayed in the water. I couldn’t bear having them on the ship too.

      

      Seth trooped past me with his camera in his hand. His expression was clear that he wasn’t happy to have to go back with the sirens. As the camera wasn’t waterproof, he and Josh ended up sitting on a craggy outcrop while the lead siren and a couple of others played about in the water. I watched them for a few minutes wondering how on earth they were going to make the hideous creatures appear beautiful. It was a shame their magic didn’t work in the light, but Seth could hardly film in the dark.

      Hayden rushed past me with a bucket on a rope, closely followed by Astrid and a couple of servants. They all had buckets too.

      

      “Anyone want to tell me what’s going on?” I asked as they threw the buckets over the side. “Are you trying to kill the sirens, because I think you’ll need more than empty buckets.”

      

      “We’re bringing Ari on board. We just need to fill one of the baths with salt water, and he’ll be fine.”

      

      Of course, he would. How had I not thought about that? He’d done it before in the palace. When the bath was full, Hayden climbed down the rope ladder and hauled Ari over his shoulder. Ari was the bigger of the two, and it was clear that Hayden was struggling, but eventually, he managed to throw him up onto the deck. From there, we had to work quickly to beat the magic that would transform him. Astrid, the servants and I picked him up, sharing the load equally and rushed him to the bath.

      

      The water barely covered his tail, but it was enough. Had the bath been any bigger, I’d have climbed right in there with him. As it was, I had to make do with lying on the wooden floor beside him and holding his hand. It was enough. It was everything.

      I could quite happily have lain there on the floor just being in his company, but there was too much to talk about. Things that couldn’t wait.

      

      “I came here to ask the sirens about stopping the spell the sea witch cast. My mother is sick, my grandfather too.” As I looked at Ari something occurred to me. “Everyone who had help from the sea witch is affected. How come you aren’t?”

      

      He looked tired, exhausted even, which was hardly a surprise after the journey he’d just completed, but it was nothing compared to how my mother and grandfather had looked the last time I’d seen them.

      

      “I am affected...Erica...I’m dying.”
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      I stared at him, not comprehending his words. How could he be dying? He didn’t look ill.

      

      “You can’t see it when I have my tail,” he explained “I look almost normal, but I can feel it. At first, I thought it was just the original curse the witch placed upon me, but the pain I felt when I had legs came even when I had a tail. It’s not nearly as bad when I’m like this, but I can feel it. It’s like a sickness invading me, and now it’s getting higher and higher. When I changed back there, I found I was right. My skin was slewing off much higher up my body than before. It wasn’t isolated to my legs.”

      

      “I saw the blood,” I murmured, tracing a hand up his chest. The skin there appeared normal at first glance, but as I looked a little closer, I could see a very slight discoloring as if there was something sinister going on underneath. “How far up does it go?” I asked, peering closer, trying to see in the dim light.

      

      He took a deep breath. It reminded me of the time the hospital director told me my father was dead. That deep breath was almost certainly a sign it was going to be bad news “It’s almost up to my neck.”

      

      The implication was clear. When it reached his head, he’d be completely consumed by it and would die. I could hardly bear it. Not only had we managed to get ourselves into more trouble with the sirens, they still hadn’t agreed to use their magic to heal everyone, and I knew they wouldn’t. Not without a sacrifice. They wanted people. Josh had promised them lots of people, but that was weeks away, and Ari, my mother, and my grandfather didn’t have weeks. They had days at most and looking at Ari, maybe not even that. I could see the magic moving about under his skin. It was faint, but it was there.

      

      I’d tried sacrificing myself for Ari before, and my grandfather had saved me. This time my grandfather wasn’t around to stop me. I waited until he fell asleep and crept out of the bathroom. I was going to find the leader and offer myself up in exchange for curing Ari. I couldn’t live without him. I knew that now. The pain would be unbearable. This way, he would survive. The leader liked my hair; maybe I could get her to cure my mother too.

      I perched on the edge of the deck, looking overboard. Josh and Seth were nowhere to be seen, so presumably, they were back on the ship having shot enough footage. The sun was beginning to lower in the sky, and the sirens kept guard in the water below.

      I was just about to fling myself over when I was grappled to the floor. It was Ari, and the two of  us skidded for a way and then fell overboard anyway.

      

      As we hit the water, all I could see was blood, and it was obvious who it belonged to. Wrapping my arms around his waist, I pulled him to the surface. His chest was raw and bloody, and below the ocean surface, I could feel he still had legs. Something had happened to stop the magic that brought his tail back.

      He didn’t make a sound when I pulled him up to a rock. He drifted in and out of consciousness, his eyes flickering.

      

      “Why did you change? Why did you come after me?”

      

      “You forget I can see your thoughts when you are near,” he gave me a small smile and then his eyes closed. He’d known I was trying to save him, and he’d decided to save me instead. I screamed loudly, shouting out his name, but his eyes remained closed. All my screaming did was bring most of the people on the ship to the deck and alert the sirens. Within a minute of me getting onto the rock, we were surrounded by them. Looking up, I could see my friends on the ship.

      

      “Help me!” I shouted to no one in particular. “Ari is dying.”

      

      “We do not care,” the leader said, swimming through the other sirens. “His body is of no use to us. Look at him. Leave him here on the rocks and let the birds have him.”

      

      How easily she dismissed him.

      

      “No!” I will not go back without him. You need to heal him, or all this is over.”

      She glared at me. “I’m already doing you a favor by not taking your bodies now. I do not see why I should do you any more favors. I should kill you now.”

      

      “Kill her, and this ship goes up in flames.”

      

      We all looked up to see Hayden with a gas lamp in his hand. He was poised, ready to smash it onto the wooden deck. When Astrid saw what he was doing, she ran back and got another one.

      “Everyone on this ship will burn. You’ll get nothing except Erica.”

      

      “No!” she screeched, seeing her prize almost slip away. “I will save him, but only him. I know there are others in your land and I will not extend my magic to them.”

      

      “Do it!” I demanded. I’d figure out a way to help the others back home later, now Ari’s plight was dire. His breathing was shallow, and his body was a bleeding pulpy mass. He didn’t have much time.

      

      The leader spread her wings. Even they looked like a poorly put together mess of mismatched feathers taken from numerous seabirds. She took off into the sky and flew over the island.

      

      “Where is she going?” I asked in a panic, cradling Ari’s head in my arms.

      

      “Do not fear,” snapped one of the nearby sirens, showing green furry teeth, “She is going to get the magic.”

      

      Get the magic? I’d assumed it was within her, that these sirens were magical beings. I’d certainly been a victim of their magic. Not that I cared. I was just happy that something was to be done to help Ari. I stroked his face, and as I did, I watched the disease work its way up his neck.

      

      I tapped my toe upon a rock impatiently, desperate for the lead siren to come back with whatever it was she needed to save him. If she didn’t get back soon, it would be too late. Ari’s face was wet with my tears, but salt water alone could not heal his wounds.

      “Come on, come on,” I whispered under my breath as if it would hurry the siren up. The disease was up to his chin now, and there was nothing I could do to stop it. My stomach churned as I watched the insidious line of red get higher and higher. No medicine in any of the kingdoms could help him now. Magic was his only chance of survival, and then, only if it came in time. I searched the dimming skies for her and grazed my eyes over the island I’d barely looked at since getting here. I had no reason to as the sirens lived on the rocks and in the water surrounding it, but now as I looked, I could see it was a bleak place with patches of grass, sand, and rocks, and not much else. I could only see part of the island, but it was not a large place. We could have sailed around the whole thing in a couple of hours if we had chosen to. Beyond it, there were more islands that looked the same. Barren, desolate places that suited the weird sirens very well.

      

      A light appeared in the sky. My heart lifted when I saw it was the lead siren. She was glowing; her body appeared like an early star in the evening sky, getting bigger as she approached. She’d gone back to her beautiful self. Like an angel descending from heaven, she touched down beside us. Despite her current form, she was not using her magic to pull us in. I did not have the desire to cut my body for her, to be part of her as I had the night before. I looked for something in her hands, the thing that was causing her magic, but her hands were empty. She placed them on Ari’s chest and immediately the skin there healed.  With each inch of Ari’s skin that came back to life, her light dimmed a little. By the time she got to his legs, her light was almost out, but she persisted. His legs grew scales and then became one until he was whole again. The perfect specimen of a merman. He opened his eyes as the lead siren fell to the rocks beside him.

      

      “What happened?” asked Ari sitting up. He no longer looked tired, and his color had returned to normal. I wanted to fling myself upon him, but the siren needed help. It would have been so easy to leave her, but she’d brought Ari back to me, and now she was suffering. I pulled her into my arms, the same way I’d done with Ari just moments before.

      

      Unlike Ari, she was breathing normally, but her eyes were closed. Her beauty had completely faded, and she was back to being her normal self. I didn’t let that stop me. I was so grateful to her for saving Ari that I hugged her closely. She received the same amount of my tears that Ari had as I tried to wake her. The other sirens stayed in the water, but they watched me closely.

      

      “Please come back!” I whispered to her, stroking her misshapen face. She’d done a lot of wrong, but in the end, if it wasn’t for her, Ari would already be dead.

      

      Ari pulled himself around to her other side and held her as I took off my jacket and laid it on her. It was still damp, but at least it kept the wind off her. I couldn’t understand why the other sirens were doing nothing to help her. Neither Ari nor I had any magic to do anything but after a few minutes, her one good eye fluttered open. She looked at me with such a curious expression before sitting up. My jacket fell down around her waist. She picked it up, held it in her hands, feeling the fabric then handed it back to me.

      

      “Go back to your ship,” she commanded. She stood up without looking back at me and Ari and dived straight into the water. The other sirens followed her, disappearing into the depths.

      The whole thing piqued my curiosity, but I was so thrilled to have Ari back to normal that I didn’t think on it for too long. He was completely healthy again, and judging by the expression on his face, in good spirits.

      

      “I’d forgotten what it was like to not be in pain. Even when I had my tail, the magic weighed me down. Until it was lifted, I hadn’t realized just how much.”

      

      “You still have your tail now,” I pointed out.

      

      He looked down and grinned. “I know.”

      

      He hadn’t grasped what I was getting at. “Your tail is dry. You are out of water. You no longer have legs.”

      

      He looked down again. “The siren took all the magic, not just the magic that affected me in a bad way. I’m back to how I was before I had any dealings with the sea witch.”

      

      I scooted over to him, and he wrapped me in his arms. It was just like coming home.

      

      “Get a room!” Someone shouted from the ship deck. I recognized Josh’s voice.

      

      “Exactly who is that?” Ari asked, glancing up at the deck.

      

      I grinned. “I’ll introduce you properly, come on.”

      

      Hayden had to climb back down the rope ladder to bring Ari back up again. It was in fine spirits that we all headed inside to eat our first meal in hours.

      

      The servants had done a marvelous job of making dinner, and for the first time since starting the trip, everyone, including all the crew, sat around the huge dining table and ate together.

      The atmosphere was almost party-like as we toasted to Ari’s health. His return to fine health affected me too in ways I had never expected. I felt lighter than I had in weeks. I’d not felt any pain, not in the same way as Ari had, but my body had felt heavier, slower. Now that he was better I felt as though I would float off my seat if I didn’t hold onto it. It was just another of the weird and wondrous ways the magic of the bonding held us together. I breathed easier knowing it was all over.

      

      “The sirens aren’t surrounding the ship anymore,” pointed out Captain Howell. She was the only one who had refused a glass of wine citing the fact she was in charge of the ship, and she couldn’t do that without all her faculties about her.

      

      “If they’ve gone, why don’t we leave now before they come back?” Hayden asked the people around the table.

      

      Almost everyone was in agreement, but something didn’t rest easy with me. For a start, going home without a way to help my mother was not an option. Now I’d seen how quickly Ari was saved, I needed to figure a way to get help for the others too. Plus there was the fact that the lead siren hurt herself in saving Ari. It might have been temporary, but she’d given everything she had. It would have been much easier to let him die. Many of the sirens had wings, and so if Astrid and Hayden had set the ship on fire, the sirens would have been able to fly up and grab them all before they burned to death. Plus, I think it was quite obvious that Hayden was bluffing. He wasn’t particularly good at it. No, something else had made her save Ari. Despite everything, I saw compassion there. If there was even an ounce of compassion in her, there was a chance she would help the others.

      

      I put this theory to everyone around the table. Most shook their heads.

      

      “She wasn’t showing much compassion when she had us chained up and was ready to cut our skin off,” Hayden reminded me.

      “No, she didn’t. But think about it. These women don’t get married and have children. They are all female. They are ancient beings that stay alive for centuries by taking body parts from others. Without being able to do that, the whole species would die out. If you were in the same situation, what would you do?”

      Hayden shrugged, but I could tell he was thinking about it.

      

      “I never thought about it that way,” Astrid replied glumly. “It must be awful watching your body fall apart due to old age and yet you keep on living.”

      

      “I don’t think they are inherently bad people. They are doing what they must do to survive,” I added.

      

      “Well, I, for one, don’t want to help their species survive by giving them any of my limbs,” Hayden argued, standing up and throwing his napkin down on his empty plate. “I think we should go while we can.”

      

      “Actually I disagree,” Josh asserted, joining in the conversation.

      Hayden rolled his eyes. “Of course you do,” he replied, his voice dripping in sarcasm. He held his hand out to Astrid who took it.  She gave me an ‘I’m sorry’ look as she followed him to the door.

      “You are obviously going to do whatever you want despite the fact that this is supposed to be Astrid’s and my honeymoon. Funnily enough, when you offered me this ship, I wasn’t expecting you to come with us and bring us to somewhere so dangerous.”

      

      I opened my mouth to answer him, but he was already gone, taking Astrid with him.

      

      “Don’t listen to him,” Josh said. “He doesn’t know what he’s saying. You did what you had to do.”

      

      I sighed. Josh was wrong. Hayden had every right to be unhappy with me. Not that I could do anything about it at the moment.

      “Why do you think we should stay?” I asked Josh. I knew my reasons, but I was interested to learn what the great adventurer had to say on the matter.

      

      “I think we should stay the night because I think I’ve found a way to save your friends and family.
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      I tried to get more information out of Josh, but he refused to say any more on the subject. After dinner, though, I noticed that he made sure both Seth and his camera were with him when he left the dining room. Apart from the problem with Hayden and upsetting his honeymoon, I felt amazingly wonderful. Ari was back with me, and Josh had made claims that he could save everyone else. I had to ask a couple of members of staff to carry Ari to my bedroom, but once we were there, I shut the door behind us and left the world outside.

      

      He lay on the bottom bunk as getting him up to the top bunk where I’d been sleeping would have been too difficult a task.

      Now that we were together and alone, a fit of nerves overcame me. I’d been dreaming of this moment for so long, but now it was here, I wasn’t sure how to act, or what to do.

      

      “Are you ok?” Ari asked as I dithered by the sink, cleaning my teeth and making a huge show of wiping my mouth on a towel. I’d forgotten just how good-looking he was. My insides squirmed just looking at him. He was completely naked which wasn’t helping my insides one bit. I’d seen him naked before. He lived in the sea, he was almost always sans clothes so to speak, but now that we were alone in my room, his nakedness was so much more apparent, so much more out there. I’d slept next to him when he had legs, but this was something different entirely. My whole body shook with nerves as I began to undress. His eyes never left mine as I pulled my t-shirt over my head. My skin felt rough with the salt from the sea water I’d allowed to dry there. I kept my eyes locked onto his and took a deep breath as I pulled my trousers down, quickly followed by my underwear.

      

      Just as he had appeared more naked than usual, I had never felt so undressed in my life. I stood completely still as he raked his eyes down my body.

      

      “Come to me.”

      

      My heart thumped wildly as I laid myself on the bed next to him. I had missed him so much, and I wanted him so badly.

      I shifted my position so his arm was under my head and his chest was touching mine.  With him so close to me, everything was right with the world. Our bonding had never been so apparent to me as it was now. I could feel the rhythm of his heart and even though he appeared a lot calmer than I felt, his beat matched mine, a percussion of souls. Whatever magic this was, it hadn’t been stripped away by the siren’s spell.

      

      I ran my hand down his chest, marveling at the curvature of his muscles, hardened by years of swimming through the ocean.

      His tail wrapped around my legs, shuffling my lower half closer and increasing the rate of my breathing. I was completely entwined in his body, and though we were out of the ocean now, I felt as though I was drowning in him.

      

      I’d run through the whole gamut of emotions with him since whatever magic it was brought us together and bonded us, but never in my life had I been taken to such highs as he was taking me now. He kissed me slowly along my neckline, looking up occasionally to see if I was ok with it. As he began to kiss lower, I closed my eyes, letting out a soft moan as his lips touched the skin on my abdomen, leaving a trail of salty kiss marks over my skin. My first time was not the experience I’d been expecting. Mainly, because I’d not known such emotions, such feeling existed at all.

      I didn’t know what to expect. He was a merman and I…well I was human. Anatomically we didn’t match up. Our minds and our souls fitted together perfectly as though we were made for each other, but unless we found a way for him to become human or for me to be a full mermaid, our bodies were never going to mesh in the right way. And yet we found a way to make it work for us and afterwards, he held me tightly as I couldn’t stop shaking. I could barely control the magnitude of my emotions, and it was only when he softly stroked my hair and whispered words of love to me that I got my heart rate down enough to sleep.
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      The ship was a hive of activity the next morning. I didn’t have to leave the little piece of heaven I’d found, snuggled in the crook of Ari’s arm to hear it.

      

      Someone whistled a merry tune as they passed by my door, and I could hear the crew setting the dining hall up for breakfast.

      

      “We should probably get up,” commented Ari lazily. “It sounds like we are the last two in bed.”

      

      I snuggled in deeper, relishing the warmth of his body next to mine. “I like it that way,” I replied. “I might stay here all day and let everyone else get on with it.”

      

      Ari pulled his arm up, taking my head with it and kissed me on the forehead. After last night, I was sure I’d used up my quota of flutters, but sure enough, butterflies began to swarm in my stomach, and my heart began to beat that little bit quicker.

      

      Unfortunately, there was a knock on the door. It seemed that Ari wasn’t the only one who thought I should get my ass out of bed.

      “Acania wants to speak to you.” It was Josh.

      

      I scrunched up my nose trying to remember who Acania was. I mentally listed the crew’s names in my head, but as far as I was aware, there wasn’t an Acania among them.

      “Just a minute!”

      

      Pulling myself away from Ari, I found a clean dress and slipped it over my head. Ari pulled a sheet over himself as I opened the door.

      

      “Woah, sorry for interrupting.” Josh winked and grinned in a very Josh-like manner, not seeming sorry at all. “The best man won, huh?”

      “Josh, I hate to break this to you, but there was never a competition. If there had been a competition for my affections, you would not have been in the running.”

      

      Josh clicked his tongue but kept the grin on his face. “I remember that time in the upturned boat that you begged me to kiss you.”

      

      I rolled my eyes. “I think begging is a strong word. Who is Acania?”

      

      “Oh!” Josh stood up straight, now that he wasn’t making suggestive comments. “She’s that siren you saved.”

      

      My eyebrows shot up. What reason could she possibly have to speak to me?

      

      “She’s waiting upstairs.” Josh extended his index finger and pointed up. He lowered his voice. “She was quite calm and almost normal when she asked to come aboard, except for that rotten smell and that weird eye of hers.” He gave an involuntary shiver.

      

      “Can you help Ari get upstairs for breakfast? I’ll go and speak to her.”

      

      I left him to figure out the logistics of carrying a merman to the upper deck and headed up to meet Acania. We were due to leave for home this morning with a fleet of sirens behind us. I wondered what had changed. I hoped that whatever it was, it had something to do with helping the people of Havfrue. It was the one thing that plagued me about this trip. I’d managed to figure out how to free us from the sirens, but I hadn’t accomplished what I’d set out to do. On top of that, the sirens would be coming with us causing more problems and Hayden was still angry with me for ruining his honeymoon. The only good thing to come from this was the fact I had Ari back, and he was finally cured of his illness. All this was going through my mind as I entered the dining room. The others were already there eating breakfast, but Acania was nowhere to be seen. Astrid pointed to the door that led out onto the deck.

      

      Outside, the weather had turned. The wind from last night had picked up considerably, and sea spray wet the decks. I wished I’d put on something more substantial than a summer dress, but Acania didn’t seem to notice the weather. She must have heard me coming, but she continued to look out to sea.

      

      “Good morning,” I uttered, standing next to her by the railing. I could taste the salt in the wind, and within seconds my hair was soaked through. Acania nodded her head but remained silent. I wondered if I was supposed to start the conversation, but without knowing what she was here for, I wasn’t sure what to say.

      

      “Are your people ready to go? I wanted to set off early.” I started. I was hoping to have a conversation about her magic and bringing it with us, but it couldn’t be the first thing I said to her.

      

      She looked out over the foaming ocean “My people are not going.”

      

      “Oh?” I was surprised. That had been her reason for letting us go.

      

      “You tried to save me last night. After everything I had done to you and your friends.”

      

      “You saved Ari’s life!” I pointed out. “If it hadn’t been for you, he would have died.”

      

      “Yes. You should know that I only did it because he is a creature of the sea like me. Had he been human I would have let him rot.”

      

      I took in this information. “The sea witch who caused his disease in the first place didn’t care that he was a merman. Everyone who is affected by her spell is a merperson.”

      

      “I knew her. This sea witch you talk about. She lived here with us a long time ago. Her name was Ursula, and she hated what we had all become. We were once young and beautiful. We lured the ships onto the rocks with nothing but our beauty and our singing. Back then, we only desired company. The sailors we lured to our islands would come and party with us. We had the most amazing times, and when they had to leave, we let them go willingly. Many came back after they had completed their missions, they liked us so much. We had no need for magic.”

      She became silent once again.

      

      “What happened?” I couldn’t quite square up the image of those hideous sirens with the thought that anyone would come back willingly.

      

      “Time. Time happened. It was so slow at first that we barely noticed it, but when the sailors stopped coming, we realized how much we had aged. That’s when we decided to use our magic, and it was about that time that Ursula left us. She was the one who told us to use the body parts of sailors to stay alive. I was totally against it, so she left. It was a hundred years before I realized she was right. Our bodies had decayed to the point that if we didn’t, we wouldn’t survive.”

      

      “How did you originate? I mean, it’s strange for a species to only have females and have no way to procreate.”

      

      Acania laughed. He voice was so shrill I almost had to cover my ears.

      

      “You humans think the strangest of things. Do you think we were delivered here right from the gods? I do not believe in such things.”

      

      I squirmed, feeling embarrassed at my lack of knowledge. Anthony had been telling me for months that I needed to find out more about the other kingdoms and the beings that lived there. I knew magic existed, why not gods?

      

      “A few months ago I didn’t know mermaids existed. It was only recently I found out I was a half-mermaid myself. Two days ago I’d never heard of sirens, and yet, here you are. I’ve learned to be open-minded.”

      

      For the first time since I’d walked on deck, she turned to look at me. I tried not to flinch at her face.

      

      “You are half-mermaid?” She seemed surprised.

      

      “Yes, but I don’t have a tail, and I can’t breathe underwater on my own. I guess I inherited more of my father’s genes than my mother’s. It has only been recently that I learned to swim.”

      

      “Very little surprises me, but you do. A mermaid that lives on land. That must be difficult.”

      

      I thought about my problem with Ari. The fact that he couldn’t live on land with me was the biggest difficulty. “As I said, I didn’t know any different. I’ve always lived on land.”

      

      She nodded thoughtfully. “There are male sirens. The way we live is not normal for our kind. Usually, the males would live on one island and the females on a neighboring island and once a year we’d meet in the middle to mate. Many hundreds of years ago a storm hit. It was extremely severe. This island has a network of underwater caves in which we were able to shelter. The men of the other island didn’t have such a place, and they all perished. As I told you before, we had the company of passing sailors, but unlike the merfolk, we cannot mate with humans. We can only take their body parts and use them to survive. It is not much of an existence, but it is all we have.”

      

      My heart went out to her. Her life sounded miserable. “You said that you aren’t coming with us. Why?”

      

      “I will be coming with you. It is my sisters who will stay behind. I know what humans are like. My sisters will be ridiculed and hounded. I will watch over your friends editing and make sure he shows the footage.”

      

      My heart sank. The way she had spoken, I had thought she was going to let us go free.

      

      “You still plan to lure people to their deaths?”

      

      “What else can I do?” she asked simply.

      

      I sighed. She was obviously not going to change her mind. It was yet another problem I would have to deal with. At least, I didn’t have to worry about the rest of the sirens. I probably should have felt more relief at it only being her, but in the back of my mind, I wondered what her real motive was and if we weren’t heading for more trouble.

      

      “Come inside,” I invited her. “They are serving breakfast.”

      

      I wasn’t sure how she would walk, as like Ari, she only had a tail, but she extended her wings and fluttered behind me.

      

      As I opened the door that would take us inside, Captain Howell raised the anchor. I felt the lurch of the ship as it began the long journey back home.

      

      The ship listed from side to side as another serving was brought out to accommodate Acania. I could see the thinly veiled revulsion in the eyes of the server as she piled food onto her plate. I’m sure Acania saw it too. Even with one eye, it was pretty hard to miss. I didn’t like the way Acania saw the world, but I could understand it. To be looked at in that way and worse still, to know how awful you looked when you were once one of the most beautiful creatures in the sea, must be a terrible torment.

      The rest of the people around the table only looked at her with mild curiosity. I could see that they were dying to know what she had said to me.

      

      “What is this?” she asked, looking down at her plate which had bacon, eggs, sausages and cooked tomatoes on it. She glanced around the table to see if anyone else was eating it. She probably thought we were trying to poison her.

      

      “It’s good. Try it,” I said, taking my fork and spearing a slice of bacon. She watched me eat it and waited until I swallowed before she was satisfied it wasn’t a ruse to kill her. Once she’d taken her first bite, she tucked right in. I guess it made a nice change from raw fish or whatever it was she usually ate.

      

      “What’s happening?” Hayden, who was seated next to me, whispered.

      

      I wished I could tell him some better news, but nothing really had changed. “She’s still wanting to have Josh air the footage he filmed to lure people there.”

      I sighed. As a queen, I should have been doing everything in my power to protect my kingdom, and here I was, not even the official monarch yet and actively bringing the enemy to our shores. Maybe Anthony was right. I wasn’t really cut out for ruling. I’d certainly not done a great job of it so far.

      

      After breakfast, Acania went outside, braving the howling wind and freezing rain. Through a porthole, I saw her holding onto the railing, gazing out over the stormy ocean in much the same way she had when I’d been out there with her. Not that there was much to see. The cloud was thick and heavy with rain, and everything out there was a shade of gray.

      

      “Let me get this straight,” Hayden started as the servants cleared our plates away. “Everyone is still sick, and she won’t do anything to help, and yet, she ’s coming back with us with the aim of making a TV show about her and her weird friends that will lure many of the people of Trifork back to them so the sirens can murder them for body parts?”

      

      I nodded bleakly. There was no point denying it. In coming out to sea, I’d made the situation worse.

      

      “I bet Josh is loving this,” Hayden added grumpily.

      

      I looked around the table. I’d not noticed before, but Josh was missing. “Where is Josh?”

      

      Hayden huffed. “The idiot asked for his food to be taken to his room, but I suppose we are the idiots now. He didn’t have to try to force food down while looking at that monstrosity.”

      

      “Hayden!” Astrid put her hand on his arm, and he visibly relaxed.

      He looked up. “I’m sorry. I’m just feeling frustrated. I wanted this trip to be special, and it’s been nothing but a nightmare from start to finish.”

      

      “I messed up. It’s my fault, but I promise that once this is over, you can take the ship anywhere you want.” Even as I said it, I could hear Anthony chastising me. Knowing my luck, in the short time we’d been away, Trifork would have broken out into war or something, and we’d need the ship elsewhere.

      “Why don’t I go out and talk to her?” Ari offered. “She might listen to me as we both come for the sea. She made the decision to save me after all.”

      

      “Why don’t you just push her overboard while you’re at it?” grumbled Hayden.

      

      Ari smiled “Because she has wings and would fly right back.”

      The ship rolled as a particularly large wave hit us. Seth stood up, looking rather green and rushed out of the room, more than likely to find somewhere to throw up.

      

      “The storm is really picking up,” observed Astrid. “Maybe you should wait until it subsides? She might have wings, but you don’t. I’d hate for you to accidentally fall over the side.”

      

      “If he fell, he’d be fine. You forget he’s a merman. The sea might look turbulent from up here, but below the surface, it will be calm.”

      

      As I said it, I noticed some movement through the porthole. It wasn’t Ari as he was still sitting beside me, but someone had joined Acania on deck.

      

      I pointed to the window so the others would see what I was seeing.

      

      “What does that imbecile think he’s doing?” Hayden shifted slightly to get a better view of what Josh was doing.

      

      He appeared to be trying to reason with Acania. The coat he wore was huge, and it appeared that he was hiding something under it.

      

      Another wave hit us, coming right over the deck. I had to grip the table to keep from falling over. When I looked back outside, both Josh and Acania were gone. They’d both been swept over the side.

      

      “Josh!” Astrid shouted, but it was too late. He was already gone.
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      “Guys! Help me up!” Ari demanded.

      When I realized what he planned to do, I pulled his arm over my shoulder, wrapped my own arms around his waist and tried to lift him. Astrid ran around the table, quickly followed by Hayden. Between us, we managed to get him outside. The rain lashed down, stinging my skin. I could barely keep my eyes open to look around, but it was clear that there was no one left on the deck.

      “Throw me over!” Quickly!”

      We heaved Ari up to the railing, but it was him that propelled himself over the edge. I watched as he disappeared under the churning water. Beside me, Astrid gripped the railing tightly as we waited to see Ari resurface.

      “Get in here now!”

      I could barely hear her over the rain and wind, but her voice just barely lifted over the squall.

      “You’ll go overboard too if you stay out here.”

      The huge waves battered the ship, and I had to admit she was right. There was no point in us risking our lives just to see if Ari would save Josh.

      We all trooped back into the dining room and shut the door behind us.

      Captain Howell looked stern as she addressed the three of us. “I’ve got the first officer steering this thing, but I don’t feel comfortable leaving him alone up there in weather like this. I saw the others go over, but there is nothing you or I can do about it. I can’t keep the ship still in this. My only option is to try to get through it as quickly as possible, but I can only do that if you three stay inside and I don’t have to worry about you.”

      Like naughty school children, we nodded our heads.

      There was nothing for us to do but wait it out. I knew Ari would be safe. He’d spent his life underwater, but whether he’d find Josh in these choppy waters in time was another matter.

      The ship lurched again as another wave hit us. I grabbed the table and held tightly until the ship righted itself, and I could sit in a chair. Opposite me, I could see the fear in Astrid’s face and Hayden’s. Although he was hiding it much better than Astrid, I’d known him long enough to know he was scared too.

      For hours, we sat there as the ship creaked under the pressure of the battering ocean. No food was served as it was impossible to cook in conditions like these, but the servants brought us snacks and drinks to keep us going. The storm lasted almost all day, but eventually, it petered out, and the blue of the sky began to show through the clouds. At that point, Captain Howell let us go outside. Hayden and Astrid retired to their bedroom, but I stepped outside onto the water soaked deck. The sea was back to a beautiful blue from the terrible grey it had been, and we no longer lurched from side to side.

      I scoured the horizon and the sea between there and the ship, but there was no sign of Ari or Josh. Acania was also nowhere to be seen.

      My emotions spiraled as I didn’t know what to think. There was no way of telling whether Josh had survived.  I knew Ari was alive. Thanks to our bonding, I could feel him. He felt distant, but I knew in my heart he was alive which gave me some comfort. In the distance, I saw land, and as we got closer, I recognized it as the shoreline of Trifork. We were finally home. It was with mixed feelings that I walked off the boat when we had sailed safely into dock. Acania was no longer with us, which meant I didn’t have to deal with the crazy scheme, but I was no closer to finding a cure for my mother or the others. I’d also been away a day longer than expected so there was no telling what I’d find at home.

      I left the boat with Hayden and Astrid, telling them that they could do with it as they wished, but they both elected to come back to the palace with me. Instead of waiting for a palace driver to come pick us up, we took a taxi home. Terror filled me as we were driven down the long palace driveway, not knowing what I might find when I got to the end of it. I didn’t think I’d cope if my mother had died while I was away.

      John must have seen us coming as he was waiting by the front doors as we stepped out of the car.

      “Your Highness,” he bowed as I ran over to him. He had a grim expression on his face.

      “My mother? Is she...?” I couldn’t even finish the sentence.

      “She is alive, but only just. When you left, Anthony sent some guards to Thalia. Luckily, they met a mage en-route and brought him back here. He’s managed to slow the process of whatever it is ailing her, but he cannot stop it nor reverse it.”

      I nodded. The news was bad, but I was honestly expecting worse. At least she was alive. I thanked John.

      “I’m afraid there is some other bad news.”

      “More bad news?” I felt as though I’d lived a lifetime of bad news in the past few months. What else could possibly have happened?

      “Ari arrived back about half an hour ago. I, myself went down to the rocks to speak to him after being alerted to his presence by a guard.”

      “And?” I knew Ari was alright. I could feel it in my heart.

      John cleared his throat. “He asked me to tell you that he couldn’t find Josh. He says he tried, but in the rough water, Josh was nowhere to be seen. He says he tried for over an hour but had to give up. He swam back here. He said he’d wait down by the rocks for you for as long as you need. He wants you to spend time with your mother first.”

      I nodded my head as my throat constricted. Josh had drowned. I barely knew the guy, and there were times he annoyed me, but the pain I felt at hearing he’d died still stabbed me sharply in the chest. He’d done so much for me and for the people of both Trifork and Havfrue.

      It was with a heavy heart I headed to the infirmary. I found my mother looking deathly pale, her eyelids purple and her breathing shallow. Next to her sat Anthony and a man I didn’t recognize. His hair was long, but thinning on top and he wore horn-rimmed glasses.

      Anthony stood up as soon as he saw me. “Did you manage to find the sirens?” I could see the hope in his face that I‘d brought a miracle cure home with me.

      I opened my mouth but didn’t know how to tell him that I’d messed up in an epic fashion. I didn’t need to; he read my expression perfectly. His face fell, and he sat back down.

      “She’s not going to make it, Erica,” he said slowly. “This is Clement. He’s done everything he can to keep her alive, but he’s using all his power. Eventually, he will tire, and then she’ll die.”

      I’m sorry Your Highness, he said standing up and bowing his head. “I wish there was more I could do. This magic is powerful and far beyond my capabilities. I’m using all my energy to keep her alive, but I’m an old man. I cannot compete with whatever magic this is.”

      “I’m grateful for everything you have done and continue to do. Thank you. Do you have any idea how long you can keep the magic back? If you can hold on for a couple of days, maybe the guards will have found some other magi and brought them back by then.”

      Both Clement and Anthony shook their heads, and my heart felt like a brick in my chest.

      “Your mother has only hours left to live. A day at the very most.”

      I fell by her side and took hold of her hand. She was so very cold, almost as though she had ice traveling through her veins instead of blood.

      I’d failed her in the worst way possible, and I could barely breathe with the pain of losing another parent so soon after losing my father. Yet what could I do? I’d blown my only chance of saving her. Acania was lost at sea somewhere, and she’d already said that she wouldn’t help. I laid my head down by her side and rubbed her hand to get some warmth into it. The only sound I could hear was the clock on the wall, counting down the last minutes of my mother’s life and the sound of my own heart beating. I stayed like that, cursing the tick after painful tick of the clock until my arm went numb. I didn’t cry. I wanted to, but the tears wouldn’t come. I only lay there wishing I could speak to her one more time, wishing that she could hear me.

      “I think it’s time,” Clement said solemnly. “My power is dwindling, and I can’t keep her here much longer. I’m so sorry, but now you should say your last goodbyes to her.”

      I lifted my head and looked over at him. He did look tired. He was paler than when I’d first walked in the infirmary. Anthony stood up and kissed our mother on her forehead. I hoped, feeling her son so close to her would make her open her eyes, but they remained steadfastly shut.

      “I’m so sorry,” I whispered to her. “I tried.” I neatened her hair and crossed her hands on her chest before I too bent over to kiss her. I could still feel the light breath of her on my cheek as I kissed her forehead as Anthony had done. She was still alive, but without Clement using his magic, she had minutes left rather than hours. My heart was already shredded with the loss of my father; I wasn’t sure how I would cope with losing my mother as well. Since I found out she was a mermaid, I’d been so busy, that I’d not had time to sit and talk to her about her time under the water before she came to land and married my father. Why couldn’t I have made time?

      The tears finally came. I pulled back quickly, not wanting to dampen her pretty face. She’d always taken so much pride in her looks that I wanted to keep her looking as pretty as she would want. It was the least I could do for her after failing to save her life.

      The silence was broken by the sound of shouting coming from the door of the infirmary. Lucy the nurse, who had kept out of our way to let us have our final farewell with our mother stormed past us with a grim expression to shout at whoever was causing the commotion. I watched as she opened the door. Behind it were two men fighting. Actually fighting—punching each other and wrestling. Lucy bellowed at them which scared them both enough to stop what they were doing and look at her. One of them I recognized as a palace guard in uniform. The other was Josh.
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      “This man was attempting to get in here,” the guard said apologetically. “I’m so sorry to disturb you, Your Highness.”

      “It’s fine. Let him in.” My heart jumped at the sight of him. He’d not drowned, but how had he managed to get all the way back here when I’d clearly seen him fall from the ship? Ari hadn’t brought him back. He’d not even seen him under the water. I thought back to the size of the waves as he’d been thrown overboard. I couldn’t imagine how he’d managed to survive.

      Lucy gave him a frown. “Are you sure, Erica? Under the circumstances...”

      Josh was still soaking wet and was dripping sea water all over the floor. He looked at me urgently and pointed to his coat. The same coat he’d fallen overboard in.

      “It’s ok, Lucy.”

      She moved back to let Josh in, but I could see she wasn’t pleased about it.

      “My mother is dying,” I explained to Josh as he entered the infirmary. I wanted to ask him how he’d survived, how he’d got here so quickly, but my mother’s time was running out quickly.

      “I know. Why do you think I came here? Why do you think I dodged three palace guards and had to break a window to get to you? Because I knew it would take too long to explain to the guards if I tried getting in through the front door.”

      “Is this a friend of yours Erica?” piped up Anthony, “Because I think his presence here is highly inappropriate.”

      For once, I agreed with my brother. I was confused about his being here and ridiculously happy to see that he hadn’t drowned, but the truth of the matter was, I had barely any time left with my mother, and I didn’t want to waste the little I did have.

      “Josh. I’m really happy you are alive. I think Astrid and Hayden are in the palace somewhere. Why don’t you find them? I’ll ask one of the servants to get you all something to eat and maybe find you a towel and a change of clothes.”

      Instead of turning back to the door, he opened his coat and pulled out a large iron ring which he threw at my mother’s bed, landing just by her hand. With the diameter of a dinner plate, it looked like a wedding ring for a giant except with more rust.

      “What do you think you are doing?” Anthony growled, stepping round Clement so he could get to Josh. Before he was even halfway around, the ring began to glow. At first, it was localized to only the ring, but then the warm glow moved into my mother’s hand. As it crept up her arm, I turned my head back to Josh. His eyes were closed, and his arms outstretched pointing toward the ring.

      “What’s happening?” asked Anthony, having lost some of that bluster.

      I shook my head, turning my attention back to my mother. “I don’t know,” I replied, but that wasn’t quite the truth. I’d seen this glow before, and I’d felt the warmth it produced and the slight crackle in the air. This was magic. The same magic Acania had used on Ari only now it seemed that it was Josh performing it.

      Just as Ari’s had, my mother’s pale skin got its color back and she no longer looked on the verge of death. As I reached out for her, she took a deep breath and opened her eyes. At the same moment, the light flickered, before going out completely and behind me, Josh fell to the floor.

      “Lucy!” I called out, caught between wanting to hug my mother and help Josh. Anthony and Clement ran around my mother’s bed and helped me lift Josh onto the bed next to hers as Lucy rushed over. Josh was completely unconscious, but if he was anything like Acania, he would come around soon enough.

      “What’s happening?” My mother’s voice came from the bed behind me. I turned and ran to her side, hugging her so hard, she might burst. The feeling of heat on my arm alerted me to the iron ring. It was glowing red with smoke coming from it.

      My mother shifted away from it to keep from burning herself as it singed a black ring on the sheet beneath it.

      It was Clement that dealt with it. He shouted out some mumbo jumbo that could have been a magic word, and the ring went back to how it was before my mother had woken up. The faint smell of burning filled the air, and I found myself surrounded by a number of confused people.

      “The ring is magic,” I said, pointing out the obvious. How it had come to be in Josh’s possession and how he’d gotten it here were much more of a mystery.

      Clement picked it up with his gloved hand and examined it closely. “This is an extremely powerful magical artifact,” he pronounced. “I’ve never seen anything quite like it before.”

      As I peered closer to the ring that now looked utterly unspecial, I heard a moaning from behind me. It was Josh waking from his magical slumber.

      “Lucy,” I called. “Can you give my mother a thorough checkup please?” I needed her away from Josh so I could find out how he’d saved her.

      “I’m perfectly fine,” my mother fussed, but Lucy ran to get her stethoscope anyway. They were both headstrong women, but I had a feeling that Lucy would manage to win this one.

      “Josh.” I sat beside him on the bed. His eyes appeared foggy, but after a few moments, they came back into focus.

      When he saw me, he smiled. “Hi ya, Queenie.” He gave me his usual grin, and I knew he’d be ok.

      “The ring saved her. My mother is going to be okay.”

      He turned his head and watched as Lucy argued with my mother over the importance of having her heart listened to.

      His grin, turned into a much softer smile as he laid his head back on the pillow.

      “What happened?” I asked him. “I thought you’d drowned. Ari said that he couldn’t find you.”

      Josh’s eyebrows knitted together. “Ari tried looking for me?”

      “Yes. He jumped in right after you went overboard. He tried to save you, but you’d disappeared.”

      Josh looked surprised at this. “I thought you’d be happy to see the last of me, to be honest.”

      I heard his words and immediately felt bad. I must have treated him pretty poorly if he felt that way.

      “When Acania flew over her island before helping Ari, I realized that she was just like me,” Josh explained. “She isn’t magic herself, but she can channel it through an object. Unlike me, she can store it. That’s why she glowed when she saved Ari’s life. It was the magic. I knew there had to be something on the island that gave it to her, so when she wasn’t looking, I climbed over the rocks and searched the island. I might not be magic, but I know it. I found this ring pretty quickly. It was held to the land by concrete. Most people wouldn’t be able to move it, but for someone who can work magic through objects, it was easy enough to touch it and use its own magic against it. It slid through the concrete like butter.”

      I thought back to when they both went overboard. Just before that big wave knocked them over, Josh was showing something hidden under his coat to Acania. It must have been the ring.

      “So how did you get back?”

      Josh’s face lit up. However he’d managed it, he was sure proud of himself.

      “I used the ring. Its magic is based in water, so casting a breathing spell was pretty easy. The ring itself is heavy, which meant I dropped quickly towards the ocean floor, but once I figured out the right spell, I let it use magic to propel me through the water. As soon as I hit land, I came straight here. The ring will recharge itself, and we can use it to help your friends in Havfrue.”

      A thought suddenly struck me. “What happened to Acania? She went overboard with you.”

      Josh’s expression immediately changed. “Ah. Well, the thing is, she wasn’t too pleased to see that I’d stolen the ring. Without it, the sirens can’t mask their true selves. They have no magic without it. Your sea witch must have found some other way to channel magic. There are plenty of magical objects under the sea if you look for them. ”

      “I can imagine.” She would be furious no doubt. “What exactly happened to her?”

      Josh shrugged his shoulders. “I don’t know. Once we’d gone over, I didn’t see her. Perhaps she drowned.”

      Acania drowning would certainly solve all our problems, but she had both wings and a tail and had no problem breathing both in and out of the water. No, she was still alive. There was no doubt in my mind that she was fit and well out there somewhere, and when she realized we’d brought the ring back here, she’d come and find us. Whether she’d be able to hurt us without the ring, I didn’t know, but I didn’t want to chance it.

      I headed to the infirmary door. The disgruntled guard who’d fought with Josh earlier was still there. He bowed when he saw me.

      “Can you fetch John to see me, please? Tell him it’s very important.”

      John was by my side within five minutes. It was almost as if he’d been waiting for me to call him.

      “Your Highness, how is...”

      “Mother is fine. Her illness has passed.” I assured him. His eyes opened wide as he took the information in and I knew then he was expecting me to tell him she was dead. That’s why he’d gotten to me so quickly. “Lucy is taking very good care of her. It is another matter I need your help with.”

      The relief on his face was obvious. He and my mother got on well. She was more than his boss, she was his friend too. “I’m so very glad to hear about the queen. I’m afraid I feared the worst. How can I be of assistance to you?”

      “Later on, I’ll be going out to see Ari. I think I’ll be fine, but there is a slight possibility that a group of...of sirens might turn up on our beaches.”

      John raised an eyebrow. I knew what he was thinking. No one believed in sirens. Not that anyone had believed in merpeople before I started dating Ari.

      “They are strange creatures. They are humanoid although some have wings and most have tails. Some have legs. They steal body parts like the sea witch did. Their skin is mottled and mossy. They are hard to describe, but you’ll know one when you see one.”

      John scrunched up his nose in distaste. “What would you like me to do when I spot one, Your Highness?”

      “I don’t want you personally to go looking for one.”

      I heard the sigh of relief escape his lips.

      “I want you to send our guards out to the shore. As many as you think we can spare. If they spot the sirens tell them to capture them. ”

      “I’m on it,” He nodded his head briskly “And once again, I’m so very glad to hear that your mother is well. Please pass on my regards.”

      I gave him a smile and said I would. I was just about to head back into the Infirmary when I heard a shrill ear-piercing scream come from the infirmary
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      Both John and I ran through the door at breakneck speed. Inside I found Lucy finishing up her exam on my mother with everyone else staring at them. As I got closer, it became apparent why.

      

      The magic from the sea witch had been taken from her in its entirety. Where her legs had been, there was now a tail. She had turned back into the mermaid she once was. Judging by the expression on her face, she wasn’t entirely pleased with it. Josh had already jumped out of bed and was trying to prise the ring from Clement’s hand, and Anthony was just standing there, shell-shocked at our mother’s tail.

      

      “Do something!” she yelled to a rattled-looking Josh.

      

      “I’m trying!” he replied through gritted teeth, but it was apparent that Clement was not going to let him.

      

      “You might be a famous TV star, but that does not mean you know about magic!” Clement yelled, pulling the large iron ring toward him. “This has great power and is not to be used by people who do not know what they are doing.”

      

      “I know it has great power, you idiot,” retorted Josh. “Why do you think I brought it here? For a fun light show? I brought it to take the spell off the queen. And for your information, I’m from Schnee. You know, the place where everyone is magic? I know exactly what I’m doing.”

      

      Both men glared at each other, but it was Anthony who pulled them apart. He tried to take the ring from them, but it burned the tip of his fingers, so it was Clement that ended up with the artifact.

      

      “Gentlemen, please!” I rubbed my temples, trying to decide what to do next. I had my mother who was now perfectly well beyond her obvious distress in gaining her tail back, the people of Havfrue who were still sick to my knowledge and the very real threat of the Sirens coming to get their magic ring back.

      I glanced around at everyone. They all stood silently looking at me. Perhaps I’d sounded a tad forceful when I’d last spoken. I decided to go through each problem one by one.

      

      “Mother, you were literally on death's door. I know you don’t want a tail, but as you can see, there is magic out there. Once I’ve taken the ring to Havfrue and saved the people there, I’m sure Josh can whip up a spell to get you your legs back. Until then, try to relax. I promise I won’t let the press get a hold of this. Lucy can look after you.”

      

      I turned to Clement next. “Clement, thank you so much for your help. Without you, our mother would surely have perished. I will make sure you are handsomely rewarded. Perhaps Anthony can deal with that?”

      

      I glanced towards my brother who nodded his head.

      

      “Finally, Josh. You seem to be the only one who can use the ring. Can you come with Ari and me to Havfrue? There are still a lot of people who need our help.”

      

      Josh stood forward, his grin huger than ever. “It would be a pleasure. I’ll go and find Seth and meet you down by the rocks!”

      I wasn’t exactly happy about Josh inviting Seth along to film everything, but I didn’t want to hang around to argue. Josh took the ring from Clement’s unwilling hand and left with it.

      

      I went through the mental list once again. I thought I had everything covered. It was with a light heart, I walked down to the rocks to meet Ari. Things hadn’t turned out exactly as I had expected, but all in all, I’d accomplished everything I’d set out to do. My mother was well...sort of, and I’d soon be able to help all the other people affected by the sea witch.  My only real concern was the sirens, but I had John in charge of defense, and I trusted he’d do a good job.

      

      Ari was waiting for me, just as he had said he would be. The top half of his body was out of the water, as he rested his chest on folded arms, his tail splashing lazily behind him. I leaned down to kiss him, but there was a flash nearby that stopped me. Turning, I saw hundreds of people on boats. As the majority of them had cameras, it was easy to guess that they were the media.

      

      “Come under. They can’t follow us there.” Ari held his hand out to me.

      

      It would have been so easy for me to take it. To slip into the water and escape the media attention, but I’d promised I’d meet Josh here. Without him, we wouldn’t be able to save the people of Havfrue.

      

      “Josh saved my mother. He now knows the magic to do it. I told him to meet me here.”

      

      Ari looked surprised. “He survived the storm?”

      

      I nodded. “It’s a long story. We can’t leave without him.”

      

      I searched the rocks and the promenade for signs of him and Seth. It was hard to spot anyone in the huge crowds that lined the seafront and, in the distance, the beach. The sea itself was just as crowded. As well as the boats owned or borrowed by the media, I could see some of The Trifork Navy ships that had finally come back to port. John must have sent them back out to keep guard against the sirens.

      

      “What are the media out for?”

      

      I shook my head. It could be one of a hundred reasons. They were sneaky and always seemed to be one step ahead. “They probably saw the naval ships and decided to be nosy.”

      

      My toe tapped impatiently upon the rock as we waited for Josh. There was no point going without him as he was the only one who knew how to break the spell. A full ten minutes later, I saw him running along the public promenade, the ring in his hand and Seth following along behind with his camera on his shoulder. Behind him, a group of people chased the pair of them. All had cameras and were snapping away. I guessed that the people in the media didn’t really know what was going on, but with a queen, a merman, a celebrity adventurer, and the Trifork Navy involved, they knew there was a story there. I only hoped they wouldn’t find out about my mother. I didn’t care so much if it the rest of it became public knowledge, but she would be devastated if anyone saw her with a tail.

      

      The palace guards stopped him at the gate that separated the public promenade from the palace’s private one. He pointed to me as I waved my arms to signal that it was ok for him to be let in. The people from the newspapers and TV stations carried on filming and snapping their pictures as Josh and Seth navigated the rocks toward us.

      

      “I can’t come with you!” Seth wheezed as he reached us just behind Josh. “The camera isn’t waterproof.”

      

      I heaved a sigh of relief. I had planned to tell them both that Seth couldn’t come anyway. My grandfather was extremely shy when it came to the media. He was happy to wave at them above the water, but he was fiercely protective of Havfrue and would never allow anyone from the media down there. I was just about to say such a thing when Josh shouted, “Nonsense,” and pushed poor Seth in, camera and all. Instead of the big splash I expected, he floated on the top of the water in a large bubble. I don’t know who was more surprised, him or me! Josh leapt out, right through the skin of the bubble to join Seth and before I could object, the bubble sank below the surface.

      

      “I guess that explains how Josh survived underwater for so long,” pointed out Ari. Without taking my shoes off, I dived into the water. Ari grabbed hold of my hand so I could breathe, and the four of us made the journey to Havfrue.

      

      The surface of the water was dark thanks to the many boats above us. I asked Ari to pull us deeper so they couldn’t film us. My grandfather was going to be livid when he saw Seth and his camera. I didn’t want to add to it by letting the media follow us too.

      As we swam up to the huge underwater city, I had a premonition that something bad was going to happen.

      

      What if we are too late?

      

      Ari knew what I meant. My mother had been so close to death when we came back, and my grandfather was a much older man.

      Ari stopped a passerby and spoke to her. He used the strange underwater language I didn’t understand, but once he’d spoken, he translated for my benefit. He spoke to me the way he always did underwater, from his mind to mine.

      

      I asked her how the king is.

      

      The mermaid, an older woman with deep purple hair that was greying at the temples, replied. I didn’t need Ari to translate for me to know it was bad news. The mermaid shook as she spoke and had an expression of great sorrow on her face.

      

      However, when Ari did speak to me, the news was not as bad as I feared.

      

      “The king is still alive. He is very sick as are a number of people from Havfrue.”

      

      My heart leapt with this information. As long as he was alive, Josh could save him. Ari took off in the direction of the palace at full speed, pulling me along with him. Behind us, I could see Josh and Seth speeding along in their bubble propelled by magic. Josh was full of excitement, gazing around him at this underwater city, but Seth looked like he was just about to throw up. The poor guy wasn’t enjoying the ride one bit although I noticed he still managed to keep his camera steady.

      

      The underwater city felt like home in a way that Trifork never really had. The huge irregular buildings, alive with various water plants that swayed in the gentle current and the thousands of tiny fish that darted in and out of the windows enveloped me in a sense of calmness, and brought a joy to my heart. We still had to save my grandfather, but we were so close. I could see the towering palace up ahead, with the top of the strange spire only twenty feet or so below the water’s surface. As we swam up the main “road” toward the palace, I noticed something I’d not seen before. Dark shapes behind the palace dotted the landscape or seascape in this case.

      

      No one else had noticed them, but as I watched, they moved. They were getting bigger. At first, I thought they might be some kind of school of fish, but as they came closer, and as their shapes became more defined, it was with terror that I realized what they were.

      

      I’d been so diligent asking John to bring the army to guard Trifork from the sirens that it hadn’t occurred to me that they would come to Havfrue first.

      

      And yet they had. Judging by the numbers, Acania had brought her entire tribe, and they didn’t look happy. They held makeshift weapons crafted from parts of sunken boats and judging by the expressions on their faces, they weren’t afraid to use them.
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      Ari had seen them now. He didn’t say anything. He didn’t need to. I could feel it in the way his hand gripped mine just that little bit tighter. We stayed still, the four of us as the sirens swam past the palace.

      

      Acania was at the front. When she saw us, she halted. The few merfolk that had been out and about darted into their homes or into the first window they saw.

      

      She swam right up to me. “I did not expect to find you here. I’m surprised you are not safely back at home in your own palace on land where I’m guessing you have many people assigned to guard you.”

      

      I could hear her. Not in my mind, I could actually hear her voice under the water. I couldn’t answer her. As soon as I opened my mouth to speak, saltwater flooded into it causing anything I tried to say sound like the strangled gargle it was. Ari had to answer her for me although it was clear it was me she was addressing.

      

      “Her grandfather is sick. We already told you that. We are here to take your friend’s spell away from him as well as all the others that she infected.”

      Acania stared right at me with her one good eye, and I held her gaze. “Ursula was no friend of mine,” she said. “And I already told you that. I do not wish to fight you, but you stole something from me. You stole something very important indeed.” Her eyes flicked over to the bubble beside us. The bubble that held Josh, Seth, and the large iron ring right at the center.

      

      We’ll give it back once we’ve saved my grandfather and the others. Then you can go home. No one has to get hurt. I said it in my mind to Ari, hoping he could tell her, but somehow she already knew. Maybe telepathy was one of her abilities.

      

      “You have done nothing but lie to me!” She swam right up to me now, her face twisted in anger. It was difficult not to show revulsion at her mangled face and the eye that hung from the socket in the most grotesque fashion. “You stole the ring, you told me that you’d make a video which I’m sure you never intended to make, and unless I’m very much mistaken, aren’t those naval ships up there on the surface. Naval ships and boats full of photographers. One lot to kill us, and the other to film it...the killing of the ugly sirens who dared invade your kingdom. You planned it all, didn’t you? Not only would you wipe us out, you’d become a hero in the process and still get to keep the ring for yourself.”

      

      It's not like that, I protested. The photographers up there have nothing to do with me. I only want to save my family and my friends from Ursula’s spell.

      

      There was a swish of water in front of my face, and she was gone. When the water cleared a second later, I saw her standing in front of the bubble. Josh held onto the ring tightly as Seth cowered behind him, his camera still rolling, pointing directly at Acania.

      

      She held out her hand, and the ring began to glow red in a similar way to how it had done in the infirmary at the palace. I could see Josh struggling to hold onto it, and as he let go, the ring flew towards Acania at the same time the bubble popped.

      

      They can’t breathe!

      

      Ari raced over to them with me in tow. He grabbed Josh but had no hands left to get Seth as well, so I had to grab him. Unfortunately, the magic Ari possessed that allowed whoever he held hands with to breathe worked for me, but not through me. Seth was drowning.

      

      Hold on! Ari said and swam so quickly to the surface that we actually flew into the air before splashing back down.

      

      “I’ll have to leave you here,” he said as we bobbed around on the surface. “I’ll come back when I’ve dealt with the sirens.”

      Before I had a chance to stop him, he’d already dived back under the water.

      

      I took a deep breath, and tried to follow. Without his help, I knew I wouldn’t get far, but I needed to see what was going on. A hundred feet below me, the merfolk had seen the sirens and those that dared were coming out of their houses to fight. As I watched, the merfolk banded together to form a wall, but although there were many more of them than the sirens, it wasn’t a fair fight. The sirens had both magic and weapons.

      My lungs began to strain with lack of air, so I had to swim back to the surface.

      

      “What’s happening?” Josh asked.

      

      I told him that they were set to fight. He nodded his head and then at the top of his voice, yelled to the nearest boat.

      As soon as Seth saw what he was doing, he too began to yell and wave his hands.

      

      “No!” I tried to stop them, but it was already too late. A number of the private boats filled with people from the media were already on their way, as was one of my ships.

      

      “What did you do that for?” I hissed, in a panicked state.

      “Your ships have cannons and guns. They will be able to kill the sirens with no problem and rescue us to boot. Are you capturing this Seth?”

      

      Seth held up his camera which was waterlogged. “Nope.”

      Ignoring Seth, I shouted at Josh. “If they point their cannons downwards, they’ll destroy Havfrue and everyone in it. This is Ari’s home. My grandfather lives down there as do my aunts. If the Trifork Navy gets involved, they’ll wipe out Havfrue completely.”

      

      “Oh...I didn’t think of that.”

      

      Anger coursed through me, but it had nowhere to go. Josh hadn’t done it on purpose, he was just an idiot. All I could do was wait for the ship and tell them to retreat. The smaller boats got to us first, and it was with glee that they filmed us and took photos before helping us on board. So much for keeping all of this low key.

      

      I ignored the men on the boat, who were beyond excited to have their queen aboard and kept trying to ask me questions. All I could think of was Ari and what was happening directly below us. I bent over the side, trying to get a good view of everything that was happening below, but I couldn’t see a thing, just the rippling of the surface water. If you didn’t already know about Havfrue, you’d never know it was there. It was only when the boat began to sway from side to side that I noticed the huge naval ship getting close. The smaller boats were fine bobbing about above Havfrue, but the bulk of the naval ship went deep into the water. It was already too late as I realized that the base of the ship would hit the spire of my grandfather’s palace. I didn’t see it, but I heard the crash as the ship hit.

      

      I had never felt so utterly hopeless as I did right then. There was nothing I could do to help, and if anything, my being up here was making matters worse. I couldn’t even begin to imagine the scene below me, the war between the sirens and the merfolk, and the decimation of my grandfather’s palace. I tried to work out just how much of the spire the boat would have hit. With any luck, just the top would have been shattered, leaving the main part of the building intact.  No one lived in that grand room. It was my grandfather’s throne room. As he was already ill, I doubted he’d be in there, but the not knowing was driving me crazy.

      

      “Sail alongside the ship!” I commanded the one person that didn’t have a camera pointing at me. He gave me a quick salute and moved the little boat up next to the ship. A rope ladder was dropped over the side, and when I looked up, I saw Captain Howell peering down at me. I’d not recognized it, but this was the ship we’d all traveled on before.

      

      As I climbed the ladder, I still had no idea what I could do to help those below, but with Captain Howell’s help, maybe I could drive the media boats away. Things were bad enough without it all being filmed so that everyone in Trifork could watch it on their TV. Captain Howell held her hand out and helped me onto the ship.

      

      “Your Highness, you can’t stay on here long. We hit a submerged rock and are taking on water. I’ve put out a distress call.”

      

      As I looked out towards the shore, I saw that all the boats in the vicinity were now heading toward us—the exact opposite of what I’d intended. When the ship had hit the palace, my only thought had been for the people below. It just hadn’t occurred to me that it would damage the ship too. If it was taking on water, it would eventually sink. A ship this size would probably destroy the delicate coral palace completely, as if things couldn’t get any worse.

      

      “This is what I want you to do,” I said, trying to keep my tone even, although my heart hammered in my chest and my anxiety was at an all-time peak. “Get everybody off this ship quickly. I don’t want anyone drowning. If you can get everyone onto another one of the naval fleet, all the better. If you can, try and get the word out amongst my ships to drive the media back. There is a war going on beneath the surface, and I don’t want anyone up here accidentally making it worse.”

      

      I realized I could hardly say anything about that as everything I’d done up to this point had made everything much worse, but now I had a plan.

      

      “I don’t want any ships or boats in this part of the water at all, and I especially don’t want any cannon fire or gunshot. Can you do that Captain?”

      

      She raised her hand in a salute and nodded her head.

      “What about you, Your Highness? What do you plan on doing?”

      

      “I’m going to save some lives!” I replied, before diving over the side into the ocean. I surfaced quickly and swam to the small media boat with Josh and Seth aboard.

      

      Josh watched me eagerly as Seth resumed filming, this time with someone else’s camera.

      

      “Take me to the palace!” I demanded. “Now!”

      

      The captain of the boat turned it around quickly, and we pelted full sail back to the dock by the palace.

      

      Behind me, I heard the first shot of a cannon. Either Captain Howell hadn’t passed the message on, or she hadn’t been able to.

      “Forget the dock,” I screamed. “Sail right up to the palace.”

      The captain of the little boat appeared concerned as he navigated the rocks, but everyone else aboard filmed the action with glee, knowing that this would make the front cover of every newspaper in all the nine kingdoms and dominate the TV news. When the captain was as close as he could get, I clambered overboard, once again, having to swim to make the short distance to the rocks. My destination was to the only person I knew that could help me now. Unfortunately, my way to her was blocked by John and Anthony as I ran through the castle.

      

      “The sirens?” John asked.

      

      I nodded my head as Anthony behind him rolled his eyes at me.

      Ignoring him, I explained what was happening. “The ships need to be called off! They are destroying Havfrue.”

      

      “I’m on it!” Anthony said, striding off toward John’s office which is where he spent most of his time these days.

      

      “He blames me for all this, doesn’t he?” I asked, picking up my pace toward the infirmary. John walked alongside.

      

      “He’s become very frustrated about how the kingdom is being run. He’s grateful that you saved your mother’s life, but he thinks someone other than you should have gone to sea. While all this is going on here, he has been keeping on top of the problems at the border.”

      

      The trade problems—I’d completely forgotten about them. I didn’t even know what the actual problem was. I’d been too busy trying to save everyone. I’d completely forgotten my own job.

      “I have one more job for you, and then can you go and help Anthony?”

      

      “Of course, ma’am. However, I can be of assistance.”

      

      Of course, my mother looked absolutely petrified when I told her what I wanted her to do.

      

      “I can’t! I simply can’t!”

      

      I couldn’t blame her. I’d asked her to take me out to Havfrue. As a full mermaid, she’d be able to hold my hand so I could breathe underwater. Unfortunately, she’d had a massive phobia about water ever since the sea witch had tried to take me over eighteen years ago. The fact that there were many sirens out there now did nothing to help me persuade her.

      

      “You came onboard the ship for Hayden and Astrid’s wedding!” I pointed out.

      

      “And look what happened. I fell sick and don’t remember most of it. I may be a mermaid, but the sea and I don’t get along.”

      

      I sucked in a breath between my teeth. I’d not once won an argument with my mother. She was extremely stubborn at the best of times, and as I was asking her to wade into her worst nightmare, this was hardly the best of times.

      

      “I know you have no real affinity for Havfrue anymore, but Grandfather is still there. He is very sick, and if we don’t get to him, he will die, as will many others.”

      

      “But...”

      

      “You think the sirens will stop at Havfrue? Once they win there, they will come to Trifork. Now that they have their magic ring, they will lure countless people into the sea, and then they will rip their bodies apart.  I can’t stop them without your help.”

      I crossed my fingers behind my back, hoping she wouldn’t ask me what my plan was. I’d only thought so far as to get my mother to take me out to sea. Beyond that, I really didn’t know what I was going to do. What I did know was that I couldn’t just sit around in the palace and watch the world around me crumble without at least trying to do something about it.

      

      It was all well and good for Anthony to feel frustrated at me, but he wasn’t the one who would soon be ruling the kingdom. It wasn’t enough that I was doing something. I also had to be seen to be doing it. I learned that from my father. He didn’t hide out in the palace when he was needed. He jumped into action. It was perhaps the only thing I’d learned. When it came to anything else to do with ruling a kingdom, I was hopelessly unprepared.

      

      “You’ll be the death of me, child!” She spoke sternly but pushed herself up into a sitting position. “Come on, John. It looks like there is work to do.”

      

      John gave a small smile and then picked my mother up right off the bed.

      

      Thankfully, Lucy was out of the room somewhere, because I knew if she’d seen what we were up to, she’d have insisted on my mother staying in bed. The three of us ran down to the rocks. At the very edge, my mother dove from John’s arms gracefully as the photographers on the boats dithered between photographing the queen and her mother, who incidentally now had a tail and all the action going on out on the horizon. The large ships were now pulling back. All except the one Hayden and Astrid got married on, which was almost wholly submerged with only the bow peeking out. All around it, the sea was ominously red, although flashes of green lit it up every few seconds. I couldn’t begin to think what was going on down there, but whatever it was, it brought fear to every fiber of my being. The red could only be blood. There was so much of it. The green flashes, I had no clue about. It looked like there was an underwater fireworks display going on.

      

      My mother, whom I knew to be completely petrified, held her hand out to me. Even in the worse moment of her life, she still managed to do it with poise and elegance.

      

      “If I’d have known I was going to be photographed by every member of the paparazzi in the kingdom, I’d have put some make-up on and changed out of this dreadful hospital gown.”

      

      If I wasn’t so utterly terrified, I’d have laughed.

      

      “I won’t be able to speak to you underwater,” I told her, “but you just need to swim straight toward the sinking boat.”

      

      “I spent the first eighteen years of my life there. I know where I’m going.”

      

      I took her hand, and the pair of us sank into the water. It felt like another world down here. All the noise and chaos above was left behind as we swam through the calm depths. All that was about to change. The closer we got to Havfrue, the more nervous I felt at what we might find there.

      

      When we did reach the city, what I did see was the last thing I expected.
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      The red water made everything so much more difficult to see, but it was unmistakable that it was blood. There was no way of telling who it belonged to, but it was safe to say it was more than one being. In the distance, I could just about make out the ship. It had sunk as low as it was going to go, getting caught on what was left of the palace. Looking up, I could see that the very top of it was still peeking out above the surface.

      

      As I gazed down, trying to take in the damage, I couldn’t quite grasp what was going on. Plumes of underwater smoke floated upwards, coming from buildings that had been damaged by the cannonballs. The ‘streets’ between them were filled with people fighting which I expected to see. What I didn’t expect to see was that the sirens and the merfolk were not fighting each other, but had come together to fight a common enemy. The only thing I couldn’t see was what that common enemy could be. I searched among the people, hoping to find someone I recognized, but there were so many of them fighting, it was difficult to see who was who.

      

      “What is going on?” my mother asked, her voice sounding strange in the water. I couldn’t answer her back. However the merfolk managed it, speaking underwater was not something I knew how to do. Instead, I pointed to the street where the most people had congregated. All of them were looking toward the palace. The sirens had their weapons raised. Hopefully, someone would be able to tell us what was happening. My mother swam us down to the seafloor and spoke in the strange merfolk language to an elderly mermaid. I couldn’t understand what the old woman said, but I didn’t need to. At that moment, out of a cloud of red swam my grandfather’s shark. In its teeth was a dismembered arm. It was hard to tell if it belonged to one of the merfolk or to a siren. I didn’t want to know. At least I now knew what was happening.

      

      The ship had knocked the top off the palace, freeing the only occupant of the room. What with everything else going on, I’d completely forgotten about the shark. The last time I’d seen it, it had saved my life by eating the sea witch. My grandfather had complete control over it, but now it was attacking everyone in its path.

      

      When my mother saw the monster, she tried pulling me back away from it as it dove into the crowd, claiming another victim. A green flash lit up the sea. I looked to the source of the light and saw Acania with the ring.  Unfortunately for her, I wasn’t the only one to spot her. The shark gobbled down its snack and started to swim towards her. Even from this distance, I could see she was tiring with all the magic she was using. The last time I’d seen her pull magic from it, it had knocked her out entirely.

      

      Everyone else was swimming in the opposite direction, desperate to get away. Without thinking, I pulled myself from my mother’s grip and swam as fast as I could toward Acania. I made it just before the shark, but as I pulled her away, I realized two things. The first was that if I didn’t get her to safety quickly, we’d both be lunch, and the second was that I couldn’t breathe with her, the same way I could with the merfolk. I turned back to my mother, but she was lost in the sea of retreating people. I could feel my lungs screaming in pain as they longed to take a breath. Acania’s magic ring could probably save us, but she was now unconscious, and I couldn’t channel magic.

      

      Just then, it hit me. I had breathed underwater here before without holding anyone’s hand. My grandfather had a room filled with air just for me. I pulled Acania toward the palace and away from the shark.

      

      Most of the palace was still standing. It was just the top that had been destroyed by the ship that was still balancing precariously on top of it. As the doors were no longer manned by guards, getting inside was pretty simple. I swam through the twisting tunnels, pulling Acania behind me. When I’d all but given up, I found the room. Diving through the magical skin that kept the water out, I took a deep breath, filling my lungs. Both Acania and I fell to the sandy bed, and the iron ring rolled across the room before coming to a stop in the sand.

      Acania’s eyes fluttered open as I tried to get my breathing under control.

      

      “You saved me...again. Why?” she pulled herself up into a sitting position on the sand. She looked so frail and tired. Her left wing was broken. She saw me staring at it and pulled it around her with her hands. I‘d never seen someone so lost, so without hope. She’d always been damaged, but her frightful appearance had been something to be scared of, not to be pitied.

      

      “I’ve done you a wrong.”

      

      “You aren’t the one who stole our magic,” she pointed out.  “I know I blamed you, but it was your television friend.”

      I nodded my head slowly. “You are right. I didn’t know about that, but I was the one who sent out my kingdom’s ships to stop you. I didn’t want you to get to Trifork.”

      

      “You were protecting your people. I am trying to do the same.”

      

      I sat, looking at her without speaking. She needed my people...any people for hers to survive. They were quite literally falling apart, and the magic they had wasn’t enough to rebuild them, only to hide their strange appearances. I could understand everything she’d done. As she said, she was protecting her people. I wished there was something I could do, but without knowing any magic of my own, the only thing that came to mind was giving up some of the people of Trifork, and that just wasn’t going to happen.

      

      I didn’t know what I could do for her.

      

      “I’ll take my girls home. Fighting you has come to nothing for both of us. It has only hurt us all.”

      

      I bowed my head down to thank her. She was giving up. It made me feel both happy and sad at the same time. Happy that I’d never have to worry about her and her kind ever again, and sad that there was nothing I could give her in return.

      

      “If you help me find my grandfather, he will call off the shark. Now that you are awake, can you cast a bubble spell around me so I can breathe?”

      

      She cast her eyes over to the ring and held her hand out. The ring flew through the air and landed in her hand. I took her other hand, ignoring how bony it felt and waited as she cast her spell.

      

      I’d not been to my grandfather’s bedroom before, but we found it fairly quickly. He lay on the bed, his eyes half open as his redheaded daughters sat around him. With a start, I noticed my mother right by the top of the bed. She must have escaped the shark. Outside, I could just about hear the sound of screams, telling me that the shark was still attacking.

      

      “He has to call off the shark!” I shouted, my voice echoing back at me in the air bubble.

      

      It was my mother who spoke. I still wasn’t used to the way she sounded underwater, and I had to concentrate hard to understand her. At least, she wasn’t speaking in the weird merfolk language. “He knows the shark is attacking, but he is too weak to call it. He’s trying.” It was then that I noticed the tears in her eyes.

      

      Acania swam through the bubble, leaving me inside and headed straight for my grandfather.

      

      “Let her pass,” I shouted out. “She has the magic to cure him.”

      

      “No!” My father opened his eyes wide as Acania placed the iron ring by his side.

      

      I pushed through my aunts. “Grandfather. Acania will save you. She saved Ari and Mother. Please don’t fight it.”

      He shook his head slowly and with great effort. When he spoke, his voice was gravelly and quiet. “You don’t understand. I asked for a great many things from the sea witch, and she granted me everything. One of the things was the ability to control the most monstrous killing machine in the sea. I think I’ve finally gotten through to him and now he is still, but if you take the spell from me, he will continue to kill. He will do as he pleases.” I barely heard his last words as he rasped them out.

      

      “The shark is in control now, but only as long as my grandfather can hold on,” I repeated. “Is there another cage anywhere?”

      

      My grandfather answered between ragged breaths. “There is no cage big enough or strong enough to hold him.”

      

      “Can you do anything?” I asked Acania, fighting the rising panic. It was clear that my grandfather wasn’t going to hold out much longer.

      

      “The magic of the ring is complex, but it has limits. It is a water magic and cannot conjure up things that aren’t already there. I can create the illusion of a cage, but I cannot make a real one.”

      

      An illusion was no good. It might hold the shark for a small while, but he’d soon realize that the bars surrounding him didn’t really exist. I wracked my brains trying to think of a place that the shark could be taken. Inspiration struck me.

      

      “Grandfather, can you command the shark to follow Ari and me?”

      

      My mother looked like she was about to object, but my grandfather nodded his head.

      

      “Do it!” I said before my mother could stop me. I could feel Ari nearby. He was very close. I jumped out of the bubble and swam with all my might to the palace entrance. When Ari saw me, he clasped my hand, and I could breathe again.

      

      “I thought you might be here. The shark has stopped, and the sirens are throwing their homemade spears at it, but they just bounce off its thick skin.”

      

      “I know,” I replied. “Follow me.”

      

      The shark lay on the seabed. Most of the people of Trifork had already left, but the few that had stayed behind were standing with the sirens trying to kill it. The beast didn’t move, but watched them through its beady eyes, waiting for the moment it could attack them back.

      

      When it saw Ari and me, it swam toward us. Ari increased his grip of my hand and began to pull me away from it.

      

      Stop swimming. The shark is under the command of my grandfather. I’ve asked him to make it follow us.

      

      Ari looked at me then back at the shark unconvinced. Why would you do that?

      

      The shark swam alongside us quietly and obediently. It was as tame as a puppy dog...for now, at least.

      

      It would take an army to kill it, and we don’t have time to gather an army. We don’t have a cage, and my grandfather is on the verge of death.

      

      All the more reason to get out of here as quickly as possible, Ari replied, eyeing up the shark warily.

      

      And let more people die? No. I need you to take us to our cave.

      It was my favorite place in the whole world. I loved that cave. Only Ari and I knew about it, and we’d spent so many hours swimming in the light of the phosphorescence hidden away from the rest of the world. I hated that it would now become a cage for a shark, and we’d never be able to go there again, but it was a small price to pay for saving the lives of the people of Havfrue.

      

      Ari understood and pulled me quickly away from the city. The shark followed. Once at the cave, I swam inside for the last time through the small tunnel and pulled myself up onto the little beach. The shark really had to squeeze to get its giant body through, and when it did, it almost filled the cave.

      

      “Stay!” I commanded, as though it was a stray dog. The shark looked at me with murder in its eyes, but through my grandfather’s fading magic, it was compelled to obey. It wasn’t, however, compelled to enjoy it. I quickly jumped back into the water, and with Ari, we swam around the shark’s body and back through the tunnel. On his arm, Ari had picked up an interloper.

      

      “Ollie!” I marveled at the little octopus who loved the cave as much as I did. At the entrance to the cave were a number of rocks. All we had to do was fill the entrance of the tunnel with them so the shark couldn’t get out. It was a laborious task, especially as Ari couldn’t let go of my hand for any long period of time or I would drown.

      

      We were just over halfway through when the unthinkable happened. Something had happened back at the palace because the shark that had remained placid was now chomping angrily at the stones we’d placed there.

      

      In a panic, I let go of Ari’s hand and began shoveling the stones much more quickly while holding my breath. Even Ollie helped by picking up the smaller stones and throwing them into the pile, but it wasn’t going to be enough. The shark was chomping through the stones quicker than we could put them down. I touched Ari’s arm to take a breath, but the panic I felt, knowing that the shark was soon going to be free made it difficult to breathe. If Acania was here, there might be a chance that she could help us with her magic, but she was a couple of miles away with my mother and grandfather in Havfrue.

      

      Two people, one of which couldn’t breathe on her own, plus an octopus that was really still a baby were no match for a razor-toothed killing machine who wanted nothing more than to eat us whole.

      

      We should get out of here!

      

      There was nothing left we could do. The shark would be out in minutes. We had to get as far away as possible so as not to become a tasty entree before it started on the rest of the people of Havfrue.

      

      Ari took my hand, but he pulled me upwards rather than out. A few seconds later and we had breached the surface. I didn’t recognize where we were at all. I could see the boats in the distance, but the Trifork palace was nowhere in sight. Large steep cliffs to one side told me that we were just a little further down the coast and that the palace was obscured by a jutting out cliff face. Just a little way ahead of us were more rocks like the ones I scrambled over every day to see Ari. These rocks were so much bigger than the ones we’d been piling up under the water. I followed Ari’s lead as he rolled one down into the water.

      “You push them into the sea. I’ll take them from there and roll them down to the cave entrance.”

      

      I nodded quickly and clambered out onto the seaweed covered rocks as he disappeared back under the water. Pushing the rocks into the ocean wasn’t as easy as Ari made it look. He was much stronger than I, and many of the rocks had lain as they were for centuries. Using other rocks for leverage, I pushed against them with my feet, rolling the biggest rocks I could into the water, one after the other. The muscles in my legs burned with pain as I pushed them to the very limit, knowing if I wasn’t quick enough, the shark would escape.

      

      I pushed the last rock in as the sea nearby turned red with blood.  I was too late. The shark had escaped.
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      I raced down to the edge of the sea, my heart beating wildly at what I might find. I’d only just got Ari back, and now I was about to lose him again. The sea was dark and with the red coloration, I couldn’t see beneath the surface. Part of me wanted to dive in, but I knew it was madness to think it. All I could do was wa,it. I tried seeing if I could feel him. I instinctively knew when he was near or when he was hurt, but now I couldn’t feel a thing. Ari was gone, and my heart turned to stone. Something popped up out of the water, and for a second, I had a hope I was wrong, and it was Ari, but it was only Ollie. I held out my arm so he could wrap himself around. At least he was safe. I waited for over an hour for Ari to surface, but he didn’t. Nor did I see any sign of the shark. When I could wait no longer, I turned and scrabbled over the rocks to the shore. When I reached the small pebbled beach, I realized I did know the place. It had rocky steps cut into it. If I climbed them I could walk over the land to the palace.

      

      “I’m sorry, Ollie. You can’t come with me.” I’d been sitting with Ollie in a little rock pool, but he wouldn’t survive for too long out of the water. “Stay away from Havfrue, and you’ll be ok.”

      I had no idea if he could understand me, but he seemed reluctant to be let back into the ocean. I hated doing it, but he would die if I kept him on land.

      

      My heart was breaking with each step I took across the grassy field at the top of the cliff. I looked out to the sea, seeing the ships and boats filled with people, desperate to know what was happening. They would be selling newspapers for weeks after this.

      

      When I got to the palace grounds, I didn’t know what to do with myself. My grandfather was surely dead by now as was Ari. The shark had probably gone back to Havfrue and was more than likely terrorizing everyone in it. Trifork would survive. No one from the land had been injured as far as I was aware. The people would enjoy the scandal, and eventually, it would die down and be forgotten. I’d go on to be queen and lead the kingdom in quite possibly the most haphazard fashion possible. I’d be alone forever.

      

      Unusually, there were no guards by the gate that led into the palace grounds from this side. Anyone could break in easily. Not that I particularly cared at this point. There was so much going on; they were all probably busy doing other things.

      

      The palace itself was equally free of guards. There was no one there at all. It was so quiet I could hear the squeak of my wet feet on the tiled floor. In the main entrance hall, I dithered, not knowing which way to turn. I could have gone up to my bedroom. It was the most sensible option. I was dripping wet and cold and taking a shower and getting dressed would give me something to do. My mind was numb as I climbed the stairs and not even the heat from the shower revived me. I was cold on the inside, my heart shattered into pieces. No shower could save me from that. I dressed in a t-shirt and jeans, not caring what the media would think of me. My mother was still out there along with my aunts. They would barricade the door to the Havfrue Palace, so there was a good chance that they would be safe. That, at least, was some consolation. I headed down to the office that John and Anthony now shared, but they too were missing. The phone on the desk rang, but I didn’t pick it up, knowing it would only someone wanting the gossip. I didn’t even know what I would tell them.

      

      Instead, I headed out of the back of the palace. The only way I could think of saving my mother would be to get the navy involved. I didn’t know how they would do it, but I was sure they would be able to kill the shark somehow. When I stepped out onto the promenade, a hundred or more light bulbs flashed from the gate that separated the palace grounds from the public grounds. I ignored them. Something else had caught my attention. Out on the rocks, at the spot I usually met Ari, there was a large group of people. A lot of them I recognized as palace guards because of their uniforms, but there were others too. So that’s where everyone was. Now I knew where they were, but it didn’t explain why everyone was out there. I slowly picked my way across the rocks, aware that I was being watched by every news station in the kingdom.

      

      I pushed my way through the guards. At the waterline, Anthony was helping someone out of the water. When I saw who it was, my heart leapt into my throat. Ari’s long hair fanned out on the rocks as he was pulled up onto land. Beside him, my mother pushed him up along with Acania. Blood dripped from his arm, and he was unconscious, but I could see he was alive. His chest rose rhythmically with each breath. That was why I hadn’t felt him. It was not that he was dead, but that he wasn’t conscious.

      

      “I cannot help him,” Acania stated. “I cannot fix normal wounds. You need a land medic. One of your people to help him. I think he will be fine though if you get help quickly.”

      

      “Someone go and alert Lucy,” my mother ordered. One of the guards shot off in the direction of the palace while Anthony, John, and a couple of guards picked Ari up gently and began to carry him to the palace.

      

      “What happened?” I asked, stuck between wanting to know that my mother would be safe in the water and following the others to the infirmary with Ari.

      

      “There is time to tell you everything. Just know that we are all safe here. I am going back to Havfrue now. My people need me, but I will come home later and tell you everything. Go with Ari. He needs you the most.”

      

      I nodded and rushed after Ari, my mind whirring. If my mother thought that everyone was safe, that meant the shark was dead, but I didn’t know how. As I passed by the photographers again, I noticed Josh and Seth at the very front.

      

      I spoke to one of the guards quietly asking that they be let in and shown to the dining room. Once I figured everything out myself, I’d give them the exclusive. They’d certainly earned it.

      

      When I got to the infirmary, Ari was already tucked up in bed with Lucy fussing around him. The others had been sent away, but Lucy knew that I’d not leave Ari’s side, so she didn’t bother to ask.

      

      “He’s got a nasty cut on his arm. It looks like he’s been bitten. Do you know what happened?”

      

      She rolled some fresh white bandage out and began to wrap Ari’s arm.

      

      “I think he was bitten by a shark. Why isn’t he waking up?”

      

      Lucy paused and looked at me to make sure I was telling her the truth.

      

      “A shark! Goodness. He’s done well not to lose his arm then.”

      

      I cared about his arm, but I cared about him more. I waited for her to finish bandaging him up before asking her again why he wasn’t awake.

      

      “He’s got a bit of a bump on his head. Something has hit him. He’s breathing normally, and his pulse is fine. There is nothing else I can do. We just have to wait for him to wake up.”

      I was about to ask her how long it would be when Ari began to moan.

      

      “Ari!” I sat up closer to him as he opened his eyes. When he saw me, he smiled before wincing.

      

      “I’ll fetch some pills for the pain,” Lucy said, before bustling off to her little room.

      

      “I thought you were dead!” I said, tears dripping down my face and onto his.

      

      He smiled up at me. “You are going to have to try harder if you want to kill me.”

      

      I gave him a puzzled look.

      

      “One of the rocks you pushed off hit the shark right in the middle of the head as he was biting my arm. It was heavy and sharp and killed him instantly. You saved my life.”

      

      “So why do you think I was trying to kill you?”

      

      Ari laughed. “Because that wasn’t the last rock you pushed down. I was in agony thanks to the bite and didn’t get out of the way in time. Thankfully, unlike the shark, I didn’t get a direct hit to the center of the head. It must have just hit me on the edge. Not enough to kill me but enough to knock me out.”

      

      I brought my hand to my mouth knowing how close I’d come to killing him. I bent forward to kiss him, but the movement on his bed made him wince once again.

      

      “How did you get back here? My mother and Acania were with you.”

      

      He shook his head. “I don’t remember. I only remember the rock hitting me and then waking up here.”

      

      “You’ve had this stuff before,” Lucy said, handing Ari a couple of pills and a cup of water to his good hand. “It will knock the pain on the head, but it will probably make you sleep too. Sleep is the best thing for you right now anyway.”

      

      “I don’t want to sleep,” argued Ari, but Lucy gave him such a stern look that he swallowed the pills right down.

      

      I stayed by his side as the pills took effect. After an hour, Lucy suggested I go to bed myself.

      “I’ll look after him. You can come back in the morning. Hopefully, he’ll be feeling better by then.”

      

      Deciding not to argue, I left Ari in her care. There was nothing I could do for him anyway, but I wasn’t planning on taking her suggestion. There were too many things to clear up before I could think about sleeping.

      

      Outside, the sky had darkened considerably and the photographers had finally had enough and gone back home or to their studios. I made my way out to the rocks to wait for my mother. The water lapped quietly against the rocks, and the pale moon glistened on the ocean surface. All the boats were now back in the dock, and the only one I could see was the half-sunken one in the distance. I waited half an hour before my mother emerged. This time she was alone.

      

      I had never been so pleased to see her.  It was strange to see her so at peace in the water.

      

      “I’d forgotten how good it feels,” she said as though reading my thoughts.

      

      “Do you want me to get some guards down here to help you back to the palace?”

      

      “I’m not coming back, Erica.”

      

      Her eyes were glassy, not with the water of the ocean, but with tears. Still, she had a determined look about her. I already knew why. She didn’t have to tell me. My grandfather was dead.

      

      “You are the queen now?”

      

      She nodded. She’d been a queen ever since she married my father, but on land, she was second to him. In the sea, as the heir to the Havfrue throne, when my grandfather died, she had automatically become its ruler as I had with Trifork.

      

      I felt tears prick my own eyes, but she wiped them away. “Your grandfather was very old and died with his family by his side. He told me he was very proud of you. It was one of the last things he said.”

      

      I nodded. It was a small comfort that my mother was able to be at his side in the end.

      

      “When he passed, we knew that you and Ari were still out there. Acania helped me find him. He was lying next to the dead shark. How is he?”

      

      “Lucy thinks he’ll be fine. He’ll probably have a scar from the shark bite.”

      

      “It will make him look more manly,” my mother joked, but there was a sadness in her voice.

      

      “Acania cured the sick in Havfrue. We still have some people with injuries because of the shark, but we will have to deal with them ourselves.”

      

      So Acania had come through after all. “Where is she?”

      

      My mother gave a wistful smile. “She took her tribe home. She told me she was too old and too tired to fight anymore. I think this past week did something to her. She took her magic ring, but she was broken.”

      

      Sadness crept over me. Acania and the other sirens were hardly innocent, but they’d done the right thing in the end at a great personal cost to themselves. My heart went out to them, knowing how miserable their lives would continue to be.

      

      I sat with her silently for hours. No one bothered us. It was such an irony that now we were in exactly the same position, both elevated to queen by the deaths of our fathers. For my mother, it would be much harder. She knew more about ruling a kingdom than I, but I bet she never thought she’d have to.

      

      “You know, I’m sure Adella could run Havfrue if you wanted to come home,” I said eventually.

      

      My mother sighed wistfully. “I’ve run away from my duties for too long. Havfrue needs me right now. Adella and my other sisters will help. We’ll rebuild together.”

      

      I bent forward and gave her a kiss on the cheek. It was strange to think of my mother as a mermaid living under water, especially as I’d only ever known her as phobic of it, but watching her swim out, her greying red hair fanned out behind her, she seemed much more at home there than she ever did on land. I gave her a wave as she disappeared into the depths.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            27

          

        

      

    

    
      Back at the palace, I realized how tired I was. I could barely suppress my yawns as I made my way to the dining room.

      It was empty except for a guard in the corner.

      

      “Where are Josh and Seth?” I asked.

      

      “The gentlemen ate a fine meal and then left, Your Highness. They asked me to tell you that they would be in touch shortly.”

      I thanked him, feeling grateful. I was just too tired to deal with anyone else.

      

      My last stop before bed was to see John. A soon as he saw me, he ushered me out of his office.

      

      “You need to sleep. Anything that can be dealt with will wait until tomorrow. Anthony turned in hours ago, and I was just about to do the same.”

      

      The whole kingdom was a mess, but he was right. I needed to sleep and tomorrow was another day.

      

      I dragged myself up the stairs and fell into bed fully clothed.

      When I awoke the next morning, the palace couldn’t have been more different. No longer quiet as it had been yesterday, I could hear the staff back to their duties and the general hustle and bustle the palace usually had. A maid woke me up and let me know that people were in the breakfast room waiting for me.

      I jumped out of bed, wondering who it could be. Today was the day that I’d finally have to answer to the media or there would be a whole load of half-truths and assumptions printed. I already knew that this mess would be on the cover of every newspaper.

      Pulling a black dress from my wardrobe, I slipped into it and tied my hair back with a black ribbon. The people of Trifork barely knew my grandfather, but after today, I would make sure they did.

      

      On the way down to the breakfast room, I decided to duck into to the infirmary to see Ari, but his bed was empty. Lucy wasn’t around either to ask why.

      

      I found him in the breakfast room. The large, round table was filled with food and surrounded with people. It was so busy, there was only one vacant seat left. I slipped into it beside Ari. John, Anthony, Hayden, and Astrid were also there as were Josh and Seth. They all became quiet as I took my seat. As I did, my stomach gurgled. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d eaten.

      

      “We have a lot to discuss,” John began.

      

      “I’m sure we do,” I replied, “But before we do, let’s eat. I’m starving!”

      

      There was a round of applause started by Josh. I guess I wasn’t the only hungry one.

      

      I filled my plate with the wonderful pastries and fruit that had been laid out for us and began to eat.

      

      John wasn’t wrong when he said there was much to discuss. I planned to send as much aid as we could to Havfrue. We’d saved some of the people thanks to Acania and her magic ring, but others had died because of the shark. It was no real victory, and the people of Havfrue would have to grieve. They would also have to rebuild thanks to the damage caused by my ships.

      

      “I’ll be talking to the media today,” I said, once most of the food was eaten. “Josh and Seth. Would you like to film it?”

      

      “It would be an honor, Your Highness,” Josh said, giving me a wink. He must have felt the weight of the situation. He never called me Your Highness.

      

      “John, would you help me write a statement? The public will already know about my mother. I think it’s time that we told them everything. If you didn’t already know, she has decided to stay down there and rule alongside her sisters as queen.”

      

      “We knew about your grandfather, but we didn’t think your mother would want to take up the mantle of ruler,” remarked Astrid.

      

      “I was quite surprised myself, but I know she’ll do a great job. I’m going to offer her all the support Trifork has to give. Any compatible building materials and medical items will be shipped out to them today.”

      

      Astrid gave me a smile which made me feel sad. She was one of the people I’d let down the most.

      

      “I can’t let you have another naval ship,” I said to her. “As you know we are one short, and we need all the help we can get, but when the madness of today is over, I plan on going down to the dock and purchasing one of the nicest yachts there. My father left me enough money in his will, and I know he would have approved of me doing this. The yacht will be my wedding gift to you. I’ll make sure that there is a full crew to take you wherever you want to go and this time...this time I promise I’ll not be on board when you go.”

      

      Astrid jumped out of her seat and hugged me from behind.  “You can come out with us whenever you like.”

      

      “Maybe not the first trip, eh?” added Hayden laughing. “You know, everything that has happened does put you in a weird position.”

      

      “How so?”

      

      “You are the heir to the throne of Havfrue as well as being the queen of Trifork. When your mother dies...hopefully many, many years in the future, you will have to rule both kingdoms at the same time.”

      

      “That reminds me,” interrupted John. “While all this was going on, the construction work on the Minster was finished. You can have your coronation at any time. I think under the current circumstances, the faster we do it, the better.”

      

      I cleared my throat, knowing what I was about to say would shock everyone. It was the hardest thing I’d ever have to do in my life, and yet I was sure it was the best for everyone.

      

      “There’s not going to be a coronation.” I waited for everyone to say something, but they all just stared at me open-mouthed. “Not for me, at least. Anthony, you have done an amazing job while I’ve been away. You know what you are doing more than I, and you seem to enjoy it. There is nothing about leading a kingdom that suits me. I hate giving speeches, I hate the media, and I don’t know the first thing about the problems with trade over the borders. I know you could tell me, but I think you could deal with it better than I ever could. Anthony. If you want it, the kingdom, the palace...it’s all yours.”

      

      There was silence around the table. I could see Josh nudging Seth to film this particular speech, but it was Anthony’s reaction I was interested in. A year ago, he wouldn’t have been able to do this. Even as recently as a few months ago, I wouldn’t have seen him as king material, but since our father’s death, he’d shone. He would make a better monarch than I ever could.

      

      “I’m only sixteen,” he pointed out, the expression on his face priceless. I could see the excitement through the shock of my announcement. It made me happy that he obviously wanted this as much as I did.

      

      “I know, but you will be seventeen in a couple of weeks. I will serve as the unofficial monarch until your eighteenth birthday next year, but the public will know that it will be you leading the kingdom. I’m sure John will help you.”

      

      “I’d be delighted,” John answered.

      

      I turned to Josh and Seth. “Don’t worry about getting your camera out now. I’ll give you a full interview after breakfast. I’ll tell you everything.”

      

      “What will you do if you are no longer queen?” Josh asked.

      I’d been thinking about it for a while. I turned to Ari and gripped his hand.

      

      “Once I’ve done what I can to aid the people of Havfrue, I’m going back out to sea. Acania told me that the men of her tribe were wiped out. That doesn’t mean that there aren’t more male sirens out there. I owe her. She saved a lot of people, people that I love. She and her tribe left with nothing. I’m going to find the male sirens.”

      

      Josh’s eyes popped out of his head with excitement. “Don’t dare tell me that I’m not invited on this trip!”

      

      I laughed. “I wouldn’t dream of going without you. Maybe I’ll become a famous adventurer like you.”

      

      “If I let you have any airtime, Queenie. Don’t try stealing my thunder now.”

      

      Everyone around the table laughed. I gripped Ari’s hand tighter and leaned into him, whispering into his ear.

      

      “Say you’ll come with me?”

      

      He turned and gazed at me with those beautiful green eyes of his. “I wouldn’t miss it for the world.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Breakwater

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

        

      

    

    
      The comb snagged on my hair again and again as my mother tried pulling out the knots caused by too much salt and too much water. In the mirror my reflection looked as pained as I felt, so I shifted my expression before my mother caught it and lectured me on the importance of always appearing calm and in control no matter what was happening.

      “If there’s one thing I hate about living underwater, it’s the damage it does to one’s hair,” she huffed, nearly ripping a lock of hair from my scalp.

      Glancing up at her reflection, I found it hard to imagine her having difficulty with her own hair. At the moment, it was neatly tied back in a bun without a lock of hair out of place. I had a sneaking suspicion she’d sneaked a ton of conditioner down here to Havfrue’s palace when she took up residence. But if she had, she wasn’t very forthcoming about it, preferring to pretend her youthful appearance was all due to genetics rather than all the beauty products I knew her to have.

      She’d taken up the title of Queen of Havfrue a few months ago, and messy-haired daughter aside, she was doing a spectacular job. In my role as acting queen of Trifork, I’d sent all the help I could down here to help rebuild the broken city after the shark attack that destroyed part of it. The Havfrue palace still had a ship sitting on top of the largest spire that used to house my grandfather’s throne room. Now, that room was just a big empty space that fish swam through. The room we were currently in was the only room in the whole palace with air in it instead of water. My grandfather had made the spell the first time I’d been here. My mother had decided to keep it that way and had moved all her things in. It meant that she struggled to get around it, only having a fishtail instead of legs, but she’d perfected a kind of ungainly hop on the end of her tail that I knew she’d never show to anyone besides me. For the first time in the whole of Havfrue’s history, there was a mirror here. It was one of the many things she’d brought down, citing that she couldn’t live without it. At the moment, I’d be perfectly happy without looking at my mother’s stern face as she wrestled with knots. It was fair to say that my immaculate appearance had gone downhill since my mother was no longer at the Trifork Palace to cajole me into being presentable.

      “You know, I’m not sure I need my hair brushed anymore,” I said, pulling away from my mother and her brush.

      My mother frowned, but only in such a way that wouldn’t deepen her wrinkles. “Don’t you want to look nice for Ari when he comes to pick you up?”

      Although she’d not been Ari’s biggest fan to begin with, over the course of the past few months, a friendship had grown between them and with it, many hints on when we should get engaged. Her desire, as she called it and desperation, as I called it, to see me married off was increasing with each passing day, and with it, my exasperation with the whole subject. Her fussing over my appearance, while always voracious, had grown to new heights in the past few months. “He’s seen me with soggy, messy hair plenty of times,” I huffed. “And I don’t know why you are bothering anyway. As soon as I leave this room, it’s only going to get wet again.”

      My mother sighed and shrugged her shoulders in an I give up kind of way. She turned and hopped to the other side of the room to place the brush back on the bedside table where she’d picked it up. The way she moved looked so painful; but having never had a tail myself, it was difficult for me to know if she was in pain and just hiding it or not. Mother is adept at maintaining a composed, pleasant expression at all times.

      “Wouldn’t it be easier for you to let the water in and swim to bed like everyone else does?” I asked, cringing at the unnatural bend in the bottom of her tail.

      She fobbed me off as she always did when I talked about anything to do with fashion or beauty. “It’s honestly no worse than wearing heels, and if I were to fill this room with water, we’d not be able to talk to one another.”

      While it was true that I couldn’t communicate with her underwater beyond hand signals, I suspected that wasn’t the real reason she liked her room free of water.

      “Are you sure it’s not because the water would ruin all your clothes?”

      Yes, she had a wardrobe filled with all her dresses from the palace which she couldn’t wear as they would get waterlogged and weigh her down. I think she kept them because it reminded her of home...The Trifork Palace where she’d spent her entire adult life.

      “Some of them are dry clean only,” she huffed. “I had to bring them all down here wrapped in plastic.”

      I nodded and felt a little guilty. So what if she couldn’t wear any of them, they were her things, and I secretly suspected she dressed up in them at night when no one could see her.

      I was just about to ask her if I could borrow one when a piece of coral fell past my ear, bounced off my shoulder and fell to the sandy floor of the room where it came to rest, broken in pieces.

      I pulled my hand up to my ear where I felt the warmth and wetness of blood where the coral had nicked the skin. “Ouch!”

      “Oh, sorry,” My mother said, hurrying towards me as fast as she could while hopping over to wipe the dust from my shoulder and pass me a tissue to stem the flow of blood from my ear. “Ever since that ship of yours crashed into the roof, the whole palace has become unstable. I keep finding bits of coral on my bed, and unlike you, I have no maids to clean it up.”

      I glanced up at the ceiling, which really was no more than a coral reef that had cleverly, either by my grandfather’s magic or some other way, been molded into a room shape. All the buildings in Havfrue were built in a similar way, so the whole city was one living organism shared by fish, merfolk, and other inhabitants of the deep. Cracks were beginning to show. Somewhere above us was the throne room with the hole in the roof and the Trifork naval ship resting atop of it.

      “Do you need more help to get this place fixed? I really don’t mind getting some builders from Trifork to come take a look at the structure. I’m sure they could scuba dive down here and assess the structure of the place.”

      My mother waved off my offer, dismissing it entirely. “This place was built using my father’s magic, but I’ll be darned if I know how to do it. Your grandfather was a very powerful magician for a merman. I know you might not think so as his magic was limited to water magic, but I don’t think any builder would help. How are you and Ari doing anyway?”

      I was still gazing at the crack in the ceiling intently and almost didn’t catch the change in subject back to my love life. It was my mother’s favorite topic at the moment, and I’d lost count of all the thinly veiled hints about when he was going to pop the question.

      She must have seen something in my face because she put her arm around my shoulder in what, I’m sure, she thought was a comforting gesture. Honestly, I think she just liked the gossip.

      “Everything is fine; he’s just been a bit distant lately. I think it bothers him that we are so different. He has a tail; I have legs. We can’t live together, but when we are apart, we are both depressed because of our bond.” It had been weighing heavily on my mind for a while, but this was the first time I’d summoned the courage to articulate it out loud.

      “You can say what you like about the sea witch,” my mother huffed. “She might have been an evil old hag, but if you wanted legs, or in your case, a tail, she’d give you one.”

      “Mom, you spent eighteen years terrified she was going to kidnap Anthony and me because of your legs.”

      She nodded thoughtfully. “True, true. I had a wonderful twenty plus years with your father though, and I wouldn’t take that back for anything.”

      She didn’t cry. That wasn’t her way, but I caught the hint of sadness in her voice. I knew she was lonely now that my dad was gone, even with all her sisters to keep her company.

      “The problem isn’t with Ari anyway,” I continued. “He’s a merman. Yeah, he might have had legs at one point, but he knows who he is. I, on the other hand, am not one or the other. I have the body of a human, but I follow the same stupid magic rules as a mermaid...All except the ones I can actually use like being able to breathe underwater and communicate with anyone but Ari.”

      “Stupid magic rules, such as you being magically bonded to Ari you mean? I thought you loved him and wanted to be with him anyway.”

      “I do love him,” I said, sitting straighter. “Of course, I do, but I don’t fully belong anywhere. Not here where I can’t leave this room without someone holding my hand so I can breathe, and not up in Trifork where I’m all alone without Ari.”

      “Your brother, Anthony, is happy up there,” My mother mused aloud like my problem was all about perspective. “I was happy up there too, and I didn’t really belong. It’s not like you live a million miles from Ari. You see him every day.”

      I stood up and paced the floor. “You were happy up there because you, at least, looked like you belonged, and you had Daddy. Anthony is going to be the king of the whole kingdom which is all he’s ever dreamed about. That’s why he’s happy.”

      “You could have kept the title of queen,” she reminded me. “No one forced you to give it up. Officially, you still are until Anthony’s coronation.”

      I shook my head. “That’s not the point. Ari and I can’t be together. Not fully. You keep hinting about him proposing to me, but how can he? Where would we live? He can’t live on land without people carrying him everywhere, and I can’t live down here. The second I leave this room, I need someone to constantly be holding my hand so I can use their magic to breathe. We can’t be together, and we can’t be apart. I don’t want to be apart from him, but I couldn’t be even if I wanted to. Not without feeling incredible pain anyway.  And of course, there’s the small matter of...”

      I trailed off, realizing what it was I was about to say, and more importantly who I was about to say it to.   When we were on the boat all those weeks ago, Ari and I had been intimate. I’d enjoyed the experience, but I knew there was something lacking. Biologically, we didn’t connect. We weren’t even the same species. I might have been half mermaid, but not in any way it showed.  I couldn’t even swim a few months ago. My heart belonged to the ocean, but my body belonged on land.

      My mother understood what I was saying without me having to actually say it.

      “I’ve been where you are. I was completely head over tail in love with your father from the first time I laid eyes on him. I knew how different we were, and yet, I knew I had to be with him. Despite all the warnings I got not to go to the sea witch, I decided to go anyway. Your father was worth it.”

      “The sea witch is dead,” I pointed out to her, although, I knew she hadn’t forgotten. She drew me into a hug smoothing my still frizzy hair with her hand in a comforting gesture. “I’m just saying that you’ll find a way. If it’s truly meant to be, then you’ll figure it out.”

      I wished I had her confidence. I’d spent weeks trying to figure it out. Almost every waking second, I tried sorting out the logistics of it, but so far, I’d come up with nothing. The merfolk had some magic, but it was extremely limited. The sirens might be able to help me, but they probably wouldn’t until I’d fulfilled my promise to them. I’d even spoken to Josh about it in an abstract way, so he didn’t really know the problem. Josh was from Schnee, the most magical kingdom of all the nine kingdoms. He, personally, was not talented in that particular area without a magical artifact, but the majority of the people of Schnee were. The king and queen were the most powerful magicians I’d ever heard of. Unfortunately, as suspected, Josh told me that the Schnee people would do nothing magical unless it was in their own interests. They might be the most magical and most powerful kingdom, but they were also the most selfish and stuck up. Basically, I’d have more chance growing a tail by wishing it than getting a Schnee citizen to help me.

      Maybe there were other magical beings out there? Ones that I didn’t yet know about. Living in a non-magical kingdom, my training on the subject had been woefully lax. After my date with Ari, I’d go home to Trifork and take a look in the palace library for people of magic. I had to do something. I enjoyed my dates with Ari, but I was ready for something more, and I think he was too.

      Feeling better about the situation, I pulled back from my mother’s embrace. “Thanks, Mom.”

      Behind me, someone coughed. When the guard saw us turn to him, he said something indecipherable. Even though I spent all my spare time down here, I’d still not learned enough of the merfolk language to understand it. It all sounded like bubble blowing to me and was nearly impossible to learn. Luckily I had my mother to translate.

      “Ari is here. I’ll swim you to him.”

      With my heart a little lighter, I headed to the door. The merman guard swam back a bit to let me pass. I’d have to cross the invisible barrier between the dry room and the waterlogged corridor; and once out of the stale air of the room, I’d need my mother’s mermaid magic to be able to breathe. I’d almost made it when the ceiling began to cave in.

      Seconds before huge chunks of coral fell, my mother grabbed my hand, and the pair of us dived through the doorway. With her tail, she was able to pull me through the water at high speed through the salmon pink coral corridors. Behind us, the walls of the palace began to disintegrate. Colorful coral dropped heavily through the water around us as the merfolk in the palace swam in a panic, following our lead.

      The guard kept our pace, and it was only because of my mother’s speed or a miracle that we escaped to the outside before being injured.

      Outside, a crowd of people had gathered to watch, fear and uncertainly etched into their faces. When my heart rate had slowed a bit, I counted up all the redheaded women, glad to see all my aunts had also gotten out of the palace in time. As we all watched, the huge wooden ship that had used the palace as a perch for so long had finally become too much for the coral structure to bear. It crashed down through the palace, sending huge splinters of wood out in every direction. When it came to rest, great plumes of sand, disturbed from the sea floor obliterated my view and turned my whole world sandy yellow. If this were on land, I’d be choking on the debris, but underwater. I just got the gritty taste in my mouth, and tiny shards of sand flew into my eyes.

      I couldn’t see her through the sandy water, but my mother held my hand the whole time, pulling me back to safety. The screams and the terrified chatter of the merfolk bubbled around me as the sand began to settle and the shock began to sink in. I knew very little of their language, but I didn’t need a translator to know they were looking for their loved ones. The one-word noises were obviously names. I mentally took stock of everyone I’d seen before the ship came crashing down. I knew my aunts were safe. I’d seen them all just before the plume of sand obliterated my view, but what about the others in the palace? The palace guards, any visitors. Then the realization hit me. Ari had been at the palace when it had caved in.
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      I couldn’t leave my mother’s side as to do so would mean drowning, but the desperation I felt to swim away from her, to search through the rubble to find him was immense.

      “Ari!” I shouted at him in my mind, but all I heard back were the screams of the confused people around me. I usually knew if he was safe because of the magic of our bonding, but everything was messed up. The panicked energy of the merfolk around me and my own emotions stopped his energy coming through.

      I was not the only one to feel terror. It had not been long since the last tragedy down here, and I’m sure that was what was in people’s minds as well as my own.

      The sand began to come to a rest on the seabed and, thankfully, my vision began to clear. The palace was still standing and hadn’t collapsed in its entirety as I had first thought, but a big part of it had fallen and was now flattened on the sea floor. A lot of the merfolk dug through the rubble in a panicked state, trying to save those trapped inside.

      Chaos abounded as they used their hands to burrow through the wreckage that was left of this side of the palace. No one was being orderly and finding out who was trapped. With all the dust and debris, it might have been that their loved ones were nearby and they hadn’t seen them. They needed to find out exactly who was buried so we could at least go to the part of the palace where they were most likely to be. Doing it this way was pandemonium.

      I wanted to shout to everyone to stop, but my own voice was not much more than bubbles under here. I didn’t have the same speaking ability as the other merfolk did. I could only communicate with them via hand gestures and signals. It wasn’t ideal, but hand signals were all I had.

      Without being able to shout, I let go of my mother’s hand and swam to the part of the palace that was devastated. Without being able to breathe, I had to be quick. Swimming quickly I waved my hands for people to stop pulling at the rubble. Without knowing how many were trapped, we didn’t know who to look for.

      Everyone stopped and looked at me, not least, my mother who knew that I was not actually breathing at all at the moment. To my relief, she swam over and took my hand so at least I didn’t have to worry about drowning anymore. She gave me a quizzical look as if to ask what I was doing.

      I shrugged my shoulders in the most exaggerated way possible and pointed to the rubble. A host of confused faces stared back at me. Some looked angry as I blocked them, but this needed to be done in an orderly fashion or time would be lost. Thoughts of Ari trapped in the rubble consumed me. I needed everyone to work together so we could save him and not spend time searching in the wrong place.

      “You want to know who’s under there?” my mother asked, correctly guessing what I was trying to say. She spoke in my language which sounded distorted under the water, but it was enough to understand her. I nodded emphatically.

      She shouted out to the merfolk. I couldn’t understand her, but I understood the gist of what she was saying. She pointed to an area about fifteen feet from us where the captain of the guard floated. She was asking the merfolk to give him a tally of the missing. She then turned to me and spoke in the distorted way only I would understand. “The guard is coordinating the search.”

      I nodded, but there was one person I knew to be missing. Ari was in the palace when it fell. The guard had said so. I had to stay with my mother as the staff and guests were counted. Fear crippled me at the time it took everyone to make a count. I itched for them to be quicker, but every time someone told a guard about someone possibly trapped, that person would appear unscathed through the dust. It took so long that I realized I’d made a mistake in doing this. Ari could be trapped under there, and now, because of me, no one was digging for him. Oh, how I hated being tethered to someone for my own survival. I wanted nothing more than to search through the rubble with my own bare hands.

      It was agony, being stuck to my mother when all I wanted to do was what the others had done and dig through the mess.

      “Erica.” I heard my name shouted out in the same way my mother spoke to me in water. The voice was distorted and strange, but I recognized it immediately. My heart did a double flip when I turned and saw Ari covered in debris and dirt, but otherwise unharmed.

      He didn’t give me the chance to ask what had happened to him. He just pulled me into his arms, taking me away from my mother. I didn’t need her helping me breathe anymore. Not with Ari there. I snuggled deep into him, incredibly relieved that he was alright.

      “So that’s twenty-two guards, fourteen members of staff and two guests accounted for.” My mother spoke to the crowd and Ari translated her words to me in my mind. She nodded at Ari who must have been one of the two. “That is everyone out of the palace. We will still have to dig, to rebuild. My sisters and I no longer have a home, but at least, we know that no one was hurt and we don’t have to dig mindlessly through the rubble looking for anyone. I think we have all had a big shock today, and we have a long road ahead of us, but as we have before, we will rebuild Havfrue.”

      One of her sisters swam over and took her hand, followed by the others. They began to babble excitedly to each other which seemed strange considering the circumstances.

      I turned to Ari and cocked my eyebrow “What are they saying?”

      “Your mother is discussing hiring an architect and rebuilding the palace with more space for clothing and a deck at the top to go out to dry land and sunbathe on.”

      My mother could always see the best in any situation. Now that everyone had been accounted for and there were no injuries, a sense of calm had developed over the merfolk. My mother and my aunts were really the only ones to lose out as they had lost their home, but judging by the excited chatter between them, they were going to rebuild it bigger and better than before. With my mother in charge, I had no doubt it would end up being spectacular.

      Ari pulled me towards them “I’m going to see if they need help.”

      My mother cocked an eye at me and smiled before speaking in my language. My aunts probably wouldn’t understand her, but Ari did. “You can take my daughter out and look after her. The palace is beyond repair anyway so we will have to find somewhere for my sisters and me to live until it is rebuilt.” She turned to me. “I’ll come to Trifork Palace tonight and speak to you then.”

      She kissed me on the cheek and waved me away.

      I knew she needed help, but as always, she was so capable and put my happiness before her needs. My love life was more important to her than her own palace it seemed, or maybe she just loved me and wanted me to be happy.

      “We can’t leave her like this!” I said as Ari pulled me away.

      “She’s fine, look,” Ari replied, looking back over his shoulder. I followed his gaze. My mother was beaming as she chatted to a group of people around her. I couldn’t hear her from this distance, and I wouldn’t be able to understand her if I could, but I had a feeling this disaster had given her the chance to live the way she wanted in a palace that she herself designed.

      Ari took me back to his house which was really just a room with a hole for a window and another for a door. There was no privacy in Havfrue, something that made me uncomfortable, especially in moments like this. He held both of my hands and kissed me lightly on the lips. The jolt of electricity shocked me with its intensity. I wanted him so much it overwhelmed me, but he pulled back. I looked right into his eyes and saw a hint of the purple that showed in high emotion. I blinked, and they were emerald green again.

      “What happened to you?” I asked, clinging on to him as if he might disappear if I didn’t. “I thought you were in the palace when it went down. I thought you might be dead.”

      My heart had only just stopped hammering at the thought of it. I ran my fingers through his hair sending particles of sand out into the water.

      “I was in the palace. When I realized what was happening, I swam to find you, but in the panic, I swam in the wrong direction and ended up deeper in the palace. When the ship crashed through, I was actually on the other side, in the bit that’s still standing.”

      His eyes flashed purple again, although I didn’t need that to know his emotional state was high. I could feel his energy bouncing off of him. Our bonding had never been so strong.

      He ran his fingers up my arm causing goosebumps to appear where he touched and sending my body into uncontrollable shivers. “I thought I’d lost you. I thought you were still in there. When I saw that I couldn’t get back, I swam out of the other side and around. You were gesticulating like mad to your mother. I’m glad she understood what you were trying to say because I thought the disaster had sent you loopy.”

      I tapped him playfully on the arm. Even in the height of a crisis, he could make me smile.

      “Seriously, though,” he continued “I really thought that was it. One minute you were there and then it was like my whole life had gone.”

      The way he looked at me right then made my heart pound as quickly as it had when the palace came down, but this time there was no fear to accompany it. The love he had for me showed in his eyes and any doubts I had fell away.

      “I called out to you.”

      His right hand touched my face, his thumb skating over the skin of my cheek before coming to rest by my temple. Every move he made was so tender and so utterly enthralling, had I been on land my breath would surely have caught in my throat. Why did he have to be so beautiful? Why did my heart have to skip every time he looked at me? A mere touch of his hand had me breathless every time. Every single time. And that was saying a lot seeing as I wasn’t strictly breathing at all anyway.

      “I didn’t hear you.” He talked to me in his head, but still, his words came out in a whisper. “I can’t be without you, Erica. I don’t even know how to exist without you anymore.”

      All the thoughts I’d had about how difficult it was for us to be together melted away. It was difficult, but it wasn’t impossible, and as he leaned in to kiss me again, I knew with every fiber of my being that it was absolutely worth it.
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      The relief I felt as I hauled the last of the boxes onto The Erica Rose II almost matched the sense of excitement that had been building inside me for weeks.

      Ever since the Havfrue palace had collapsed, I’d been busy with my mother, managing architects, builders, and tradespeople, trying to cajole them into working underwater. My mother and her sisters had moved into the Trifork palace, but after a day of all being carried around, they’d elected to borrow a tank from Trifork Aquarium and were currently living in it in the garden.

      I wasn’t the official queen of Trifork, nor would I ever be as my brother Anthony was taking my place. However, due to his age, he couldn’t become king until his eighteenth birthday which was months away. I’d resigned myself to the fact that, as the older sibling, I’d still be ruling the kingdom, albeit in an unofficial capacity until then and, as such, had still been working so hard.

      So I was still the queen...kinda, and that was one of the reasons for how good it felt to be going on a vacation. It was sorely needed. As well as helping my mother rebuild Havfrue Palace, I had also been working on the queenly duties required of me in Trifork. I was utterly exhausted from it all which is why it was with a very light heart that I helped pack up the yacht that would be my home...Ari’s and my home for the next few weeks. I was leaving Trifork in the capable hands of my brother Anthony and his right-hand man, John.

      As a monarch, I'd been pretty absent most of the time anyway, so it wasn’t like they weren’t used to it. I’d been dealing instead with sea witches, sharks, sirens, and collapsing underwater palaces. Where I'd concentrated on keeping Trifork safe from creatures from the deep and helping them rebuild, Anthony had been dealing with threats on land. As a seventeen-year-old boy, thrust into command, he'd handled it pretty well, but the truth was, he was still wet behind the ears. Not that I'd have done any better. I thanked all the gods that we had John, my late father's right-hand man, to help us. 

      I'd had to put this trip aside for a couple of months to make trips to Eshen and Thalia, both of which bordered Trifork, and talk to both sets of royals to keep the peace. As I only had notes that John had written down for me, I wasn't sure if I'd helped or made everything worse, but as no one had invaded in the past couple of weeks, I figured it was safe to finally go out to sea.  

      I felt a tap on my shoulder. Turning around, I came face to face with my best friend in the whole world. His face split from ear to ear with a huge smile. 

      "I thought you'd beat us to it."

      I rolled my eyes at Hayden. He and Astrid were due to set off on their second honeymoon today, and I'd been teasing him for weeks that I'd get out to sea before him, but as I'd had to deal with the problems of being monarch, mine and Ari's trip had been postponed. The two boats bobbed merrily on the water waiting for us to take them on new adventures. I'd purchased them both at the same time, and apart from the names carefully hand painted on the side, they were identical in every way. 

      My mother had chided me for buying a boat for Hayden and Astrid that was just as grand as mine. She believed that as the queen I should have the best boat in the kingdom. I had to remind her that I wasn't planning to spend much time on the yacht. I was going to be swimming next to it for the majority of the journey, helped along by Ari. 

      Hayden enveloped me in a hug so tight I thought for a moment that he might actually cut off circulation. "I'm gonna miss you."

      I was surprised at the amount of emotion that bubbled up inside of me. It hadn't really hit me until today, but this trip we were taking will be the longest Hayden and I have ever been apart since we met in kindergarten.

      "Get a room!"

      I pulled apart and turned to find Josh standing there with Seth. 

      I stuck my tongue out at him. 

      Hayden pulled back, and a sigh escaped his lips. "Ah, I see you've brought the loony twins with you. I'm so glad it's you and not me that will be stuck with them on the trip."

      I swiped Hayden playfully around the head. It was no secret that Hayden wasn't Josh's biggest fan, but he couldn't deny that Josh had pretty much saved the day a few months ago when my mother was on her deathbed. 

      “Go speak to the captain,” I shouted back to him. “She'll show you to your assigned cabins.”

      Josh gave me a small salute and headed to the yacht with Seth waddling behind him, his camera perched on his shoulder, ready to film at a moment's notice. 

      "They aren't so bad.” I sighed, turning back to Hayden. “Yeah, Josh can get on your nerves, but he knows magic, so he'll be handy to have around.”

      Hayden scoffed. "He doesn't know magic. He only knows how to use magic objects, and that's not the same thing."

      I nodded, but I had a feeling we might need him. The trip we were taking wasn’t just a vacation, no matter how much I liked to think it was. I was finally settling a promise I’d made months ago. I was going out to sea to find some male sirens.

      "I'm going to worry about you." Hayden took my hand. If any stranger had seen us together, they'd have thought we were boyfriend and girlfriend instead of best friends. We were both lucky we had such trusting partners. 

      "I'll worry about you too."

      Hayden shook his head, slipping a hand on each of my shoulders. "I'm going on a honeymoon. The most dangerous thing I'll encounter is a hangover after one too many cocktails. You are going out into an uncharted sea with a couple of morons."

      I stifled a laugh "Stop it. There's nothing wrong with Josh and Seth. Besides, I've got Ari and Captain Howell, not to mention the crew. We'll be back as soon as we find the sirens."

      Hayden scoffed. "If they even exist. Sure, I was skeptical that female sirens existed before meeting them. I thought they were only the stuff of legends, but male sirens. That's a stretch of anyone's imagination."

      I was just about to offer up a retort when Astrid walked down the gangplank of her yacht to us. Just as Hayden had, she put her arms around me. 

      "You guys need to stop hugging me. I'll get dehydrated." I hugged back, feeling the tears dripping down my face. Hayden and Astrid were planning to be away for a month, and unlike mine, theirs really was going to be a pleasure cruise. There was no telling how long Ari and I would be, or even if we would find the sirens at all. 

      I waved as they made their way onto their own boat, and one of their crew cast them off. 

      Captain Howell nodded as I headed to my own yacht. The sleek white lines of the Erica Rose II made it so different from the Erica Rose I, which had sunk the first time I ventured aboard it. This boat was much smaller and not made of wood, although it was a decent size enough for the four passengers and ten crew members that were taking the trip. I only hoped that its name was not a bad omen, but I'd promised Astrid she could name both boats and she'd decided to name them after us. As I stepped on board, I admired the plush interior with immaculate pale grey carpeting throughout and matching furniture; it was the height of sophistication. It was also comfortable which was my main concern when buying it. If I was going to spend months offshore, I wanted to do it in comfort. 

      "Are you ready to set sail, Your Majesty?" Captain Howell appeared by my side, efficient as always. Her hair was neatly tied up under her pure white captain's hat, and her slim frame was dressed in the smart uniform of the Trifork navy. 

      "Call me Erica, please. We are going on a long trip together, and I want everybody to be relaxed; therefore, once we set sail, I am no longer queen, I am Erica. Please, would you tell the rest of the crew?"

      "Yes, Ma'am," she replied giving me a salute. I guess old habits die hard. 

      "Ari said he'd meet us out above Havfrue..."—I glanced at my watch—"in about ten minutes! Yes, we should probably go."

      Captain Howell saluted again and left me alone in the yacht's lavish living area. At one side was a bar where I guessed on any other cruise, a bartender would serve drinks, and at the other, a large abstract painting took the place of pride on the wall, providing the only color in the room. Two grey sofas were the only furniture. 

      As the boat began to move and the judder of the engines made the floor vibrate beneath my feet, I headed out to the deck. Bright rays of sunshine, uncommon for this time of year, flooded the ocean surface with light. We'd picked a perfect day to set off. Everything about it was perfect. Cerulean skies as far as the eyes could see and calm water. I closed my eyes, letting my hair fly out behind me in the cool breeze. Captain Howell had tried discouraging me from starting a trip in January, but I was determined to help the sirens, and too many things had gotten in the way, putting this trip off for too long as it was. They were too old to keep waiting too long. At least that's what I told myself. The truth was, I was desperate to spend more time with Ari. On land, there was always some royal duty to perform. I'd already spent weeks away from him while traveling; but out here on the open ocean, we could spend every minute of every day together, only coming aboard the yacht at night. 

      As we were traveling south, the further we journeyed, the warmer it would be anyway. 

      I saw Ari before he spotted me. He was drifting on his back, lazing in the water, his head back and his long obsidian locks fanned out around his head like a halo. 

      As soon as we were close enough, I pulled my dress over my head and dived overboard. The water was much colder than I'd expected. I'd not actually swum in the ocean without Ari for months and wasn't prepared for the iciness of it. The frigidity of it took my breath away, causing me to struggle to swim to the surface. Not that I needed to worry. A strong hand grabbed me and all at once, my vision cleared and my body flooded with warmth. Ari had no other magic than to help people breathe and see underwater, but it was enough. 

      "I'd forgotten how cold the water was without you," I mumbled as we came to the surface. 

      "Good job I'm here to keep you warm then."   

      I looked up to see Nicole's head peering over the side, checking that we were ok. This time, it was my turn to give her a salute. She disappeared, and the sound of the engines abated. 

      "What happened?" Ari asked as everything became silent. I was saved from answering by the sails going up and the yacht once again moving. 

      There was no way I could do it without him, but swimming alongside the fast-moving Erica Rose II was the most thrilling thing I'd ever done. The speed with which Ari pulled me took my breath away as we swam in the breakwater of the boat. For the first time in my whole life, I was finally free. Free of responsibility, free of tradition, and free of my title. Out here I was just a girl. 

      Hours later, the sails came down, and the yacht slowed. 

      "Dinner time," Josh shouted over the ship’s railing. 

      A set of ladders were let down to enable me to get aboard. I'd also had a hoist installed to let Ari do the same, but when I began to let it out, he shook his head. 

      "I'll stay down here tonight. It's easier for me to find some fish to eat than having everyone carry me around."

      Disappointment flooded through me as I took in his words. I'd loved the swimming, but I had been looking forward to our nights together more than anything. In all our time together, we'd only been intimate once, and that was a statistic I was ready to change. While it was true we'd not been together in the traditional sense of the word, I'd enjoyed the feel of his fingers caressing my skin, the feel of his lips upon mine. 

      Leaving him in the water felt wrong. It had not been in my plan at all, but nothing I said would change his mind. I slowly made my way up to the deck and back to my room where I had a steaming hot shower to rid myself of the cold that I felt now that Ari was no longer holding me.

      After dinner, I went to bed alone. I didn’t like it one bit.

      When dreams came, they were all about Ari leaving me. Each time, I awoke with a start and the fear that my dreams might have some foundation.
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      Josh woke me the next morning. Not in the traditional sense by knocking on my door, but rather by singing the theme song to his adventure show loudly until I had to drag myself, along with my pillow, out of bed just so I could hit him with it. 

       I don't know what agitated me the most, the fact that it was way too early to be woken up, or the fact that after practically being forced to sit through every episode of his show, I now knew the words to the entire song by heart. 

      "Never come to my door at this time of the morning again without coffee!" I mumbled, pulling a gown around myself. 

      "It's seven am," he answered as though that would make me feel any better. 

      "Exactly! Do you have a reason, other than to annoy me that you would wake me up at such an ungodly hour?"

      He fished around in his trouser pocket and brought out a folded bit of paper which he handed to me. I opened it carefully to find another one of his crude hand-drawn maps. 

      "What's this?" I asked, holding it up. I knew exactly what it was. I'd seen his maps before, but I hoped I was wrong, and he was showing me a picture that his four-year-old nephew had drawn.

      Josh pulled the map back and jabbed at it excitedly. 

      "I was thinking last night. No one knows where the male sirens are. Unlike the females that there had been a number of accounts of, the males have no myths and legends of them at all."

      "Uh huh." I knew they existed. Acania had told me as much. The males in her tribe got wiped out in a storm, but the ocean was so large that it stood to reason there would be other tribes. 

      “This,”—he pointed to series of what looked to be blobs.—“is all the known ocean. These dots are islands that are already mapped. As you can see, I've added the siren island to the map now too.”

      I squinted to see the small dot he was pointing at. None of the islands were labeled; it was a wonder he knew which island was which. Fortunately, Captain Howell had brought the best maps the Trifork Navy had at my request.

      "It all looks the same to me," I admitted, taking his paper back again to have a closer look. 

      Josh smiled and shook his head. "May I remind you that it was my map that got us to the siren island last time?"

      I had to admit; he had a point. If it wasn't for Josh and his map scrawled in ballpoint pen, we would never have met the sirens, and both Ari and my mother would be dead. I had a lot to be grateful for.

      "I'm sorry. I'm really thankful for you and your maps."

      "That's more like it, Queenie. Anyway, as I was saying, there are a number of places in the ocean where sailors have gone to and never returned. Siren Island was one of those places. There's another patch of ocean here, and one here, and finally the last one here. All three of these spots are unknowns. This is where I've asked the captain to head to. I'm pretty sure there will be danger, but I've got Seth ready to film it all at a moment's notice."

      "How reassuring!"

      Josh ignored my sarcasm and grinned that annoying grin of his. I really needed a cup of coffee to deal with him so early in the morning.

      I glanced down at the paper once again. I couldn't help noticing he'd left half of it blank.

      "What's this space here?"

      “Don't worry about that.” He took his paper back again and traced his finger along a line roughly halfway across the page. “This line here is impassable. There are treacherous rocks that form some kind of barrier. No one has ever managed to cross it. Unlike these other spots I've shown you, The Barrier has lots of tales of sailors meeting sticky ends. Even the most skilled sailors have either given up and returned to Trifork or ended up shipwrecked. It is known for its storms too. I'm probably the bravest person in all the nine kingdoms, but I wouldn't go near it.”

      "So modest too! Is this what you got me up for because I'm sure it could have waited until breakfast."

      Josh grabbed my arm and began to pull me along the corridor. “Actually, Queenie, I got you out of bed to show you that.” He opened the door to the deck and pointed outward. Not that he needed to point. The view took my breath away. The sea looked ablaze with the reflection of the sun which burned a bright orange. Clouds scudded across the sky, shining a bright red underneath.

      "Pretty, huh?"

      “It's beautiful!” In the distance, I could see Ari jumping in and out of the water. He looked to be enjoying his morning swim. 

      "I'll be back in time for breakfast," I said, handing Josh my robe and nightdress. In only my underwear, I climbed up onto the railing and dived expertly into the perfectly calm water. 

      Ari must have seen me jump because he was by my side within a minute.

      "Morning, beautiful." He kissed me lightly on the lips. I closed my eyes expecting more, but he'd already pulled back.

      Feeling him right next to me, his skin on mine, made my heart thump. It always did, and this morning was no different. What was different though was the fact that I had no time to enjoy it. The yacht was already a way ahead of us, and Ari had to race to catch up with it. 

      “I wish you'd have come aboard last night,” I said using the voice in my mind to communicate. I hated this rushing, especially since I'd slept alone. 

      “I didn't want to put anyone out. It's embarrassing having to be carried everywhere, and however much I like Josh, I really couldn't put up with any of his lewd comments.”

       I was just about to retort when I realized that it was pointless. Josh would find it hilarious carrying Ari to my room and would no doubt make some joke about being able to satisfy me more than Ari. 

      “Can we slow down a bit now? I've hardly seen you.”

      Ari came to a halt. With a hand placed at each side of my head, his fingers entwined in my wet hair, he pulled me close and finally gave me the kiss I'd been waiting for. I clung to him as our bodies dipped back underwater, neither of us making any effort to stay above it. Even with my eyes closed, I could still see the redness in the ocean. If anything, it made the kiss all the more romantic. I kissed him back with everything I had, desperate to make up for lost time, but Ari pulled me back to the surface, and I had to break away from him.

      "The yacht is getting away from us. I'm sorry that we've not spent a lot of time together, but we only just set sail yesterday. If we don't keep up, we'll lose them, and I need to speak to Nicole."

      "Nicole? Oh, you mean Captain Howell. How do you know her first name? She always insists I call her captain."

      "I've been speaking to her for the last few weeks about this trip."

      A stab of jealousy jolted me. I knew it was ridiculous, but neither one had mentioned speaking to the other before now.

      "You've been speaking to Captain Howell? Why didn't you tell me?" 

      Ari shrugged. "You were out dealing with stuff at the border, remember? I only didn't tell you yesterday because I forgot about it. It's no big deal. We've been planning routes through the ocean. Not that I could tell her much. I only know a small part of it."

      I wanted for it to be innocent, and it was true that I'd been away dealing with the trade war, but still, it hurt. Especially when he wouldn't come on board the yacht to spend the night with me. The gulf between us seemed to close a little then reopen, and I was scared it was getting too wide.

      “We need to get going,” Ari said, grabbing my hand and pulling me towards the ship. “I really have to speak to her.”

      The pain I felt at these words was sudden and unexpected. I trusted Ari, and I trusted Captain Howell, and yet, thinking of them spending time together in my absence crushed me with such force. I swallowed back my tears. There was no need to be upset or angry. Neither of them had done anything wrong. 

      "Why do you need to speak to her?"

      Ari gestured to the sky. It was still the same deep red it had been when I first saw it. 

      "You ever hear the phrase 'red sky at night, shepherd's delight, red sky at morning, sailor's warning?"

      I shook my head. 

      “It means there is going to be a storm.”
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      Captain Howell had to leave the control room to come to speak to Ari. Even with the threat of a storm, he refused to come on board the yacht, and so she was forced to lean over the railing and shout down to him. 

      The sea looked perfectly calm, and there wasn't much of a breeze, yet Ari was adamant that there was a storm on the way.

      “I'm prepared for the storm,” she shouted down as I watched from the deck. “I'm going to try to sail around it as much as I can. What about you? I think you should be up here with us; I wouldn't want to lose you.”

      I looked at her. She really was a beauty if you looked beyond the stern uniform she wore. She'd left her hat inside, and her ponytail was blowing lightly in the breeze. Could Ari fall for her? The two of us looked so different, but that didn't mean much.

      I watched as Ari shook his head. "I'll be fine, you just do whatever you can to keep Erica safe, and I'll make sure I keep you in sight."

      A little part of me felt better. He was concerned about me, that was all, and I noticed that she couldn't persuade him to come onto the yacht both of which gave me a little satisfaction. 

      Nicole saluted to Ari and then turned and did the same to me before heading back inside. Just before she closed the door behind her, she let me know that breakfast would be served in ten minutes. "You should eat quickly and then prepare for the storm. Make sure you stay inside. I'm hoping to navigate around the storm, but I don't want to worry about anyone falling overboard. If it's bad enough, Ari might not be able to see them falling."

      I thanked her and watched her leave. I couldn't even imagine there would be a storm. It all looked so serene and beautiful. 

      “Please come up,” I shouted down to Ari, as I climbed the ladder to the deck. “You can eat with us.”

      "I've already eaten some fish for breakfast. Don't worry about me. I've been out in plenty of storms. You'd better do as Nicole says and get back inside though. I know I can deal with the storm, but I don't want you to end up in the water without me."

      It was with a sense of sadness that I headed back to have a quick shower to wash the salt out of my hair. There was nothing wrong, as such. Captain Howell had seemed pretty relaxed about the coming storm, and Ari was happy to be in the ocean when the storm was going on. I'd watched the two of them talking, and neither seemed particularly flirty, and yet, it bugged me. I'd been looking forward to this journey for such a long time. It was this that had kept me going through long, monotonous interviews with the media and during the journey to Thalia and Eshen. I'd imagined long days of lazily swimming in the ocean, just Ari and me, followed by cozy nights wrapped around each other in my room. I'd not imagined Ari to be using excuses not to be with me and the worry that he might have a crush on the captain. 

      Josh and Seth were already at the breakfast table when I arrived. Instead of using proper decorum and waiting for the queen, they'd already filled their plates and were tucking in. A number of the crew were also seated at the table, although their plates were empty. I could see they were nervous about Josh and Seth eating without waiting for me. I sat quickly, picking up my fork so the crew could follow suit.

      “No Ari again?” asked Josh. His words were pointless as it was obvious there was no Ari, but they tugged on my heartstrings all the same. I didn’t want to explain that he’d rather ride out the storm in the ocean than be with me. I didn’t even want to believe it myself.

      “Not today,” was all I could manage. I turned to the crew and quickly changed the topic. “You may eat when I’m not here, or if I’m late for meals. There is no need to wait for me.”

      I noticed Josh nodding his head. “That’s exactly what I said, but they were having none of it.”

      He gave me a wink forcing me to concentrate really hard on not rolling my eyes at him.

      I’d barely started on my grapefruit when a boom filled the air, making me jump and one of the younger crew members to drop her spoon in alarm. My first thought was that we’d been hit by a cannon, before realizing how silly that thought was. The roll of thunder lasted a good thirty seconds before petering out.

      “It’s going to be a rough day,” remarked Josh, looking completely unperturbed by the sound.

      The yacht began to list slightly. The first mate, who had been having breakfast with us, stood up and placed his napkin on the table in front of him.

      “I should go and help.” He pointed upwards in the general direction of the bridge.

      I nodded and gave the young man a smile as he headed out.

      Picking up my grapefruit from its dish and taking the spoon, I followed behind him.

      Captain Howell was holding firmly to the wheel as I walked in, trying to keep the yacht straight in the rolling waves.

      The view out of the large windows had changed dramatically in such a short space of time. The red was still there, but instead of the pretty pink hues, the sea now looked like it was on fire, with huge black clouds heading toward us. Before I even had a chance to open my mouth, the whole sky lit up with a crack of lightning.

      I gripped the door handle tightly to stop from falling over as the ship listed even more violently. “Are you okay up here Nicole?”

      She turned her head and nodded.

      “It’s going to get worse before it gets better, but I think I can set a course to outmaneuver it. It means that it will take us longer to get to the first part of the map that Josh wanted to explore, but it’s the safer option. We can always turn back when the storm has passed. Is that okay with you?”

      I thought of Ari, swimming somewhere alongside us. He knew the general area we had plotted to head to. If we changed course, there was a chance he could get lost.

      “I trust you to make the right choice. Obviously, the safety of the passengers and crew is more important than anything else, and we aren’t on a schedule, as such. I should probably go outside and warn Ari of the change of plan.”

      “Stan, take this.” She gave the wheel over to the first mate and walked over to me, gripping a desk that ran the edge of the bridge for stability. When she was almost eye to eye with me, she spoke. “No one is allowed outside. Not even you. You cannot go outside until I say so when the storm has passed. Ari, I trust in the water. He’s a merman. You are human, and if you fall, I’ll have to send my crew members to save you, risking everybody’s lives.”

      I desperately wanted to pull rank on her and remind her that I was the queen and she couldn’t order me around, but I’d hired her because she was the best. I trusted she knew what to do during a storm and because of that, I had to follow her warning. I didn’t have to like it though. I thanked her, promising to stay indoors and headed back to the dining area. The crew members had all left, taking the dirty cutlery and crockery with them. Only Seth remained, looking bored. The storm obviously didn’t bother him, but the lack of action did. I left him and headed for the yacht’s living area. Josh was there, a glass of what looked like brandy in his hand.

      “Want one?” he asked, holding the glass up.

      I was just about to say no. I’d been schooled not to drink alcohol before seven pm and then, only on a special occasion, but then I changed my mind. Maybe a brandy was just what I needed.

      I practically fell onto the sofa as a large wave barreled into us.

      Seconds later, a glass with a very generous measure of brandy was thrust into my hands. With how much the yacht was moving, it was amazing that none had spilled. Grabbing hold of the arm of the sofa, I took a sip of the amber liquid. It burned pleasantly as it poured down my throat.

      “Nicole says we’ll have to go off course until the storm passes,” I mentioned, taking another sip of the brandy.

      Josh’s face fell at the information. “Damn it. I was hoping to find out what was in those dead spots sooner rather than later. Did she say how long she expects the storm to last?”

      I thought back to the brief conversation I’d had with Nicole. She’d not given me a time frame. She’d only said we’d get back on course when the storm had passed. Who knew how long that would be!

      Downing the rest of my brandy, I shook my head before attempting to stand. The effect of the brandy only compounded my difficulty in standing due to the instability of the floor. Josh ran over with catlike steadiness and helped me to my feet.

      As he did, another wave hit the yacht, sending me barreling into him against a wall.

      “I didn’t know you cared, Queenie,” he jested with a grin, but I was in no mood for his flirty ways. I just wanted to get back to my room.

      Once I made it there without Josh’s help, I fell onto the bed and closed my eyes. The brandy had been a mistake. The motion of the yacht churned my stomach enough as it was without adding alcohol into the mix.

      The next two days continued in much the same way. I’d get up for meals then head back to my room, using the time to read a couple of the books I’d brought with me. All the while, thoughts of Ari never left my mind. It was worrying me sick that I’d not been able to speak to him, but Nicole had not said the danger had passed yet. In fact, she’d spent the last two days saying quite the opposite. The storm that she’d originally described as small had turned into a hurricane, sending us farther and farther off course. Every night, I went to bed and fell into dreams about the storm the sea witch brought against the Erica Rose that sank it on its maiden voyage. Ari had saved me. I’d not even known he was a merman at the time, but his piercing green eyes that flashed with purple had captivated me. He featured heavily in my dreams too, rescuing me from the storm, but in every dream, the storm ripped him away from me, and I woke up numerous times, dripping with sweat and my heart beating much faster than it should. I wished with all my heart that the storm would pass and we’d hit land.

      On the second night of the storm, we did just that—literally.
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      I was sent crashing into the wall by the side of my bed with the strength of the impact causing me to bang my head and somehow twist my wrist.

      The sound of the rain beating down on the yacht was enough to tell me that the storm wasn’t over yet, but we had definitely stopped. The yacht was no longer listing from side to side, but it wasn’t straight either. It had crashed to a stop at an angle. Someone banged their fist upon my door and then opened it without waiting for an answer. I pulled my dressing gown hastily over my nightgown as Josh walked in.

      “Thank goodness you are alright!” He pulled me into a hug, showing a rare moment of real emotion from him. Unfortunately, he was also crushing my wrist between us. I let out a cry of pain.

      “My wrist. I think it might be broken. Do you know what happened?”

      Josh took my hand in his and felt up the back of the wrist with his thumbs. “I don’t think it’s broken. You’ve probably trapped a nerve or twisted a muscle in it. I don’t know what’s happened. I mean, we’ve crashed, obviously, but I came straight from my room to see if you were ok.”

      He pulled his t-shirt over his head, surprising me with the action, but as he ripped it up, I realized he was only making a sling.

      “I thought you were picking the most inopportune moment to try to seduce me,” I joked feebly as he tied my wrist firmly against my chest.

      “Nice try, Queenie, but some other time, eh?”

      He took my good hand in his and led me out into the corridor. It was deserted, but I could hear a commotion coming from the front part of the yacht. Following the noise, we found Nicole and most of the crew passing boxes hand to hand out of the main door. Outside, I could see the rain lashing down, illuminated only by the lights of the yacht. Beyond that, I could see nothing at all.

      “Where are we?” I asked her.

      She looked at me with such a grim look that I knew I wasn’t in for any kind of good news.

      “I don’t know. The storm blew us completely off course. I’ve been fighting it for days, but these rocks seemed to come out of nowhere. The yacht has a breach right down the side, and it’s taking on water. I’m getting everything out as quickly as I can. Food, blankets, anything that we might need. Here.” She passed me a blanket. “Get outside. I don’t want to be responsible for you drowning. There appear to be rocks out there. Find the driest one you can and sit on it. I’ll come find you when I’m done here.”

      “What about you?”

      Nicole lugged another large box to Seth who passed it to another crew member. Sweat beaded her brow despite the chill in the air.

      “I’m not getting off until we have enough supplies to last us for a few days, at least. I don’t know what’s out there, and once the yacht goes down, we’ll have lost everything inside.”

      Josh pulled me past the crew and out onto the deck. The light from the yacht only shone so far. Everything else was black.

      Getting down to the rocks wasn’t an easy task, and in the end, we ended up hauling people down on the winch I’d had installed to get Ari on board, not that he’d used it. I glanced out to sea, hoping to get a glimpse of a tail or anything that would tell me he was alive, but all I could see was a crashing expanse of darkness. Seaspray hit my face as I stumbled onto the rocks, followed closely by Josh who held his hand to my back to keep me steady. Nicole had told us to find a dry rock, but the combination of the rain and sea made that impossible. Everything was wet, and as I couldn’t see more than a few feet in front of me and the rocks were dangerously slippery, I decided just to find a flat rock and sit on it. Josh laid his blanket on the rock to keep us from getting wet, and we huddled together under mine. It wasn’t ideal and didn’t stop us from getting wet, but it was better than nothing. Unable to do anything else, we watched the crew emptying the yacht as it slowly lowered into the tempestuous ocean. On a rock nearby, Seth stood, his head covered by a blanket of his own, capturing the whole thing on camera.

      Nicole finally decided that enough was enough. Maybe she’d gotten enough supplies, or maybe she’d decided it was too dangerous to carry on, but she hobbled across the rocks to where Josh and I were sitting. I scooched up, giving her space under the blanket.

      She took the corner of the blanket gratefully and pulled it over her already soaked head. “I don’t trust the yacht to hold much longer. Everyone is on land if you can call this land. I’m going to head out to see if I can find actual land. We might find a cave or something. Somewhere to get out of this rain.”

      “I’ll come with you.” Josh pulled himself out from under the blanket and stood up, leaving my left side suddenly exposed to the elements. Pulling the blanket around myself, I shivered though through the cold or fear I couldn’t say. I was getting used to being on boats that sank, but this time I didn’t have Ari to save me. If he was out there in the water somewhere, he’d made no attempt to call to me. I’d tried speaking to him in my mind, but there was no answer. He was too far away to hear me. As usual, when he wasn’t close, I felt a downward pull on my heart. I already knew he wasn’t close. I was only shouting out for my own benefit, to feel like I was doing something...anything.

      “I’m coming too.” I stood up beside Josh, slipping slightly on the rocks.

      Nicole shook her head. “I was actually planning to take a couple of the crew. I don’t want anything to happen to you under my command.”

      I pulled the blanket further around me so she wouldn’t see the makeshift sling Josh had made. I didn’t need my wrist to walk, but I had a feeling she wouldn’t see things the same way.

      “It’s a little late for that. We are already stuck goodness knows where in the middle of a storm and the yacht is seventy percent underwater. I don’t blame you for any of it, but I think we are past the point of being proper. My brother will be king soon enough, and I’m sure he’s back in Trifork doing a great job of leading the kingdom in my absence. When he is crowned, I’ll be nothing more than the king’s sister. Therefore, I see no problem in me coming with you. I’m just as able to walk over rocks as any of the men and women from the crew.”

      Nicole sighed and pulled herself up next to me. “Fine, let me get you a flashlight.”

      “I’m surprised you wanted to go,” whispered Josh when Nicole had left us to get the flashlights. “I thought you’d want to stay here and wait for Ari.”

      I could barely hear him over the pounding rain and howling wind, despite the fact he’d leaned right into me as he spoke.

      “Ari isn’t here,” I replied, trying not to let the prickles of tears in the corner of my eyes win and fall down my cheeks.

      Josh didn’t say anything in reply, so we just stood and waited until Nicole came back. With her, she had the first mate, who was called Stan, and another member of the crew I didn’t know. A young, wispy-looking chap, he had a prematurely receding hairline and I believed he worked in the kitchen. Nicole handed us each a flashlight and pointed away from the ocean.

      “Let’s move inland. These rocks are treacherous. Watch out for unstable rocks and things like algae and seaweed that will make the rocks even slippier.”

      She set off at a slow pace with us following behind. The weather made everything so much more difficult to keep from falling off the rocks. They were set out so weirdly, not like the rocks that sat at the edge of the ocean in front of my palace. There, they were all together in one mass, but here, the sea ran between them, causing us to jump from one rock to another.

      “Have you ever seen anything like this?” I shouted across to Josh.

      He shook his head, a worried expression on his face.

      “What?” I asked. “Do you know something?”

      “Nothing. Let’s just keep going.”

      I turned back and followed the route that Nicole took, jumping in the same place she put her feet, but I knew that something was wrong. There was something Josh wasn’t telling me.

      The cold wind ran up my bare legs, and I wished I had dressed in something a bit more rain and cold proof than my nightgown. It was hardly the right clothing for attempting a nighttime adventure in the middle of a storm. The rocks beneath our feet remained the same. Every so often, I thought that maybe they were clumping closer together and we’d finally reached land, only to find more sea water gushing between them.

      “What is this?” Nicole asked, her usually tidy hair whipping around her face in the fierce wind. She held her flashlight higher, trying to see anything beyond the endless cascade of rain and miles of rocks. As she turned, illuminating the area around us, the terrain appeared the same in all directions. We’d come so far that we could no longer see the others from the yacht. A chill rose up my spine. I’d never been anywhere so desolate before, so empty and cold.

      Josh remained quiet, but I couldn’t escape the thought that he knew more than he was telling us. I shrugged my shoulders, although she wasn’t really expecting an answer to her question.

      Each step was harder than the last in the unforgiving wind and more than once I slipped, falling onto the rain-soaked rocks. My legs were a mess of scratches and grazes which Nicole offered to bandage up with the first aid kit she’d thoughtfully brought with her, but I wouldn’t let her. I had a feeling we were going to need it for far worse. My worries turned out to be founded as after a full hour of struggling from rock to rock, Stan took a tumble, missing his step on one of the rocks, and falling into the gushing sea water below. If it hadn’t been for Josh’s quick thinking, there was no doubt in my mind that he’d have drowned, but almost before Stan had hit the water, Josh had whipped his belt out and fallen to his stomach, throwing one end to Stan who caught hold of it. Pulling him up, even with all of us helping was not an easy task. Getting a good enough grip on the rocks was hard enough as it was, but pulling against the raging water made it all the more difficult.

      I gripped the wet leather as hard as I could with my one good hand, straining against the weight of Stan and the force pulling him against us. Nicole stood directly in front of me with the other crew member whose name I still didn’t know and Josh behind me. Without anything firm to grip, it was all Stan could do to hold onto the belt and let us pull him out. When we finally got him out of the water, it was clear that he needed the first aid kit more than I did. His leg had a deep gash in it, and his arm was bruised where he’d banged it on a rock. Nicole sat down beside him and held a cloth to his shin to stem the bleeding. After wrapping it tightly with a gauze bandage, she stood and looked at Josh and me.

      “It’s too dangerous to go on. I was hoping to find shelter or help, but there’s nothing here. We can’t go back tonight, so we will have to wait it out.”

      I nodded. It was far from ideal. I was cold, wet and in pain, and on top of all of that, I was exhausted.

      I sat down between Nicole and Josh, and the five of us huddled together for warmth.

      I must have fallen asleep at some point because when I awoke, the sun was out and the storm had finally passed. The heat had dried our blankets, and although I couldn’t say I was refreshed, I certainly felt better than I had the night before. I opened my eyes, to find the world was lopsided until I realized, I’d fallen asleep with my head on Josh’s shoulder. I winced at the crick in my neck as I pulled myself upright. Now that I could see what was in front of us, I finally knew what it was that Josh had been keeping from us. He’d had his suspicion about this the whole time. We weren’t on an island at all. We were on The Barrier.
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      I stood slowly, careful not to disturb the others who were all sleeping peacefully and took a few steps forward. Now that the light of morning had dawned, I could see just how hopeless our situation was. Behind me, in the distance, I could just about see the others we’d left behind and the dark blue of the ocean behind them. There was no sign of the yacht at all. Despite it feeling like we’d walked for an eternity last night, we’d not actually moved very far at all. In the light of day, with dry rocks, getting back to them would be a much easier proposition. To my left and right, the rocks seemed to go on forever although they curved in a crescent shape ending somewhere over the horizon. None of these views was anything like what lay in front of me. If we’d walked just another ten minutes or so last night, we’d have ended up right back in the ocean, but this was nothing like the ocean we’d left behind. Crystal clear blue water, much lighter than the ocean behind me, stretched off into eternity. Sunshine flecked it with diamond speckles that shimmered and sparkled. It was beautiful and yet terrifying at the same time. Beautiful because I’d never seen ocean water so clear and so inviting. It reflected the light blue of the sky so perfectly, it was hard to see where one ended and the other began. It terrified me because in no direction I looked could I see an island. We were completely on our own and with only enough supplies to last a few weeks. There was no doubt in my mind that surviving here would be nearly impossible. Josh had told me himself that no one survived once they were wrecked by The Barrier.

      “Josh,” I nudged him awake. When he took in the view, his eyes became wide. “This is The Barrier,” he hissed, jumping up quickly and almost stepping on Stan who was asleep beside him.

      “I gathered.”

      “You don’t understand...This is The Barrier.”

      For the first time since meeting him, I saw fear in his eyes. It didn’t help my confidence much.

      “Josh,” I said calmly, walking him away from the others. “You already told me it’s The Barrier. I’m thinking that maybe if we stretch out our rations, we could survive here for maybe two weeks, depending on how much they managed to salvage from the yacht. There is every chance that a ship might come near, and we will be saved.”

      Josh shook his head, his eyes fixed on the blue water of the other sea. “No ships come near The Barrier. None.”

      “So then, we explore this new sea. If Ari can somehow swim between the rocks, he can explore for us. You never know. There might be an island just over the horizon.”

      Josh closed his eyes, inhaling a deep breath, which he held on to for a few seconds before exhaling. “I’ve heard nothing but bad things about The Barrier, and I don’t like the look of that strange body of water either.”

      I turned my eyes back to the crystalline waters and wondered why he was so scared.

      “I thought you were the world’s bravest adventurer. Surely, this should be exciting to you?”

      “Not if you’d heard the stories that I’ve heard.” Josh turned away and headed back to the others.

      I’d woken up with the weight of the world on my shoulders, but the brilliance of the sun and the lightness of the sea called to me, making me feel more and more cheerful despite Josh’s gloomy outlook.

      I tentatively walked across the rocks to the sea and dipped my toe in. I was surprised to find how warm it was. The ocean in Trifork was cold most of the year, only warming up enough to swim in, in the summer, but this was almost like a bath.

      I slipped my foot in further, right up to my knee, enjoying the warmth after a night of sitting freezing on the rocks. Checking over my shoulder to see if anyone was watching, I pulled my nightdress over my head and slipped into the balmy waters.

      The salt content was high, meaning I could float easily on the surface and that’s just what I did. With my arms spread out, I lazily bobbed about on the calm water, luxuriating in the feel of it.

      If only Ari was here. As I thought of him, I realized I still couldn’t feel him. He was too far away, but I knew he was alive. That much, I could feel.

      “Ari,” I called out to him in my mind. There was no answer. I sighed and continued floating, making sure I didn’t float too far away from the rocks. With all the practice I’d had, I was now a strong swimmer, but I always felt safer when Ari or one of the other merfolk was swimming nearby.

      The sun really beat down now, heating up my face and the bare skin of my stomach and legs. I was just beginning to wonder if we’d managed to salvage any sunscreen when I felt a pinch on the back of my legs. I yelled out in pain as I turned in the water trying to see what it was that had hold of me.

      There was a huge splash followed right after by another one as both Josh and Nicole jumped into the water to save me.

      By the time they’d got to me, the back of my leg stung as if it was on fire and I was thrashing about trying to rid myself of the unseen sea monster that thought it was ok to bite me.

      Nicole grabbed my shoulders to keep me still while Josh dived below the surface. I imagined him fighting off some terrible monster with huge teeth, but when he came back up to the surface, he had a grin on his face and a baby lobster in his hand.

      The thing was barely five inches long.

      “All that noise for this?”

      I rubbed my leg and grimaced at Josh, who had obviously perked up now he had a friend to play with. I swam past him and climbed back onto the rocks to dry myself in the sun.

      “I think I’ll call him Sebastian,” Josh chuckled as he climbed out beside me.

      I swatted his hand away as he held the lobster up to my face.

      “Guys!” Nicole called out. “There’s no time for messing around. I need to get back to the other side of The Barrier to my crew so we can decide where to go from here.”

      She hurried back to Stan who was sitting up on the rock where we had left him. Blood had seeped through his bandages, now brown and dry, but other than that he appeared to be in good spirits.

      With the help of the rest of us, we managed to get Stan into a standing position, but it was clear he wouldn’t be able to make the trip back across the rocks. Sweat broke out on his brow when he attempted to stand on his bad leg.

      “I’ll stay here with him,” I offered, as he sat back down on the rocks.

      Nicole nodded. “I’ll go back and bring some others across to help bring him back.”

      The three of them headed away, skipping across the rocks at a much quicker pace than they had the night before.

      “We should have brought some food,” I mused as my stomach gurgled.

      “We won’t make it home,” Stan replied. “Josh isn’t the only one who’s heard bad stories about this place. Every sailor in every kingdom knows to stay away.”

      Thoughts of Ari once again flashed through my mind. He was still out there somewhere, lost, but that tiny spark in the very depths of my soul knew he was still alive. He’d be out there searching for me.

      “What exactly do these stories say?” I’d heard vague words such as bad but that didn’t tell me much.

      Stan appeared nervous. Whatever it was he was thinking about, he was having a hard time coming out with it.

      “There are tales...you know legends of a monster.”

      I laughed, thinking he was joking before realizing he was being deadly serious.

      “A monster?”

      He nodded and chewed on his thumbnail. “A huge sea creature living near these parts that can take down ships. They say if the rocks don’t get you, the monster will.”

      I glanced over my shoulder towards the others. In the far distance, I could just make out the rest of the crew and about halfway between them and us were Nicole, Josh, and the other crew member whose name I’d still not managed to find out. My mother would be awfully upset if she knew. It was very important for the queen to know everyone in the room, or in this case, on The Barrier. I made a mental note to find out all the crew members’ names once we were all back together.

      It took just over an hour for the others to get back. They’d managed to fashion a very rough stretcher made out of bits of wood from salvaged crates tied together with rope. It wasn’t ideal, but it was better than nothing. Plus, Nicole had brought six of the strongest crew members to help carry Stan. After hoisting him onto the stretcher, the men began the short journey back to the rest of the crew. I began to follow, but Nicole held me back. When she was sure the others were out of earshot, she passed me a bottle of water. It had warmed in the sun, but I’d not had anything to eat and drink in hours, and my throat was parched. I drank the first half down eagerly before remembering our situation and putting the lid back on the bottle.

      Nicole talked to me directly. “I did a quick count of the supplies we managed to get off the yacht. It’s not good. In cooler weather, we might have gotten away with supplies for three weeks or so, but in this blistering heat, the water is going down fast already. I had to shout at them to stop drinking so much.”

      I immediately felt guilty at gulping down the water so quickly.

      “How long have we got?” I asked, not really wanting to know the answer.

      “We have no real shelter. The crew managed to make a makeshift den using the few blankets we recovered from the yacht, but it’s not really big enough to fit everyone under. The fresh food we brought off the ship is already beginning to rot, and the water situation is grave.”

      “Just tell me!”

      “A week...maybe a little longer if we really ration the water.”

      I nodded and sighed, looking over to the people I’d brought with me. I was responsible for them. Yet again, I’d brought a group of people out into the ocean and put them in danger.

      “I’m becoming an old pro at becoming shipwrecked,” I laughed with no hint of humor. Realizing that I was still officially in charge and the others would look up to me, I pulled myself up to my full height and took a deep breath. “I’ve managed to get out of situations like this before, and we’ll do it again now.”

      I sounded more confident than I felt. Both times I’d been in trouble, it had been Ari that had saved me. I thought about him swimming around in the huge ocean and wondered if he’d find me first or the monster.
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      The days on The Barrier were long, hot, and miserable. Any of the food we had in waterproof containers bobbed around in some of the smaller rock pools to keep it as cool as possible. We’d eaten through the fresh food in the first couple of days, to save it from spoiling, and so we were now on to canned food. Thankfully, someone had, had the forethought to bring a can opener, but with the only bits of wood we had being used as a shelter, we had nothing to burn and so had to eat everything cold. The sun made the days unbearable as we all had to huddle together under the blanket fort to keep from burning, and at night, we did the same to stop from freezing. The only good point as far as I could see was the fact that my wrist had gotten better. Josh had been right with his assessment of it, and it had not been broken at all, just bruised. It was of little consolation, though, as I expected to be dead in less than a week.

      I spent my days gazing out to sea, hoping to capture a glimpse of Ari, but it never came. On the fourth day, I’d had enough of the constant cries of thirst and hunger and arguments over blankets and food, that I decided to head back over to the other side of The Barrier. If I was going to die here, I might as well enjoy my last days. The ocean on this side was a deep navy blue with foamy waves that crashed close to us, though not quite hitting us. I wanted to see the peaceful aquamarine waters again, to swim in them, and to hopefully, not get nipped by a baby lobster again.

      I picked up my full day’s ration of water and the only apple we had left, one I’d been holding onto, and began the walk back to the pale blue sea. No one tried to stop me. I had a feeling even Nicole had given up hope. In the four days we’d been there, we’d seen no boats of any kind. Josh and Stan had been right. Sailors did avoid this part of the ocean and probably for good reason.

      The water looked just as inviting to me now as it had on the first day. I slipped my filthy, sweat-stained nightdress over my head, and after a quick peek over my shoulder to see that I was truly alone, pulled off my underwear too. I was so glad to be out of them, having not taken them off in days. It took every reserve I had not to jump straight into the water, but I needed to clean my clothes. I had never felt so disgusting in my life. Salt water was not ideal for washing, but it was better than the alternative, which was to keep wearing the stinking articles. After they were as clean as I could get them, I laid them out on the rocks to dry and dived right in.

      I didn’t have much time. A couple of hours at most until the sun became too hot, and I’d have to retreat back to the others and share another horrendous afternoon listening to endless arguments and complaints.

      Being back in the ocean was the only freedom I had, and I was going to savour it. I dove down, holding my breath as long as I could before heading back to the surface and lazily floating upon it.

      I could almost pretend that I wasn’t days away from death out here. It almost didn’t seem real, and I hadn’t fully accepted it. I felt healthy. A little dehydrated maybe and certainly dirty and irritable, but the thought that in the next forty-eight hours or so I’d no longer have any water to drink seemed impossible somehow, more so, when I considered just how much water there was. We were surrounded by the stuff, and yet none of it was drinkable. The salt content on this side of The Barrier was so dense that floating on the surface was easy, requiring no effort at all. I could have stayed out there all day if it wasn’t for the sun heating up. My skin had already darkened a couple of shades in the short time we’d been stranded here, all except for any areas covered by my nightdress which were still pasty white. With great reluctance, I swam back to the shore and felt for my underwear. Already, everything I’d laid out had dried, telling me that the sun was stronger than I had thought. I’d just pulled my nightgown over my head when I spotted something on the horizon. It was a ship, and it was coming closer. We were saved! Without any means to signal them, I did the best I could by jumping up and down and waving my arms about. They were much too far away to hear me, but that didn’t stop me from shouting out at them. Closer still, the ship came, getting bigger and bigger. I was surprised to see the color of it was all black from the masts right down to where it hit the water. The sails, though, were pure white with a flag topping it with a skull and crossbones design. As the head of a kingdom with a great naval history, I thought I knew the flags of all the other kingdoms and their fleets, but this one was new to me. I guessed it made sense, seeing as it was floating in a completely different ocean to the one that skirted Trifork and was separated by thousands and thousands of rocks.

      I screamed myself hoarse at the ship, but it changed course and began to head away from me. They either hadn’t seen me or didn’t care enough to brave The Barrier and stop for me. I thought of all we had to signal them. Nicole had salvaged a couple of flares from the yacht, but both had been set off on the first night. I wondered if she had any more, but the reality struck me that it didn’t matter anyway. There was no way I’d be able to cross The Barrier to Nicole and get back here with a flare before the ship sailed out of view entirely. Not that I was going to let that stop me. I dashed across the rocks, quickly jumping from one to the next, trying to keep from stumbling over them. I found Nicole giving the last of her own water to Stan, who had become increasingly ill since the first day. His leg had somehow become infected, and none of the medication we had was doing anything to help.

      “Maybe you should keep the water for yourself,” I said to her quietly as she cradled Stan’s head in the crook of her arm and dribbled the water into his thirsty mouth. The implication of what I whispered to her was clear. Stan wasn’t going to survive much longer, but Nicole could last a few more days if she didn’t give up her water.

      “He needs it; he’s burning up.”

      I nodded, feeling terrible. I should have been the one to give up my water, but at the same time, I thought she was incredibly foolish. She had a chance to be saved, however slim. Stan didn’t.

      “I saw a ship on the other side,” I replied, getting to the point. “Do we have any flares left?”

      Nicole snapped her eyes up at me, and for the first time in days, I saw hope in them.

      “A ship?”

      I nodded.

      She passed her water bottle to another crew member and instructed him to keep giving Stan water. After lovingly laying his head on a folded up sweater, she quickly ran to what was left of the supplies and pulled out a flare.

      “It’s our last one,” she said, grabbing my hand. We got across to the other side in record time, but the ship was now no more than a black dot on the horizon.

      “If this was nighttime, we’d have a good chance of them seeing this, but in the daylight with the sun this bright, they won’t see it at all.”

      “It might be a slim chance, but it’s the only chance we have.”

      She looked at me and nodded. She knew I was speaking the truth. This was the only ship we’d seen in days.

      Holding the flare at arm’s length, she pulled on a tab, and a jet of light flew up into the air.

      My heart leapt into my mouth at the thought of finally being saved. Just knowing that there were people at this side of The Barrier was enough to make me feel some optimism. I held onto that for a couple of minutes until the black dot faded and the ship sailed completely out of view.

      Nicole slumped down on a rock, and I followed, feeling utterly defeated. That flare was our last chance at survival, and we’d blown it.

      “I’m sorry.”

      Nicole draped her arm over my shoulder. “Don’t be. You did your best.”

      We sat in silence for nearly ten minutes until the heat of the sun became almost unbearable. We’d spent too much time out in it already, and I could feel my arms starting to burn.

      “Have you ever seen a black flag with a white skull and crossbones on it before?” I asked Nicole as I got to my feet.

      She snorted a laugh through her nose. “It that the ship you saw?”

      I nodded slowly, not understanding why it was so funny.

      “That’s a pirate ship. You want to be glad it didn’t stop for us. Death is preferable to getting aboard a pirate ship. They steal from other ships, killing the men and taking the women.”

      I closed my eyes, feeling foolish. I’d lost our last chance at being saved because of ignorance.

      “I should have known.”

      Nicole took my hand in hers. “You shouldn’t have. There are no pirates around Trifork, or at least, I’ve never heard of any. We were always going to die here anyway.”

      She sounded so down, so unlike herself. I could always count on Nicole to be upbeat, but it was as though a part of her had gone down with the yacht.

      I should have been as down as her, but I still wasn’t quite ready to give up. In the back of my mind, I knew we were going to die. I’d known it since the first night on the barrier, and yet, I still couldn’t quite give up the thought that we could somehow be saved. The chances of our survival had dropped from slim to almost impossible, and yet, the closer we got back to the others, the more positive I felt. It took longer than it should have to recognize the feeling because I thought Ari was lost to me forever too, but as I looked out over the deep blue ocean, I knew Ari was closer than he had been for days. Letting go of Nicole’s hand, I ran for the water, and this time I didn’t bother with undressing myself. I just plunged into the cold water head first and started swimming away from the rocks.

      The sounds of Nicole shouting at me got more distant the further I swam, but with each stroke, the feeling that Ari was close intensified.

      “Ari!” I called out, before ducking below the surface and calling his name with my mind.

      And then I heard him. He was faint at first, but as I swam, his voice became clearer and clearer until I finally saw him. He zoomed over to me and pulled me into his arms tightly as if he never wanted to let me go.

      “I thought you were dead.”

      I looked into his eyes. If we weren’t underwater, there would certainly be tears in mine. Maybe there were, and I was adding to the salt.

      I kissed him urgently, desperate to feel anything other than the horrible anticipation of death that I’d been feeling for days.

      “What’s wrong?” He pulled me to the surface where I sucked in a deep breath of the salty air.

      I clung to him, almost afraid to tell him the truth. I was so glad to see him before I died. He would be fine. As a merman, living underwater was what he did. He didn’t need fresh water like the rest of us. It was a consolation to me.

      “We have almost no water left,” I mumbled, stroking his hair. I wanted to keep holding onto it forever. I wanted to stay with him forever, not just the few days left to me. “We are miles from land, and the only ship we’ve seen in days was a pirate ship.”

      Ari crushed me even tighter to him pulling my head to his chest.

      “I’ve traveled all over the ocean for you. There is no way I’m going to let you die now.”

      We bobbed up and down in the swell of the water, my head half in and half out.

      “Where did you see the ship? I don’t care if they are pirates, I’d rather fight them than lose you, and I know for a fact there aren’t any islands for miles around here.”

      I almost laughed at his bravado.

      “It wasn’t even in this ocean. It was in the other one.”

      Ari pulled back and looked at me, a quizzical expression on his face. “The other one?”

      I pointed to The Barrier. “On the other side of those rocks is a completely different ocean. It’s a lot warmer and clearer. The ship was sailing around there.”

      “If there is another ocean, maybe there is an island nearby? I could swim to it to get help.”

      There almost certainly wasn’t an island in any kind of distance that I could swim, but Ari could swim at speeds unheard of in even the best human swimmers.

      For the first time in days, I thought that maybe we’d found our way out of this after all.
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      It took seven men to carry Ari across The Barrier plus Seth to film it and Josh to provide running commentary. Both of them had been quiet, Josh unusually so, for days but the pair of them perked up considerably now that they had something to talk about.

      Ari looked firmly annoyed the whole journey at the ignominy of being carried, but as both Nicole and I pointed out, swimming through the gaps in the rocks would take forever. It was like a maze of channels, any of which could turn into a dead end at any minute.

      “I’m coming with you,” I said, readying myself to jump into the inviting waters.

      Ari looked like he was about to say no, but Nicole said it was a good idea and he capitulated. Inside, the little green monster reared its head again, and I had to remind myself that it was I going out into the ocean with Ari, and she would be staying on The Barrier, awaiting our return.

      Ari was dropped rather unceremoniously into the water by the seven men who all appeared exhausted by the endeavor.

      “Maybe you should bring everything over to this side?” I suggested, “For when we come back for you.”

      Nicole shook her head. “Everyone is too weak to carry the items left over from the boat, and I can’t move Stan in his condition if this amounts to nothing. If you do find an island with people and food and medical care, then we won’t need to bring the little supplies we have anyway.”

      I conceded she had a point, but the thin drawn out faces and the looks of tiredness on the face of the men made me think they’d rather stay on this side rather than make the trek back.

      “We are coming back,” I said, keeping the determination in my voice, but Nicole just looked resigned and turned away.

      Leaving them stranded there was the hardest thing I’d ever had to do, but being out in the open ocean with Ari again filled my depleted reserves of hope back to the brim.

      I was incredibly hungry and thirsty, and my skin pained me on account of the sunburn, but none of that mattered out here. With Ari by my side, I could almost pretend we were on our trip again, swimming next to the yacht.

      The glittering sea seemed endless in both its beauty and space. Under the water was just as magical, or perhaps even more so than above with reefs of pretty pink coral and thousands of brightly colored fish.

      “I don’t know any of these species of fish,” marveled Ari. “It’s like a whole new world down here.”

      And it really was. My heart soared with the beauty of it, and for a while, I forgot that we were actually looking for land.

      “Maybe we should head up to the surface,” I said. “We might be able to see land better up there.”

      “No need. Look.”

      Not too far in front of us, there was an old-fashioned galleon shipwrecked on the sandy seabed. It was unlike any ship I’d ever seen as it was painted in bright colors matching the reef it was sitting on. Pinks and oranges and bright blues made it look both out of place and oddly exactly where it should be. The same brightly colored fish we’d seen the whole journey swam in and out of the wreck’s portholes, and a lazy octopus sat on the reef bed next to it, reminding me of Olly back home.

      It wasn’t the galleon that Ari was pointing to, though; it was the rising sandy seabed behind it where the water became shallower.

      “It’s a beach!”

      Ari gripped my hand tighter and swam around the submerged ship and up to shore. I was right about it being a beach, but it was like no beach I’d ever seen. Whereas the beaches of Trifork, had dirty yellow sand, covered in the footprints of the thousands of people that visited there annually, this sand was pure white and pristine as though it had never seen footfall. Small grooves lined it, and it was almost a shame to spoil them with my own footprints.

      Along the edge of the beach was what looked like a forest with tropical trees lining it. As I watched, a bright red parrot flew from one tree to another. Breathing in deeply, a strong floral scent hit my nose, coming, no doubt, from one of the hundreds of blooming flowers growing below the trees. At first, I thought we might be the only ones on the island, but to my right in the distance, a pretty cottage sat between the palm trees. It was painted in a similar way to the galleon and smoke lazily drifted from the chimney.

      “There are people here!” I whispered, hardly daring to believe it. “I’ll go back and get the others,” whooped Ari, pulling himself back into the water.

      “Wait. They might have a boat. Stay here, and I’ll go check.”

      Leaving Ari alone on the beach, I ran to the small house. The door was painted a lime green color with a pale blue frame. When I knocked, a thin, reedy voice called out.

      “Just a minute.”

      I waited patiently while whoever it was shuffled around inside. The sound of something falling and smashing reached my ears followed by the same voice shouting at someone or something called Fluffy.

      When the door finally opened, a cat darted right past my feet and into the forest behind the house.

      A man appeared at the door. He looked so utterly ancient with a white-grey beard that fell way past his waist and deep wrinkles on his whiskery face that I could scarcely believe he was still alive. And yet he greeted me with an enthusiasm and bounce that belied his age.

      “A newcomer! Welcome to Elemental Island. Are you from the next island over because I don’t believe I know you? You don’t look like folk from around here.”

      I shook my head as he ushered me inside. He sat me at a table in what I took to be the dining room, although it looked like no dining room I’d ever seen. It was painted as brightly as the outside, and everything in it was equally as colorful.

      “Tea? Coffee? Do you like cocktails?”

      He disappeared into another room before giving me the chance to answer any of his questions.

      “Actually, I’m shipwrecked. I don’t suppose you know where I can find a boat? I have friends who need rescuing.”

      He came back in with a huge glass filled with a cocktail that started off orange at the bottom and tapered to red at the top. He’d topped the whole thing off with a cherry garnish and a cocktail umbrella. If the house itself wasn’t an assault to the eyes, then this certainly was. When I took a sip, I realized it was going to be an assault on my liver too.

      “You like?” He jumped about, clapping his hands and awaiting my reaction.

      It tasted somewhere between paint stripper and pure sugar, but I just smiled and nodded as not to offend him.

      “Mmm. I wonder, do you have a boat I can borrow?” I asked again. He’d been so busy making the cocktail the first time, he’d not heard me. “My friends and I got stranded, and they are still stuck.”

      “Oh, no. No one sails around here. The king doesn’t allow it...not since... Well, that doesn’t matter. I’d not stay by the shore if I were you either. He doesn’t like it.”

      “I really could use one,” I answered, wondering why my sailing would be any of the king’s business. I certainly didn’t police the shores of Trifork in my capacity as queen.

      He sucked in a breath. “If you must, I know one of my neighbors around the coast has a small sailboat. It’s hidden, of course, but he might let you borrow it. Just don’t let the king catch you.” He danced his way around the table as he spoke, not standing still for a second. “Quite frankly, I’m surprised he didn’t pick you up already. I mean he has people searching the sea day in and day out and don’t get me started on the coastline. I think the only reason he’s not picked me up is because I’m as old as the hills and have been living here since his grandparents were young’uns.”

      If the king had people searching, I’d certainly not seen any of them. I wondered what exactly he was searching for. I would have asked, but I had bigger fish to fry, namely, bringing all the crew safely to shore.

      I took another sip of the foul cocktail and shivered as the bitter taste hit my throat. “We were wrecked in a storm. The crew of my yacht is still on the other side of The Barrier.”

      As soon as I mentioned The Barrier, his eyes grew wide, and he finally became still apart from a slight tremor in his hand.

      “I’m sorry, I can’t help you. You should probably leave.”

      He took the cocktail from my hand and stepped back, waiting for me to stand. He looked terrified.

      “You said you know someone with a boat. I just wa...”

      “My mistake, no boat,” he said cutting me off. “Please leave.”

      “But...”

      “Leave now.” He clutched his heart, and I feared I was going to give the old guy a heart attack. Whatever he thought about The Barrier, clearly it frightened him. I stood and was ushered quickly out of the door, which slammed loudly behind me.

      A pair of eyes watched me from the forest, making me jump until I realized it was only the cat that had left the house earlier.

      I walked back to Ari slowly, trying to understand what had just happened.

      “I think you will have to go back for the others,” I said when I reached him. “Do you think you can bring more than one at a time?”

      He narrowed his eyes. “Are you ok? You look a little shaken.”

      I sat down on the soft sand beside him and dipped my toes into the warm water. “I’m fine. The guy in the house was really welcoming at first, but when he realized we were stranded on The Barrier, he practically ordered me out of his house. I think it scared him.”

      Ari arched his eyebrows and gave me a smile. All at once, everything seemed better. It always did when Ari looked at me that way.

      “I’m sure he’s just a crazy old guy. You stay here, and I’ll go and bring the others back.”

      I gave him a kiss, wishing it could have lasted longer, but the others’ lives were at stake. I didn’t have a watch on so couldn’t be sure exactly how long it took for us to get here, but it felt like a couple of hours swimming, at least.

      The beach felt emptier without Ari there, and the strange old man’s fear of me had brought about a fear of my own.

      It was only when Ari was completely out of sight that I realized I could have found some fruit for him to take back. Not much, but enough to keep the others going a little bit longer.

      Trailing my feet through the sand, I headed to the tree line. Flowers filled in the gaps between the trees, but beyond that, the forest darkened. I couldn’t see a path between the trees at all, so I contented myself with walking the tree line looking for fruit there. I must have walked further than I planned because when I looked back, the old man’s house was now out of view. I was just about to keep going as I had plenty of time before Ari came back when I noticed something odd. My footsteps only went back about ten feet or so, and beyond that, it looked like I hadn’t been there at all. The small grooves in the sand that I’d seen when I first came ashore, now completely obscured any trace of me. It was almost like someone had been following me with a rake, making my footprints disappear completely. I set off again, this time walking backwards to see exactly what was happening. The strange old man darted out of the trees and raked over my footsteps and his own. He’d been following me.

      I was still watching him when I backed into something. Something hard. It was a person.
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      A hand came over my head, muffling my screams as the other arm snaked around my waist and pulled me violently backwards.

      Biting the hand of whomever it was that had hold of me was impossible. His entire palm covered my mouth, but it was easy enough to kick backwards. My foot landed on something hard, probably a shin or knee and was followed quickly by a yelp.

      It was the sound of a woman. Whoever had me was definitely female, but she was strong. The kick might have surprised her, but the hold she had around my waist only strengthened.

      A bag or sack was put over my head, and I was lifted up and thrown into some kind of vehicle, which began to move. The ground beneath me was bumpy telling me we were not on the beach anymore. Somewhere in front, the clipclip-clop of a horse’s hooves sounded, pulling the cart, or whatever I was in, along.

      My hands had been left untied, so it was pretty easy to take the sack off my head and throw it to one side. Not that it mattered; the carriage I was in was darker than the sack had been. After feeling my way around in the dark for a couple of minutes, I came to the conclusion that the way out was completely blocked and I was in there alone. I wasn’t sure if I was happy or sad about that piece of information. The woman that had taken me must be up front driving the carriage. I lost track of time as we drove, but I could feel the incline of the road beneath us telling me we were heading inland.

      Frustration got the better of me as I realized, once again, Ari would not be able to find me. It was approximately a four-hour round trip back to the others, but it felt like I’d been in the carriage a good two hours or so already.

      I was just about to raise my fist and bang on the walls of the carriage when it slowed. The bumpy ground beneath us became more even as though we were going over cobbles rather than a dirt track. We came to a complete stop, and I readied myself for action. Whoever had taken me was in for a shock. I wasn’t going to come quietly. At least, I had that in mind before I toppled over as we set off once again.

      When we finally did stop, and the doors opened, the woman was ready for me. She dragged me out, and before I got the chance to do any damage, my arms were firmly pinned behind my back.

      Looking around, I saw that we were in a large courtyard of one of the grandest palaces I’d ever seen made out of pure white stone. At first, I thought that the woman was going to haul me up the steps to the main doors, but she pushed me in the opposite direction toward the side of the palace.

      “Wait!”

      The woman stopped and turned, meaning I also turned with her.

      Almost immediately her grip on me lowered, forcing me down with her and I realized she was bowing. The man she was bowing to was tall and had one of those faces that was so beautiful that at first, I didn’t think it was real.

      “Your Majesty.” The woman’s voice was deep, and although I’d still not seen much of her as she was holding me from behind, I guessed that it suited her.

      “Who is this?” he asked, walking toward us. He stopped right in front of me, his eyes concentrated on mine. He didn’t even look away when the woman holding me spoke again.

      “I found her on the beach by Old Merryl’s. She was making a real mess of the sand there. Footprints everywhere.”

      “I was only walking!” I countered which elicited a smile from His Majesty.

      “Merryl said she was from the other side...you know...of The Barrier.” She spoke the last three words so quietly that I was surprised he heard them at all. At these words, the king’s eyebrows furrowed, and he gave me a strange look.

      “Let her go, Lyna,” demanded the man. “She will come with me.”

      He waved his hands in an elaborate manner, and immediately, my whole body began to tingle pleasantly. Almost as soon as it started, it stopped. Looking down at myself, I saw that where the skin had been raw and peeling after days in the sun, it was now back to being healthy. I stared at him in shock. I’d seen magic before, but I’d never felt it like this.

      “That’s okay with you, right?” he asked, looking at me through twinkling eyes.

      I would have protested, but I was miles from the beach, and it wasn’t like I had anywhere else to go. At least, nowhere I could get to without a mode of transport, and I had a feeling that Lyna wasn’t going to let me borrow her carriage any time soon. Plus, I was exhausted, and I had a feeling that knowing the king would be my best option for getting us all home.

      “Are you sure your majesty? Is there anything else I can do for you?” Lyna once again forced me into a bow as she too bent forward.

      “No, thank you, Lyna.”

      Her grip on me slackened, and she pushed me towards the man. She was so rough; I crashed right into him. As our bodies collided, my cheeks flared in embarrassment.

      “I’m sorry,” he said, giving Lyna a strong look. I turned, expecting to see a brute of a woman, but she was also stunning with golden hair that almost sparkled in the sunshine and a face that wouldn’t have looked out of place on the cover of a beauty magazine.

      She grimaced at me, before smiling at the man and bowing again. With a swish of the cape she wore, she turned on her heel and jumped back onto her carriage.

      The king held out his hand to me. “I’m sorry about her. She can be a little rough sometimes.” He took my hand in his, making me blush further as his fingers interlocked in mine the way a lover’s would.

      “I need he...”

      He put his forefinger to my lips, quietening me.

      “You can have anything you like. I must make it up to you for what Lyna did. She helps me by collecting people from the shoreline, but she shouldn’t be so rough. I will run you a bath and prepare a meal for you, and after that, you can tell me the story of how you got here and why you were on the beach.”

      My mind was in turmoil. The thought of a bath and a meal sounded heavenly. I’d not changed in days, and I was still wearing the same nightdress I’d had on when the yacht went down. But...but there was still the others to think about. Judging by the position of the sun in the sky, I’d already been away from the beach too long. When Ari came back, he’d wonder where I went. My footprints had disappeared entirely as if I was never there.

      “Thank you for your kindness, Your Majesty, but I really need to get back to the beach. My friends will be looking for me.”

      The way he looked at me then told me that he wasn’t used to being told no. It was almost as though he was surprised I even thought about not following him to his palace.

      He nodded thoughtfully. “How about I send some of my staff down to the beach? If there is anyone there, they will bring them back here. Would that work?”

      I nodded my head, giving him a small smile. The whole situation was weird. The guy didn’t know me, and I knew I hardly looked...or smelled my best, and yet, here he was, the king, doing everything to help some girl he’d met just moments before. Every part of me was screaming to run away, but without any other options, I had little choice in the matter. I could ask to leave— although I could already guess his answer—or I could go along with everything. At least, that way, I could get a warm bath.

      Leaving me where he was, he headed over to one of his guards stationed at the palace door and spoke to him. I couldn’t hear what was said, but the guard nodded and saluted.

      “All sorted out!” The king said, taking my hand again. “The guards will go and find your friends, so now you can relax.”

      As I followed him into his home, I felt anything but relaxed.

      The interior of the palace was impeccable. The walls were pristine white as were the floors and most of the soft furnishings. As he took me through the main hall and up the stairs, the light tap-tap-tap of my bare feet on the cold white floor tiles echoed around us. It made me realize what was wrong with the place beyond a complete absence of color.

      “Where is everyone?” I asked. At the palace in Trifork, there was always someone coming or going. The maids, the guards, the staff, guests. The place was a hive of activity. Every palace I’d ever visited had been the same, but this one was silent. It was as if there was just the king and I there.

      “Everyone?” He was genuinely confused by my question.

      “Yes, you know, the palace staff, visitors, family.”

      The king stopped. We’d almost reached the top of the stairs, and from here, I could see a corridor which was just as white as everywhere else.

      He looked right at me, making a chill run down my spine. What was it about him? He was so utterly beautiful, but I wasn’t sure if I was excited about his interest in me or just plain nervous. I settled on being wary. He might look like a supermodel, but there was definitely something strange about the situation.

      “I don’t need staff. I have magic. Why pay someone to clean the palace when I can do it with a wave of my hand? The only staff I have are the guards, and they stay outside guarding the perimeter most of the time. My parents… died when I was twenty, and I have no siblings. As for guests, you are it.”

      In any other situation, my heart would have gone out to him. To lose not one, but two parents was awful, but the part about his words that stuck in my brain was the fact there was no one here but the two of us. We were completely alone.
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      The bedroom he showed me to was decorated in much the same way as the rest of the palace, which is to say, it wasn’t really decorated at all. The bed looked comfortable enough, but as with everything else in this place, was white and impersonal. Where were the photographs, the keepsakes? This place was more like a grand igloo than a home.

      “There is a bathroom just there.” He pointed to a door at the other side of the room. “Feel free to use the shower or the bath. There are towels all ready for you, but I’ll bring some clothes for you to wear and leave them on the bed.”

      I thanked him. He seemed eager enough to please me, but I still didn’t feel comfortable in his presence. Whether it was his obscenely good looks, which were so beautiful they were almost too perfect, or the strange way in which he chose to live, I couldn’t tell. He was just like his house I mused as I closed the bathroom door behind me. So utterly perfect without a single blemish and yet, without any personality whatsoever. The bathroom was exactly as I expected it to be. White tiles lined the floor and walls with the only hint of color being the bath taps which were gold. Still, the water was hot, and the bath was deep.

      Being in the water brought Ari back to my thoughts. I wondered where he was, and if the king had really sent his guards to meet them all at the beach. I didn’t hear what the king said to his guards. It could have been anything. One thing I was sure about was that Ari wasn’t nearby. My heart soared whenever he was close, and now, it just beat a slow, steady rhythm as I sloshed around in the hot water.

      I froze when I heard someone moving around in the bedroom. I couldn’t remember if I’d locked the door to the bathroom or not, and it wouldn’t surprise me if the king walked in on me. Without moving, I held my breath, watching the door handle, waiting to see if it would move. It was such a stupid thing to be scared of, but I was on edge enough as it was in this strange place.

      I finally exhaled as I heard the exterior bedroom door close. The king had gone. He’d probably just left some clothes as he had promised.

      After a quick wash of my hair, finally ridding it of all the salt that had been in it for days, I got out of the bath and headed to the bedroom. On the bed were two outfits and a couple of sets of white underwear. I’d never seen anything like the dresses before. One was obviously a nightdress, made from white silk with silver thread embroidery around the hem and neckline. He obviously expected me to spend the night here which made me feel uncomfortable, especially with how I was brought here. Putting my nerves aside, I checked out the other dress. It was the type of dress my mother would pick out for me for a ball, or going by the color, a wedding. It was exquisite, there was no doubt about it, but it wasn’t the type of outfit I’d wear for everyday attire. In fact, I could only see myself wearing something like this as a bride.

      Picking up the heavy garment, I threw it unceremoniously onto a white chair next to the bed. The nightgown would have gone the same way, but it felt so soft to the touch I elected to wear it instead as it was much lighter than the dress. I’d just pulled it over my head when there was a light knock on the door.

      Opening it, I found the king beaming down at me. Dimples marked his cheeks at the corners of his mouth.

      “It’s getting late, and I’ve just had word that the guards have found your friends. They’ve elected to stay at a house near the beach for the evening and come back up here in the light. The roads can be a little treacherous.”

      I nodded and thanked him, feeling self-conscious in the flimsy nightgown. It had seemed like a good idea at the time, but now that I was in front of him, the thick wedding style dress would have been the more preferable option.

      “I’ve put out dinner, and I was wondering if you’ll join me.”

      My stomach gurgled at the thought of food. I’d barely eaten in days, but I was still on edge as to why I was here at all.

      “Thank you for your hospitality, but could you please tell me why I’m here?” Thoughts of Old Merryl and his warnings of the king picking people up from the beach flashed through my mind. I had been picked up, but why, and now that he had me, what was he going to do with me?

      “I only want to make you comfortable,” he replied taking my hand and pulling me from the room.

      “But why did Lyna bring me here in the first place?”

      “I’ll tell you all about it over dinner,” he said, pulling me into a large dining room with high ceilings and the longest table I’d ever seen laden with food. The smell of it was so delicious I was almost overcome by it. I’d not realized how ravenous I’d been.

      “I usually just conjure up one plateful for me, but it’s so much more fun to do it this way when I have guests.”

      My stomach grumbled as well it might after not having a hot meal in days. There was so much food that I had to resort to standing up and moving the length of the table to put some on my plate.

      When I sat, the king took the seat next to mine, surprising me a little. The long table could easily accommodate fifty people, and he had his choice of places to sit. I’d have felt more comfortable if he’d sat opposite, rather than next to me.

      The king didn’t bother to pile food onto his plate as I had. Instead, he waved his hand and filled his plate by magic.

      “I want to thank you,” I began, sitting back in my seat. “You’ve been very kind.” As I said it, I had to remind myself that I’d been brought here by force for some unknown reason. Yes, he’d let me use his bath and had given me food and clothes, but I was still a captive of his...or was I? I wondered if I was free to walk out of here. If he’d let me go? Something told me the answer was no, but as I had nowhere to go anyway, I kept quiet.

      The king nodded his head and picked up his fork. “It’s not often I get visitors and such beautiful ones at that.”

      I felt the blush rise to my cheeks at his words. He was charming, that was for sure, but was he dangerous? He didn’t seem it, but I was wary all the same.

      “Tell me about yourself,” he said, looking genuinely interested. “Lyna said that you were from over The Barrier. Merryl is a little crazy to think such things.”

      I shook my head, not fully understanding what he meant.

      “Actually, that’s right. I’m the queen of a kingdom called Trifork...well, acting queen. My brother will become king when he turns eighteen in a few months.”

      The king laughed at my words. “You jest, of course, but I can see that you are a queen. You hold yourself with such grace. How lucky I am to find a queen in my midst. It has been a long time since a queen walked these halls. Not since my mother died in fact.”

      There he went making me feel uncomfortable again. He certainly had a knack for it.

      I dropped my fork to my plate. “I don’t quite know what you mean. I was not joking for any part of it.”

      He looked at me curiously, which certainly beat the way he had been looking at me. So far, he’d only had an expression of desire on his face when gazing at me.

      “You cannot be from over The Barrier.”

      I finally understood. Just like those from Trifork and its neighboring kingdoms, he must have thought The Barrier was impassable and that there was nothing on the other side.

      “I know it seems unlikely, but we got stranded on it. My yacht sank, along with everything on it, but we managed to survive on what little we had until Ari brought us here to this island.”

      The king had swiveled in his chair until he was completely facing me. Then, with his forefinger extended, he poked me at the top of my leg.

      “Oy!” I said, standing up. Outrage flooded through me. He’d not hurt me, but it was extremely rude of him to poke me. It took every ounce of strength I possessed not to punch him in his pretty face.

      “I’m sorry, I’m sorry,” he said holding his hands up. “I just had to see if you were real. My mind is not what it used to be, and I get confused sometimes.”

      “Why wouldn’t I be real?” I huffed. “Did you think you’d laid out dinner for a figment of your imagination?”

      His confused expression only deepened. “The Barrier is the limit to our world. The other side of The Barrier is death. We go there when we die. If that’s where you came from, it means you are a ghost, and despite your white gown, I can see quite plainly you are not a ghost.”

      I sat back in the chair wondering if he was being serious. Judging by the look on his face, he was.

      “The other side of The Barrier is as worldly as here. The Barrier is just a dangerous place where many ships have gone down. We were incredibly lucky to survive, but we are all real people. As real as you.”

      His eyes widened, and I could see that he was trying to figure me out. It made no sense to me that he thought I was lying, but it was funny to see that he thought exactly the same way that Josh had. That The Barrier was some kind of dangerous and spooky place. Ok, he was right with the dangerous part, but there was nothing otherworldly about it.

      “I don’t even know your name,” I said when he was slow to respond.

      ”Christian.” He nodded his head before standing abruptly. “If you are a ghost, you are truly the most beautiful ghost I have ever met, and if you are real and are telling me the truth, then everything I’ve ever known is a lie. If you’ll excuse me, I need to be alone. Please feel free to eat whatever you want and treat this place like your home. You may sleep in the room I left your clothes in. I trust you can find your way back to it.”

      Before I had a chance to say anything, he stalked out of the room, leaving me alone and more confused than ever.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            12

          

        

      

    

    
      I fell into a fitful sleep full of dreams of the king coming into my room. As far as I was aware, he never did, but by the next morning I was tired and strung out.

      The smell of breakfast cooking filled my senses as I opened my eyes. No, not cooking, the king didn’t cook, I reminded myself. The breakfast was ready.

      There was no sound as I had a quick wash and did the best I could with my hair that now sat in spirals around my shoulder. I didn’t want to wear the heavy white bridal dress, but at the same time, I wasn’t happy about staying in the nightgown either. It was hardly proper.

      The clothes I’d brought with me were fit for nowhere but the garbage.

      Wearing it felt weird. The heavy fabric weighed me down, and the waist pinched me in so tightly I could hardly breathe.

      There was no mirror in the room, but I could tell how beautiful I must look in the dress. If only I could feel comfortable in it too.

      I wondered why everything was white. The king himself didn’t dress all in white. The day before, he’d been wearing a smart navy blue suit. It was the only color I’d seen in this weird place. Everything was weird, including the king himself. I’d noticed that he’d not told me why he collected people from the beach. He’d left so abruptly last night, leaving most of his food untouched that I’d not had time to get any answers for him. He’d been kind enough, giving me food and letting me stay the night, but I still had the feeling I wouldn’t be allowed to walk out of the front door if I tried.

      “Pfft,” I said, exhaling a breath. He’d left me on my own last night. I could have walked out at any time. It was with that thought that I began to feel a little better about the whole situation.

      A knock on the door roused me from my thoughts.

      The king’s thick voice shouted out. “Breakfast is ready.”

      I opened the door to him. When he saw me, he took a sharp intake of breath and eyed me up and down appreciatively, making me feel unsettled again. I’d just talked myself into believing he was a good guy.

      “You look radiant,” he sighed and held out his hand to me.

      He’d blocked the door leaving me with no way to pass and yet I didn’t want to hold his hand again. I ignored it and smiled up at him in what I hoped looked genuine.

      “Is Ari here? The others?”

      He shook his head. “I’m afraid the weather took a turn for the worse last night, and a storm has come in. My guards have been instructed to stay by the beach until the weather eases up. Don’t worry though. It will be over before you know it. I’d rather have everyone safe.”

      I nodded, but yet again, a sense of unease descended upon me. It was frightfully coincidental that the weather had turned, leaving me here alone with him. These thoughts crossed my mind as I let him lead me down the stairs, and sure enough, when we got to the dining room, rain pelted on the outside of the windows, making a tappity-tap sound. He’d been telling the truth. It did look like a storm was hitting. I shivered remembering the last storm I’d been stuck in, but at least, this time I was indoors and not drifting in the middle of the ocean.

      Breakfast was comprised of every dish I could possibly think of and more. The huge table groaned under the sheer weight of food. I saw at least a dozen different types of eggs alone.

      “This is a lot of food,” I pointed out, taking a seat at the table.

      The king waved his hand airily. “You forget this is all magic. I just didn’t know what you might like, so I conjured up every breakfast item I could think of.”

      He took the seat next to me again, and with a wave of his hand, a plate appeared in front of me with a knife and fork.

      “I’ve been thinking,” he said, grabbing a croissant and taking a bite. “I’d like to make you feel at home here. What would you like to do today, now that going outside is not a possibility?”

      There was only one thing I wanted to do, and that was to go home with Ari and the others. I could hardly say that, though, and appear rude.

      “There’s nothing I can think of that I’d like to do, but you were going to tell me why I’m here. I appreciate your hospitality, but I have to say, I don’t understand it.”

      “What’s to understand? I just wanted to welcome you to our island. It’s not often we get visitors, and as a small kingdom, I like to get to know those that come here. I like to scope them out in case they mean any ill will against us. I’m afraid my guards can be a little rough sometimes, and I apologize for that. I’ve spoken to Lyna, by the way, and she says she’s sorry for how she treated you. I rather think she thought you were a spy.”

      I nodded my head. I guess it made sense that he’d want to know if any foreigners stepped foot on his land. It just seemed a little like overkill to invite them to stay in the palace. I know I wouldn’t have done the same in Trifork.

      “Trifork is a naval kingdom so I can understand that. I hope you don’t think I’m a spy.”

      He grinned at me and picked up his fork. “I’ve not decided what you are yet. You tell me you aren’t a ghost, and now you aren’t a spy, but what was it that actually brought you and your friends here?”

      I thought back to the conversation I’d had with him the previous night. I was pretty sure I’d told him we’d been shipwrecked. It was right before he’d got up and left me alone.

      “My yacht went down on the other side of The Barrier,” I reminded him. Almost as soon as I mentioned it, his expression darkened and he placed his fork back on his plate. I thought he was going to leave me again like he had done the night before, but he just sucked in a deep breath and closed his eyes. When he opened them, he was back to normal, a smile on his face and a dimple on each cheek.

      He clapped his hands together, and his smile widened. “You know, I think I know what we can do today. You’ll love it.”

      As I smiled back at his handsome face, my sense of foreboding deepened.

      After the large breakfast, the dress that had been uncomfortably tight to begin with was now straining at the seams. “I hope I don’t cause offense, but would you mind if I wore something a little less formal? I’m worried I’ll damage this beautiful dress.”

      The king waved his hand, and everything on the table disappeared. Standing up, he took hold of the chair I was sitting on, and when I stood up, he pulled it backwards to help me get out. He certainly knew his manners.

      “Ah,” he sighed, taking my hand and spinning me around. “You look enchanting in that dress. It’s almost as though it was made for you.”

      As I could barely breathe in the thing, I wasn’t so sure. “Didn’t you make it by magic?”

      “I can’t make things by magic; I only bring them here. The food you saw was already prepared elsewhere and this dress...” he trailed off, and his eyes misted over as though he was thinking about its origin. “Never mind, it suits you down to the ground.”

      “I’d be much more comfortable in jeans and a t-shirt.” I replied, thinking that if I didn’t get the dress off soon, it would rip and fall off all of its own accord.

      “If you’re sure.” His face dropped as though I’d just insulted him, but he waved his hand just the same. I couldn’t see the magic, but I could feel the energy of it buzzing around every time he waved his hand. When I looked down, I was still in the dress.

      “I’ve put an outfit on your bed upstairs. I hope you’ll find it to your satisfaction.”

      Nodding my head, I thanked him and headed out into the large entrance hall where the stairs would take me to the upper level. It was slow going as the dress was slightly too long and dragged along the ground, getting caught under my feet, but I made it up there without tripping over myself. As I walked the white corridor back to my room, I noticed that the door opposite it was slightly ajar. I’d almost reached my door when the king flew past me and slammed the opposite door shut.

      “Sorry,” he said, turning to me with a look of apology on his face. “That’s my room. It’s a little messy, and I wouldn’t want you to see it.”

      I nodded and headed into my own room, closing the door behind me. There on the bed, folded neatly was a pair of jeans and a white t-shirt just as I had asked. It was with great relief that I eased down the zipper of the dress and let it fall to the floor.

      Thankfully the jeans and t-shirt fit perfectly, even allowing space for the enormous breakfast I’d consumed. Sitting on the bed, I thought of what the king had just said. There wasn’t a speck of dust in the whole palace, at least, not in any of the parts of it I’d seen and nothing was out of place. It was the epitome of minimalism and cleanliness, so why was his room messy? It made no sense unless there was something else in that room he didn’t want me to see. My first thought was Ari, but after a few seconds, I realized that I couldn’t feel him near me. No, whatever the king wanted hidden from me wasn’t Ari nor, presumably, the others.

      I shook my head and chided myself. He’d given me no reason to doubt him, well, apart from the fact he’d brought me up here without my consent, but he’d given me a reason for that. A weird reason, but this was a strange kingdom, and how was I to know their customs and laws? Perhaps Trifork would appear strange to an outsider. After all, we were very closely affiliated with a neighboring kingdom under the sea which was inhabited with merfolk.  Deciding to give him the benefit of the doubt, I headed back into the corridor. The king was nowhere to be seen, but I could hear the distant sound of whistling. Following it, I found him downstairs in the entrance hall waiting for me. In his hand, he held a large white umbrella.

      “I know it’s raining, but I thought you might like to come outside and visit some of my subjects. I have a carriage ready and waiting so we don’t have to walk.”

      The rain still fell down the large ornate windowpanes at each side of the palace doors, but I didn’t like the idea of being cooped up for another minute in this weird white building where the ceilings were so high that you could hear an echo if you raised your voice too high, and no color seemed to exist at all. As I walked through the door, a soft fur coat settled out of nowhere on my shoulders. Like everything else, it was white, but it was also warm against the driving rain.

      Outside, the king held the umbrella over my head, getting wet himself in the process as we hurried to the carriage. After helping me in, he closed the door behind me.

      Feeling alarmed at being left alone, I opened the window. “I thought we would be going together.”

      The king nodded. “As we are. I’ll be driving. I couldn’t expect my guards to drive in this weather.” And with that, he closed the window and gave me a wink before heading to the front of the carriage. I felt it move as he clambered aboard and then we were off. The carriage wheels drove over the cobbles I’d felt when I first came here, but, at least now, I could see outside and wasn’t bound in any way.

      Through the gates, the king took us down a street lined with the prettiest houses I’d ever seen. I made a note to ask him who the architect was so I could pass their name on to my mother later.

      The town he lived in was impeccable, just like the palace. Unlike the palace, the houses were as colorful as the sunken boat and Merryl’s cottage by the sea. It seemed that only the king liked to keep things neutral. Every door of every house we passed had a different hue with garden gates to match. It was like someone had run through town sprinkling rainbows. Every house was perfect, and for the first twenty minutes, I saw not one piece of litter on the street. The houses became closer together and larger as we drove and eventually gave way to shops. Pedestrians waved at us as we drove through the busy streets of the city. They were waving for the king, but I smiled and waved back at them anyway. Most dropped into a bow or a curtsy as we passed.

      It seemed the king was very well liked. Maybe I’d been wrong about him after all, and my first impression that something was off with him was just my own perception.

      As we passed through the city and out to the other side, the streets became rougher, and once again, houses took over from the shops. These houses were nothing like the ones nearer the palace. There were no rainbows here, just dirty streets and small shacks, many of which had their windows boarded up. The few remaining window panes were cracked.

      As the thunder rolled overhead and the sky darkened with angry clouds, I wondered what, exactly, I’d gotten myself into.
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      The carriage came to a stop outside a house that looked like luck was the only thing keeping it together. It also reminded me of a haunted house ride I’d seen one time when my father had taken me to a fair that was passing through our town. I half expected a skeleton or a zombie to walk out the door any second. The door did open, slowly at that, but my wildest fears were not realized. Far from anything scary, standing in the doorway was the strikingly beautiful Lyna. Tall and strong, she was more like a goddess than a human being with her golden blonde hair settled in waves down her front. As soon as she caught sight of the carriage, she dipped into a bow so low that the ends of her hair dipped into a puddle by her feet. The carriage wobbled slightly as the king dropped down. I watched as he bounded over to her and kissed her on both cheeks. Her whole face lit up and those cheeks he’d just kissed flamed a bright red. She looked the very picture of happiness until the king turned back and opened the carriage door for me. When she saw who was with the king, the happy expression soured, and though her beauty was not  impaired, she looked duller somehow as though I’d sucked all the happiness out of her. Part of me felt sorry for her. She obviously had a crush on the king, and he’d probably not even noticed, but then I remembered the rough way she’d brought me to the castle and decided not to feel too sorry for her.

      “You remember Erica. She’s staying with me at the palace.”

      If I thought her face couldn’t fall any more, I was wrong. This news was devastating to her, and yet, after a second of processing, she pulled her mouth into a smile.

      “Are you here to visit mama? I’m sorry, but she’s at work. You are welcome to come inside though...both of you.” She didn’t scowl at me, but her eyes lost their sparkle when she took them off the king.

      “Actually, I’ve got something for you.” He left me with her as he bounded back to the carriage, coming back seconds later armed with three sackcloth bags.

      Lyna stood back to let us into the house. I was surprised to see how clean it was. The furniture was as dilapidated as the rest of the house, and a well-worn rug was the only decoration. The king waved his hand toward the fireplace, and immediately, a fire roared, heating the room up considerably.

      “Please don’t do that,” Lyna said, running past us and flapping at the fire. “You know Mama doesn’t like it.”

      “I didn’t do it for your mother, I did it for me, and what she doesn’t know won’t hurt her. Where are the littles?”

      Lyna raised her eyebrows and headed to the foot of the stairs. “Ella, Michael, Sarah, Harry! Christian is here to see you.” She shouted up the stairs and almost immediately the thunder of four pairs of tiny feet rumbled followed by four tiny kids hammering down the stairs. They all ran past me and launched themselves at the king. After a great deal of hugging, he pulled four brightly colored lollypops out of thin air and passed them one each.

      Now that he was childfree, he picked up the bags he’d brought and stepped towards Lyna.

      “I know you are going to say your mother wouldn’t like it, but pretend you found them in the street.” He grinned as he passed her the bags and her face flushed with pleasure.

      “I doubt she’d believe me with the royal crest printed on the side of them,” she joked. Putting her hand inside the first bag, she pulled out a wrapped, uncooked chicken. “As if anyone around here would leave three bags of food lying around in the streets. It’s a good job she’s not here; she’d kick you senseless.” As she said it, she had a huge smile on her face, so I sensed she was joking. The king confirmed it by adding that Lyna’s mother loved him. Judging by the wide grin on Lyna, her mother wasn’t the only one.

      “Would you like some tea? I can brew a pot.”

      “No, thank you. We’re visiting the whole street, and then I’m taking Erica here somewhere special.”

      I could almost see Lyna’s heart breaking through her dress. Didn’t he have any idea of the effect of his words on her?

      We went from house to house delivering food. All of the people were so happy to see him, and yet, after a hug, they turned down his offer of food. Of the twenty houses I counted, only seven of them accepted his gifts. As we’d both forgotten to bring the umbrella with us, we were both soaked through to the skin by the time we got to the end of the street.

      “Why don’t you use your magic to help them?” I asked as we left the last house.

      “You’ve seen them. I struggle to give food away to them. They don’t like charity, and as I said before, I can’t make things with my magic. I can only conjure it from one place to another. They know that. Lyna wasn’t lying that her mother wouldn’t accept that food. That’s why I go when I know she’s at work. Lyna doesn’t like it, but I know she’ll accept it. Wait here. I’ll bring the carriage.”

      He waved his hand, and an umbrella appeared in it which he passed over to me. Another wave and I was completely dry.

      It took him ten minutes to run the length of the street and come back with the carriage. Plenty of time for me to consider everything I’d seen that morning. I knew now that my first impression of him had been wrong. Every single person I’d seen that day loved him. He’d given food to those that needed it and spent a little time with each household just chatting with them. He knew every one of their names, and they all called him by his first name, Christian. It put me to shame. I’d never traveled to the poorer parts of Trifork, and the closest I’d ever been to helping those less fortunate than myself was when my parents had put on charity balls at the palace. Being with Christian was certainly an eye-opener. By the time he’d gotten back to me, I’d made the decision to get to know my subjects and help them with what they needed.

      “You ok?” he asked as he stepped down from the carriage.

      I nodded my head. “Just deep in thought.”

      As I started to put down the umbrella to step into the carriage, he put a hand on mine to stop me. “We aren’t going in the carriage. We are heading there.”

      I looked to where he’d pointed. Where the street ended, a long field that dipped into a valley began. Right at the bottom of the shallow valley next to a river, was the mouth of a cave. It was this that Christian pointed to.

      He held my hand all the way as we walked over the wet grass, making me glad I’d asked to wear jeans. The white dress would have been ruined in this weather.

      “This cave is sacred,” he explained as we got to the front of it. “Only members of the royal family descended from the royal bloodline can pass through...and their guests.”

      He gripped my hand more tightly as we walked into the cave. The darkness fell away as we passed some kind of magical field. Before me, the cave that had looked small and dark from the outside was now a cathedral-sized room illuminated by what I could only guess to be magic as there were no other light sources, and it was still dark and dreary outside.

      “If anyone else tries to get in here, all they’ll see is a small cave.”

      I could feel the buzzing of magic as I followed Christian further into the cave. I’d felt it in the palace, but not to the extent I could feel it here. It was like electricity causing the hairs on my arms to stand on end. In the center of the cave was a large pool that glittered with flecks of light.

      Christian pulled his clothes off, leaving only his underpants and dived right into the water. When he surfaced, the water dripping down from his hair sparkled in a myriad of colors.

      “It’s magic water,” he explained, running his fingers through his hair and sending magical sparks flying. “From the very dawn of time, my ancestors have come here to bathe to replenish their magic. Our magic is not endless and dulls over time. I come here every couple of weeks to replenish it. Do you want to come in?”

      I shook my head and shivered though I wasn’t sure if it was because of awe or the cold.

      “It’s perfectly safe and really warm,” he said cajoling me into changing my mind.

      “Don’t look.” I chided as I pulled the fur coat from my shoulders. He held his hands to his eyes, but at the last second, when I was down to my underwear and just before I jumped in, I saw that he was peeping through them.

      When my head hit the water, a riot of color and light attacked my senses. As Christian had said, it was warm—as warm as any bath and much deeper than I had imagined. Below me, the pool widened into a huge underwater chamber as big as the cave above and twice as bright. I held my breath as long as I could, marveling at the crystal structures on the base and walls of the pool. It reminded me a little of the pool that Ari and I used to go to before we’d trapped a shark in there. He would have loved it in here and with his ability to breathe underwater, would have been able to explore it a lot more than I could without him.

      I burst through the surface, taking a deep breath as the magic flowed through me making me feel more alive than I ever had before. A deep laugh echoed around the chamber as Christian took in my expression that was no doubt quite sappy looking given the way I felt.

      “This is blissful,” I murmured, resting my head on the side and letting my feet float to the surface.

      “I’ve never brought anyone here before now. You are the first.” He swam up to me and laid his hand lightly on my bare stomach, caressing it lightly before pulling back and splashing me playfully.

      In the back of my mind, I knew alarm bells should be ringing. If he’d brought me up to his house to check me out for being a spy why would I be the only person he’d brought to this place? As soon as the thought hit my mind, it slipped away. There was something about this pool that made me not care. I was having too much fun and was way too happy to worry about why I was here. At that point, I should have asked myself if that’s why he’d brought me, but I didn’t. I just splashed him back and enjoyed swimming in the magical waters until the night had come and it was time to go.
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      “How does everyone else replenish their magic if only the royals can visit the pool?” I asked that night at dinner. I’d been meaning to ask since we’d both been at the cave, but as Christian had driven the carriage, this was my first opportunity to ask him. Dinner was yet another massive feast with every type of food I could think of laid out on the huge table. I walked around, picking a bit here and a bit there to put on my plate while waiting for Christian to answer.

      “Only the royals are magic. They are the only ones that can pass through the portal in the cave and the only ones who soak up the magic from the pool.”

      I thought about this for a moment. “I passed through the portal,” I reminded him.

      He piled his plate with food then skated around the table to be next to me. “With help. You also swam in the pool, but I don’t think you can do magic...or can you?” He stepped back and raised his eyebrows, waiting for goodness knows what.

      “No!” I assured him. I could feel the magic still darting around my body, but there was no way I could harness it.

      “Pity. I was hoping you’d do a trick for me. Come on.” He held onto his plate with one hand and grabbed my arm with the other.

      “Where are we going?” I asked as he guided me out of the dining room with my plate in one hand and the other in his. He took me down a set of stairs I’d not seen before into the basement. When he turned on the lights, I almost dropped my plate in surprise. Whereas the rest of the palace was white, this room was painted as any other basement might be painted. The walls weren’t bright, as such, being painted beige, but the red carpet and pictures on the wall made it much homier than the rest of the house. Two large sofas sat facing what looked like a huge ornate cabinet made out of dark wood and inlaid with the same royal crest I’d seen on the carriage outside.

      “Sit down,” he said, throwing a couple of oversized cushions onto the nearest sofa. I did as he asked, balancing the plate of food on my knee. Christian set his plate to one side while he opened the cabinet doors. I wasn’t sure what I’d been expecting, but inside was what looked like a mini-stage.

      “Puppets?” I asked as he waved his hands and a cute little melody began to play. As he took a seat on the sofa next to me, a little figure appeared on the stage. It was a dancing girl puppet without strings.

      “Is it powered by clockwork?” I asked, marveling at the movements of the little girl as she spun around on the stage, her little pink skirts flying around her.

      “Magic!” Christian answered as a little boy figure joined the girl on stage and took her into his arms. The pair of them danced away as I watched on in awe. I’d seen similar things in Trifork, but they were feats of engineering, run by tiny pieces of clockwork and, as such, were incredibly expensive.

      The music changed, and more of the figures came onto the stage, completing a complicated routine before lining up and taking a bow.

      My clapping nearly upset my plate, and I realized I’d been so captivated by the little dancing figures that I’d not eaten anything. I quickly picked up my fork and began to eat before the food went cold.

      “What do you want to see next? Remember it’s magic. I can make them do anything you want to see—an action sequence, a romance...anything.”

      I thought for a moment. There was only one thing that crossed my mind. I’d not told Christian that Ari was a merman nor had I let on that I was half-mermaid.

      “Can you do a scene with a merman and a mermaid? Have them swimming underwater? Maybe they could fight a sea witch and then fall in love?”

      I expected the backdrop to change and two little merpeople to come onto the little stage, but nothing happened. When I glanced over at Christian, I could see he was on edge. His jaw was set into a grimace, and his eyes were hard, staring out into space.

      Whatever I’d said had obviously upset him. “Is everything ok?”

      When he caught me looking at him, his expression softened, and he smiled. “How about something in the air?”

      The backdrop on the little stage morphed into a scene of blue skies and white fluffy clouds. One of the little figures appeared in a hot air balloon and then a couple of seconds later, a large bird appeared and began to peck at the balloon while the little figure tried shooing it away.

      It was delightful, and yet, it wasn’t what I had asked for. As I watched the show and ate my dinner, I wondered what Christian had against merfolk. I’d not purposely hidden that fact I was half-mermaid from him, but I was glad I hadn’t mentioned it. He was in for a shock when his guards brought Ari to the house. It was hardly like Ari could hide his tail, nor would he want to.

      I was going to have to tell him before the day was out. When the little figures came to a stop, and the music once again abated, I put my empty plate to one side and took a deep breath. “What do you have against mermaids?” I asked, trying to sound as casual as possible.

      Christian ignored my question, waved his hands, and our empty plates disappeared.

      “I’ve had an idea!” he said, excitement filling his face. He once again took my hand and led me back up the stairs to the entrance hall. Passing me my white fur, he opened the main palace doors and waved his hands in the general direction of the cobbled courtyard. A thin layer of ice appeared over the top.

      “You like to skate?” He handed me a pair of white skates without waiting for my reply. My mind was whirring with questions about mermaids, but it seemed he wasn’t about to answer any of them. It worried me that being a merperson might put Ari in some kind of danger, but then, I remembered how kind Christian had been to the people of his kingdom. Someone who spent time with the poor, listening to their stories and giving them food couldn’t possibly want to harm anyone. At least, that’s what I told myself as I laced up the skates he’d given me.

      Music blasted out from nowhere as Christian danced me around the ice. Rain and cold battered my cheeks, but I was having so much fun I barely noticed. Christian’s cheeks were pink in the light that also seemed to come from nowhere. Magic certainly was a wonderful thing, I mused, as he pulled me into a spin. I wasn’t the best skater in the world, but I could stay upright for the main part. Being with Christian, I somehow found myself skating better than I ever had before as he pulled me around the courtyard, swinging me around in time to the music. I’d not had so much fun in a long time.

      I watched my breath, warm in the cold night air as I stood on the sidelines after a good two hours of skating. My legs ached, unused to the exercise, but Christian’s energy seemed boundless. He skated over the ice, spinning and performing flips as well as any professional skater, and when he’d finally finished, he skated over to me.

      “Hold out your hand,” he instructed. I did as he asked, holding it out flat. He took hold of it and molded it into a curved shaped before waving his own hands and conjuring up a cup of hot chocolate.

      “No whipped cream?” I asked. He grinned and waved his hand again. On top of the hot chocolate appeared a whirl of cream and some multicolored mini marshmallows.

      Exhaustion overcame me as I sipped at the hot chocolate.

      “I think I need to head to bed. You’ve worn me out.”

      Christian nodded and with a wave of his hand, the skating rink and our skates disappeared along with the empty mugs. He walked with me all the way up to my room, and when I thanked him for a wonderful day, he lowered his head to mine and surprised me with a kiss.

      Once inside the room, I realized that not only had I neglected to mention that Ari was a merman. I’d also forgotten to tell Christian he was my boyfriend.
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      The rain came down the next day in much the same way it had the day before. Christian was in fine form, grinning like a schoolboy every time I glanced his way. I’d had a wonderful time the day before, but I was beginning to feel restless. I hated being away from Ari, and I hated not knowing how they were all doing even more. Christian had given me everything I’d asked him for and had been more than wonderful, but I still couldn’t shake the feeling that there was something going on. I understood why he might want to meet newcomers to the island if it was small and they were a potential threat, but to keep them in his palace for days. Now that made no sense. Christian might have been oblivious to the fact that Lyna had a crush on him, but I could see quite clearly the same was true for Christian having a crush on me. I’d not stopped the kiss he’d given me the night before as he’d taken me by surprise, but I wasn’t planning for it to happen again. I just needed to find a way to bring Ari up and the fact he was my boyfriend...and a merman.

      All through breakfast, I tried to find the words, but Christian was so happy, whistling away between mouthfuls of pastries.

      I also felt the need to get away for a bit, to have some time to myself and clear my head. Ever since I’d stepped foot in the palace, I’d had Christian permanently glued to my side, and it was beginning to feel like too much. A part of me was scared to ask if I could leave because it would confirm the theory that had been playing in my mind since I got here. That I was trapped and not free to go.

      “Christian?”

      He put what was left of his pastry down on his plate and turned his full attention to me. “Mmm?”

      “I appreciate you giving me these jeans and t-shirt, but I’d really like to be able to buy some clothes of my own. Non-magicked-up ones. I was wondering if you’d mind if I went into town?”

      I held my breath waiting to hear the no that would confirm my fears, so I was surprised when he nodded his head. “I’ll ask one of the guards to take you. I’d like to have come with you, but I have some duties to attend to. Here...” He handed me a bunch of notes leaving me feeling embarrassed. I’d completely forgotten I had no money here, and now, I felt like I was begging. Once again, he’d alleviated my fears. There was no hesitation in him letting me leave the palace, nor had he suggested he come with me. I was free to come and go as I pleased after all.

      The trip to the city made me feel freer than I had in days, and once we got to the shopping area, the guard who’d driven me there, stayed with the carriage while I shopped. The shops reminded me of the ones back home in Trifork, but I rarely got to go in them. As queen, clothes were made especially for me, and I rarely got any say in what to wear. At least I hadn’t until my mother left, and even then, I still wore what I already had. I’d been too busy to go shopping which is why I was enjoying being incognito. Here I wasn’t a queen or a princess. I was just Erica, a girl, who for the first time in her life was going to buy clothes she actually wanted to wear. I wasn’t planning on staying in this kingdom long. We’d already been gone long enough that everyone back home would be worried about us. I needed to figure out a way of getting back across The Barrier. I also needed enough clothes for the trip back to Trifork. Luckily, Christian had given me enough money to buy everything I needed and more. My favorite item was the last thing I bought. A pair of soft leather boots that I pulled over the skinny jeans I’d already purchased. I grabbed myself lunch at a quaint cafe, and after grabbing a sandwich for my driver, I headed back to the palace.

      I’d been so worried about Ari and the other’s that finding a way to get home hadn’t crossed my mind, but it did now as we made our way back through the cobbled streets. Everyone I’d spoken to about The Barrier had acted strangely at the mention of it. Christian had flat out not believed me when I’d mentioned it, and for some reason, thought I was a ghost. It was a peculiar assumption. Now, I thought he thought I was lying, although I couldn’t fathom why. Just like the topic of Ari and being a merman, I’d been too chicken to bring up the topic of The Barrier again.
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      Back at the palace, Christian greeted me with a swift kiss to the cheek.

      “Have fun?” he asked eyeing the bags of shopping I’d brought back.

      I nodded carefully, determined to tell him about Ari before he found out himself which he was sure to do soon. The storm seemed to be abating as I made the journey back to the palace, and I’d even seen some sunshine.

      “Good. I see you’ve got some clothes. You’ll have to try them on for me later, but I’m afraid I have to go out again. No rest for the wicked...or royalty for that matter. I’m sorry, but I left some food out in the dining room for you. I won’t be back for dinner. Make yourself at home, and I’ll see you tomorrow, if not later tonight.”

      I don’t know why, I’d had such fun with him the previous evening, but I felt relief at being left alone. I was exhausted, and all I wanted to do was have a bath and fall into bed.

      He helped me carry the clothes to the bedroom and then left me there to unpack all the clothes I’d bought that day.

      When I heard the main palace doors closing, my first thought was to get into the bath then maybe try on some of the stuff I’d bought before heading to bed, but then I remembered Christian’s strange reaction when I almost saw into his bedroom. He’d said it was untidy, but that didn’t ring true then, and I didn’t believe it now. Curiosity overcame me as I pulled off my new leather boots and placed them neatly by the bed. By the time I’d taken all the new clothes from the bags and folded them neatly into a pile, my mind was made up. Christian had said himself that he wouldn’t be back for dinner and it wasn’t like there was anyone else in the palace to see me. Ok, it was morally wrong…but, I argued with myself, so was kidnapping me and bringing me here in the first place. No matter his reasoning, I’d lost a couple of days where I could have been with the others trying to figure out how to get home. I was still no closer to solving that particular conundrum and because of everything that had happened over the past couple of days I’d not put much thought into it.

      After heading out of my room, I glanced at the door opposite mine. It looked no different from any of the others along the corridor, and yet, Christian had been so determined for me not to see what was inside it. I held my hand out towards the handle, then nerves overcame me, and I backed off.

      “I’ve not eaten yet,” I reminded myself aloud, although I knew I was just putting off the inevitable. I turned and headed down the main palace stairs.

      Having the whole palace to myself was both a relief and disconcerting. The wide empty halls reminded me of a mausoleum, and everywhere I walked, my footsteps echoed, making me feel like there was someone else there, following me.

      Dinner was a cold selection of food. Meats, cheeses, and bread took up a portion of the table with desserts placed next to them. Yet again, there was more food than I could eat in a week and after my big lunch at the cafe, I wasn’t too hungry anyway. Instead of sitting, I picked up a bread roll and made myself a sandwich, which I held onto as I left the room and all the food behind.

      I dithered for a bit in the entrance hall, wondering if I could go ahead with trespassing into his room. He’d not wanted me to see something in there, and I should respect that. Heck, I hated the lack of privacy at the Trifork Palace. So many people went into my room each day: Cleaning maids, dressing maids, my mother. I’d have killed to get some privacy and have my own room be my own without anyone and everyone coming and going from it as though it was a public space. But then... I still felt like something strange was going on. Despite Christian’s niceness towards me, there was something strange about him, and I couldn’t quite put my finger on it. His house was weird; that was for sure. But there was something else, something beyond the whole having a crush on me and bringing me up here in the first place, and I wanted to know what it was.

      Eating the sandwich standing up in the entrance hall, I dusted the crumbs off and, with a quick look to make sure none of the guards had happened to come inside, I bounded up the stairs. I told myself that if Christian really did want to keep something secret, he could have locked his door. There were no keyholes, but he knew magic. I placed my hand on the handle and pushed down. The door opened immediately.

      “He’s almost giving me an invitation,” I whispered to myself as I opened the door a crack. The guilt I felt at violating his privacy was immense, but my curiosity was greater. When I opened the door fully, my mouth opened in shock. As far as wall color went, it was exactly the same as everywhere else, but what had been added to the walls had me sucking in my breath with surprise and the beginnings of fear. Hundreds of photos lined the walls. All of them had been taken on the sea or by the coast. I even recognized the colorful cottage I’d visited on the shorefront belonging to old Merryl. It wasn’t the photos as such that made me nervous, although these were not art shots. Each one had a person or sea creature in it. They were all different from one another, and none of them looked staged. The photos weren’t vacation snaps of happy families posing for the camera with silly grins and large ice creams. These photos had been taken covertly. It was clear that the objects of them had no clue they were having photos taken of them. I stepped closer, wondering if it was the same people in each photo, but as I got closer to them, it was clear they were different. One showed a family sunning themselves on the beach while a young child played with a bucket and spade. Another showed a couple. The man was putting sunscreen on the girl’s back. In the background of the photo, the sea sparkled, but the foreground showed foliage. Whoever had taken this photo had been hiding in the bushes. I thought back to the thick forest that lined the coast of this strange island, and how easy it would be to hide among the trees and take photos of the people on the beach without being spotted. As far as I could tell, that’s exactly what had happened in most of the photos. Others looked to have been taken onboard boats. One of the photos, in particular, caught my eye.  It was not like the others in as much as it had not been taken on the beach. This photo had been taken from a distance. A small rocky island, no bigger than a mile square was my guess, was the main focus of the photo, and on the rocks surrounding it sat young men and women. The men were all perfect specimens of manhood with muscular bodies and beautiful faces. The women were equally as beautiful with long, flowing hair that fell past their waists. All of them had tails instead of legs. There was no doubt in my mind what these were. They looked like merfolk, but merfolk didn’t sit around on rocks looking spectacular. No, these were sirens. I’d found them! They did exist, and here was photographic proof. My heart thumped with excitement at finally knowing there was another colony of sirens out there somewhere. I just needed to know where and then find a way to persuade them to come back with us. I mentally added it to the long list of things I already had to figure out, the main one being how to get off this island without a boat and get home.

      As I moved closer to the photo, trying to see if there was any way I could figure out where it was, a noise disturbed me. My blood pressure rose, and the hairs on the back of my neck tingled as I stood still to listen. Everything now seemed eerily quiet. It might have been my imagination, but it was enough to make me want to leave the room. Peeking out into the corridor, I saw that it was empty, but the feeling I was being watched remained.

      I shut Christian’s door quietly behind me and ran back to my room. Foregoing the bath, I threw my clothes off and jumped straight into bed where I struggled with sleep.

      Questions ran through my head as I connected everything I knew together but still came up with a mystery. Old Merryl had told me to stay clear of the coast because the king had people out searching. He’d just neglected to mention what he was searching for. He’d had me picked up at the beach and brought here, thanks to the lovely Lyna, and presumably, he had the others kept somewhere by the beach. Once again, I wondered if my freedom was just an illusion. I’d been to the shops alone and thought that meant I was free, but the truth was, without any means of transport of my own, where else could I go? Christian would know I’d come back. I didn’t know the island at all, and there was no way I’d be able to find my way back to the beach. It wasn’t like the guard who drove me to the shops would take me there. He was under Christian’s instruction to take me to the shops, and that’s all. I sighed as I realized that my chains were invisible, but they were still there. I had clothes, I had a little bit of Christian’s money left in my jeans pocket, but without Ari, Nicole, and the others, I was effectively alone in a strange place with no idea how to get away. Thoughts of jumping up and running downstairs to try the main doors ran through my mind, but before I could put them into action, I heard a noise outside the door. Christian was back. I heard his footsteps echoing down the corridor before coming to a stop outside my door. I held my breath as he paused, and a few seconds later, I heard his door open and close.

      If only I knew what was going on, maybe everything wouldn’t feel so sinister. But it did. I closed my eyes again wishing Ari was beside me.
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      In the morning I woke early, so I decided to check out the rest of the palace. Christian had told me to make myself at home, and so, I felt not nearly as guilty walking the corridors as I had about going into his room. I started along the same corridor that both Christian’s and my bedrooms were on. The other doors along the corridor were pretty much the same as mine and each one contained white beds, white chairs, and white carpets. My eyes were beginning to sting with the brightness of it all, and I was glad I’d bought a bunch of colorful t-shirts the day before. Anything to assuage the assault on my eyes.

      On the end of the corridor, a large window looked out to the back of the palace. I wandered toward it, desperate to see some color that wasn’t printed onto fabric. I wasn’t disappointed. The back of the palace backed up to a beautifully manicured lawn surrounded by a large wall in the distance. I sucked in a breath at the beauty of it. A riot of color in the surrounding flower beds eased my senses, giving me a breather from all the white. At the very end of the garden, a couple of huge sheds butted up against the perimeter wall. Best of all, the sky was blue, and the sun was shining. Christian had no reason to keep me from the rest of our group any longer. Feeling much better, I decided that I was going to take a walk outside. I needed some fresh air and a break from all the white. On the way, I was going to check out the rest of the palace. Who knew what other secrets Christian had hidden. With that decision firmly in mind, I turned around and headed back down the corridor. The main floor was a strange place. There were many rooms, but the purpose of them eluded me. For example, there wasn’t a kitchen at all, and yet I counted no less than five empty white rooms with only chairs. With no family, it seemed rather excessive to have so many rooms for entertaining and even though he didn’t need a kitchen, the house felt heartless without one.

      I found a back door to the garden and headed outside. After being in the all-white palace for so long, the garden was like a breath of fresh air. The sky seemed bluer, the grass greener. All my senses were heightened after the brightness of all the white, and in the distance, I heard sounds of civilization. The clippety-clop of horses’ hooves on the cobbles on the other side of the wall and the faint hum of chatting filled my ears, reminding me that I wasn’t completely alone with Christian. There were other people out there on the other side of the palace walls.

      As I had neglected to put my new boots on, I had to content myself with walking barefoot in the grass. The grass tickled between my toes as I walked out onto the freshly manicured lawn. Pulling my hair into a braid as I walked, I found myself in a part of the garden I’d not seen from the window. At the side of the house was a large rectangular pond. Unlike the rest of the garden that had been designed for its aesthetic value, this pond was more like a swimming pool, albeit of a duller color with no hint of decoration around it. As I got closer, the surface of the water rippled. Despite the pond itself being unadorned, it was teeming with fish. Thousands of them swam in the dull cuboid tank. Seating myself on the edge and dipping my ankles and feet into the water, I watched, mesmerized, as they swam around each other. It wasn’t just fish that filled the tank. In amongst them, I noticed a whole host of weird and wonderful sea creatures. Some I recognized, some I didn’t know at all. An octopus swam below me, and for a second, I was reminded of Olly which in turn reminded me of Ari. This wasn’t a freshwater tank. These fish were sea-dwelling fish. Leaving them behind, I headed back to the main part of the garden. Right at the end of the lawn, the two huge sheds I’d seen from the window gave me pause. Now that I was outside, something about them seemed ominous. What use could the king have for two sheds as big as these? He didn’t need gardening equipment; he could use magic. As I headed towards them, my feeling of unease grew. I slowed down and tried to bring my breathing under control as I took in the sheer magnitude of them. Each was at least two stories tall and wide enough to hold four or five carriages standing next to each other. I would have thought that’s what the sheds were used for, but there was no sign of any tracks through the grass. My hand shook as I lifted it up to the handle of the first shed.

      It was locked.

      Sighing, I decided to give up and head inside for breakfast. Food was laid out, but Christian was nowhere to be seen. I grabbed a quick bite to eat and headed up to his room. Guilt enveloped me again as I knocked on his door. Only last night, I’d walked in there without asking.

      I heard some quiet shuffling, but there was no answer. He’d gotten in late; perhaps, he was still asleep. I’d have to wait until later to inform him that the weather had brightened up.

      Heading back downstairs, on a whim, I tried to open the main palace doors. They opened perfectly, and as I stuck my head out, one of the guards tipped his hat to me and gave me a smile.

      My emotions in this place were a rollercoaster. One minute I was scared, the next guilty, and here I was with everything changing again. If Christian wanted me to stay here, surely the front doors would be locked?

      “Would you mind taking me out for a ride?” I ventured to test a theory. “It’s such a beautiful day.”

      I was more than surprised when the guard nodded. “I can’t take you as I’m on duty here, but I can get one of the other guards to. His Majesty has a carriage at your disposal and has instructed us to take you wherever you wish to go. Do you have anywhere in mind?”

      So once again my emotions flipped. The doors weren’t locked, and I was free to go anywhere. Part of me wanted to head back to the beach, but then I realized that Ari and the others might already be on their way. Christian had said that he had a way to contact his people on the coast. I would hate to miss them and have to come all the way back. Deciding to head back into the garden instead, I thanked the guard and headed back inside. Picking up an apple from the dining room en route, I headed back into the garden and spent the day sunbathing, being careful not to burn this time around.

      “There you are. I’ve been looking all over for you.” A hand clapped me on the shoulder making me jump a mile high. Turning around, I found the king smiling down at me. My heart was pounding a mile a minute, but I didn’t want him to know that.

      “I saw your gardens from one of the windows and thought it would be nice to come and see them.”

      “Beautiful aren’t they?” the king said, taking my hand in his and interlacing our fingers. He’d done this to me so often that I’d barely noticed before now, but now, I wondered if it was his way to dominate me. I couldn’t exactly let go. He was holding onto my hand too tightly.

      “This garden was my mother’s pride and joy. She wouldn’t hear of using magic on it. She thought that nature had a magic all of its own, so she tended it herself. When she died, I decided to keep it this way although I’m much too busy to deal with it myself. I hire a team of gardeners.”

      I breathed out quietly. So he did need gardening equipment after all. That’s what the sheds were for. At least, that’s what I told myself...a lot of gardening equipment.

      I was being guided back to the house, rather than pulled, but I was left in no doubt that he was in charge. Bringing myself to a stop forced him to stop too.

      “The storm is over. I assume you’ll be bringing my friends to me today?”

      “You worry so,” he replied stroking his hand down the side of my face, making me squirm. “I told you that your friends are alright. They’ll be up here soon, I promise. Now, come inside, I’ve got people I’d like you to meet.”

      Without giving me time to respond, he dragged me inside.

      “I know you aren’t too fond of the dress I gave you, but I have a surprise for you, and I think the dress would be more suited to it than those jeans.”

      I raised my eyebrows wondering if Ari and the others were here after all, and he’d been keeping the information from me.

      “If you’ll permit me...”

      He didn’t wait for me to ask what exactly I was permitting when he waved his hand, and my body felt instantly heavier, weighed down. When I looked down, I could see that I was no longer wearing the clothes I’d picked, but instead the loathsome white dress I’d thrown to one side in my bedroom upstairs.

      “I didn’t give you permission to do that!” Placing my hands on my hips, I glared at him. I was angry about his lack of concern over my feelings for my friends more than the dress, but the dress irritated me too. It was way too early in the day to be wearing a ball gown. Besides, I’d spent my entire life being dressed by my mother, and I wasn’t about to let anyone else take over the job.

      His face fell. “I’m sorry. You’re right. I should have waited long enough for you to respond...It’s just that...I want everything to be perfect. You look so beautiful in the dress, and you won’t be the only one dressed up. Look.” He waved his hand, and his own suit changed from something casual to an extremely smart outfit. It reminded me of the ceremonial suits my father wore on special occasions.

      “That’s not the point,” I huffed.

      “Please come with me.” He opened a door to a nearby room. Once again, it was white, but right in the center stood an ornate full-length mirror. I gasped as I saw my reflection. He’d not only magicked me into the dress but somehow he’d also managed to make my hair into something beautiful. Where I’d had scraggly rattail curls for days, now my hair bounced with curls my mother would be proud of. In fact, this is probably the look my mother had been going for, for years. Scattered throughout my hair, small diamonds sparkled, and the makeup on my face was understated yet perfect. This was a true queen standing before me... It was me.

      “I told you, you were beautiful. Maybe now, you’ll believe me.”

      I was lost for words. Not even at Astrid’s wedding where the best makeup technicians in the land had worked on me, had I looked so attractive.

      My anger still bubbled under the surface. I’d not asked for this, but it lessened.

      “I still want my friends brought here,” I murmured as he held something to my ears.

      “They are on their way. Please cheer up. I want nothing more than you to be happy.”

      The diamond earrings he presented me captured the light as I fastened them into my ears.

      “You are perfect.”

      I turned away from my reflection feeling embarrassed I’d stared at myself for so long and looked at Christian instead.

      “Perfect for what?”

      His smile grew wider, showing off those dimples of his. You’ll see. I followed him to yet another door. Behind it, I could hear the faint strains of music. When he opened it, my mouth fell open. Inside was a huge ballroom, filled with hundreds of guests.
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      As soon as I walked into the room, pulled by Christian, the guests all fell into bows and curtseys. I nodded my head slightly, feeling completely out of place and slightly shell-shocked. It was only when they all stood back up straight and let their eyes fall on me that I heard a collective gasp. The expressions on the faces of each and every guest was one of shock. It was as though they’d seen a ghost. Wearing the white dress, I certainly felt like one. Had Christian told them I was a ghost? He’d certainly thought I was one when we first met and since that particular topic hadn’t been brought up since, I wasn’t sure what he thought anymore.

      “Why is everyone staring at me?” I hissed, hoping Christian would hear me over the music of the string quartet in the corner of the room.

      He leaned in and whispered in my ear, giving me goosebumps down my arm. “You are radiant. They are all in awe of your beauty.”

      I found it hard to believe the expressions of shock were anything to do with how beautiful I looked. They looked way past surprise and awe and were firmly in shock territory.

      “This is Erica,” Christian announced to the nearest couple. I noticed that the staring from everyone else didn’t stop as I shook hands with the older gentleman and his wife.

      The woman peered at me curiously. “She looks so much like...”

      “Yes yes,” interrupted Christian, “stunning isn’t she. Do you like the dress?”

      “It’s beautiful,” she stammered. “Isn’t it—”

      “I think we should eat,” he interrupted her again. I shot her an apologetic look as Christian whisked me towards a long table at the far end of the room. With a wave of his hand, the long table filled with party food in much the same way it had at all other mealtimes. I wasn’t particularly hungry, but I picked up a vol-au-vent and took a small bite. I wasn’t ready for any of this, and after a day of waiting for Ari to arrive, disappointment flooded through me. The party was spectacular, the food delicious, and the people lovely, but I would have happily jumped into some pajamas and headed to bed. The evening was still young, and Christian had said that Ari and the others were on their way. I just had to get through this party or whatever it was until they got here. I allowed myself a smile as I thought of Ari’s reaction when he saw how I looked.

      People gravitated toward me. Some held their hands out to introduce themselves, but whenever anyone said anything beyond how do you do, Christian changed the subject or pulled me towards someone else. I noticed Lyna standing in the corner scowling at me. She looked divine in a slim-fitting, red dress. She was so attractive it was only a shame she scowled so much in my presence.

      As I nibbled on the food, I watched as she sauntered across the dance floor and tapped Christian on the shoulder. He smiled when he saw her and bent down to her level for a hug. As he put his arms around her, her face positively lit up. Her eyes closed as she held onto him, making me sigh. How could Christian not see that she was head over heels in love with him? And for that matter, how could he not see that I wasn’t?

      I saw her face fall as the brief hug ended, and he brought her over to me.

      “You remember Lyna?”

      I smiled at her. I wasn’t sure if I’d forgiven her for kidnapping me, but I saw how difficult her life was and how hard she worked for her family.

      “Of course. You look lovely.” I wanted to tell her that Christian was an idiot for not seeing her, but I had a feeling it wouldn’t go over too well coming from me. Christian took my hand again. “I must introduce you to George and Aliyah Simpkins. They were my parent’s best friends.”

      Everything was so chaotic; I barely had time to catch my breath as I was taken from person to person.

      “What is this all about?” I whispered in Christian’s ear after shaking so many hands I couldn’t count them all. “And why is everyone acting so strangely toward me?”

      Actually, everyone had been perfectly polite and normal except for their shock at my appearance. It was Christian that was acting strangely. He barely let me breathe, staying right next to me the whole time, and I couldn’t understand why he kept cutting people off halfway through every conversation. It was exhausting trying to keep up with him.

      “It’s all about you. I wanted my friends to meet you. I love this song. Come on, let’s dance.”

      I found myself being whirled around the dance floor. The way Christian spun me around reminded me of Ari and the first time we danced together. Both were exceptional dancers. Of course, Ari couldn’t dance any longer. I closed my eyes and rested my head on Christian’s shoulder. I missed this. I missed it a lot. Dancing with Ari had been one of my favorite things before he lost his legs. Not that I could tell him that. When I opened my eyes, I saw that the dance floor was now full of couples dancing and laughing. Everyone was having fun...except one. I kept seeing flashes of red as I was being spun around and at the end of the second or third dance, Lyna left the room. I was pretty sure her eyes now matched the color of her dress.

      “What do you think of Lyna?” I asked Christian genuinely interested in what he had to say. He seemed surprised by my question.

      “Lyna? She’s wonderful. She’s been a rock ever since my parents died. I hired her for her strength. You saw how strong she is. Perfect for bringing people to the castle, but she’s smart too.”

      “Not to mention staggeringly beautiful,” I added.

      “Mmm, I guess. I’ve not really thought about it.”

      Yep, the guy was an idiot.

      The ball or whatever it was went on much later than I expected, and between all the dancing, the strange conversations, and the food, I was exhausted.

      “It’s time to retire,” the king said eventually, making it known that it was time for everyone to leave. I’d never been happier about anything in my life. My feet hurt from all the dancing, and my jaw ached from the fake smile I’d worn throughout. As the people left, many of them kissed my cheek on the way out, and more than a few offered me congratulations, though I had no idea for what. Probably the same thing Christian had been keeping from me all evening.

      When the last person had offered us farewell, and the main doors were shut, I was finally able to confront him about Ari.

      “Are my friends here yet?” I asked, looking through the full-length windows of the ballroom. It was dark outside. They should have been here hours ago.

      “I wish you’d think of something else. Didn’t you enjoy the ball? It was all for you.”

      “I did, but I don’t understand why you’d hold a ball for someone you are just checking to see if they are a spy. You promised me my friends were on their way, but it’s dark outside, and they are still not here.”

      His face fell at my abrupt tone, but I wasn’t to be put off

      Pulling myself up to my full height and with my hands on my hips, I began to speak again. But before the first syllable had even passed my lips, he turned and began to walk away.

      “Wait!” I shouted. The echoing of my voice bounced around, reverberating in my skull, making my already bad headache even worse.

      “It’s late,” he replied stiffly, walking back towards me. He took hold of my hand, pulling it from the position on my hip. “It’s time for bed. We’ll talk tomorrow.”

      It was not what I wanted to hear, and there was no way in this kingdom I was going to be put off again. As he pulled me along the corridor to the stairs, I pulled my free hand back. With as much force as I could muster, my balled fist hit him in the side of the head. I was not one for violence, and I’d never meaningfully hit anyone in my life before now, but I was not prepared to be a prisoner in this stranger’s palace. He was much taller and much more powerful than I, but I’d caught him off guard. He let go of my hand to bring both his hands to where I’d hit him and let out a sharp moan. With my other hand free, I grabbed my fist and let out a breath. My knuckles screamed in agony, and there was every chance I’d hurt myself more than him, but I wasn’t going to let him see that. When he’d pulled himself together and turned to face me, my expression was not one of pain, but one of sadness. I steeled myself for his anger, so when he looked at me in confusion instead, I was surprised.

      “Why did you do that?” His voice was small, and the way he looked at me reminded me of a lost puppy.

      “Why did I hit you?” I asked, raising my voice enough to sound confident but not enough to have it bouncing off the walls. “Please tell me you aren’t serious! You have held on to my hand all evening. I’ve not even been able to go to the bathroom by myself. I’ve not been able to talk freely to your friends, not that I actually wanted to, and you won’t tell me where my friends are. I’m not even angry anymore. I’m beyond angry. I’ve followed along with this weird little game you’re playing because you promised me that you’d take me to Ari. It is becoming apparent that you have no intention of doing so. Just because you are a king, doesn’t mean you can force me to do anything you want against my will. Need I remind you that I also am the ruler of a kingdom? I demand you take me to Ari and the others immediately.”

      To my surprise, he began to cry. He was the strangest person I’d ever met. Demanding one minute, weak the next. At least, he wasn’t trying to hit me back.

      “I’m sorry. I don’t want to keep you prisoner. I’m not the person you think I am. There are things...things that you don’t know, and I cannot tell you.”

      Despite his crying, I wasn’t going to let him off. It was just another tactic to stall me.

      “You’ve got a choice. You either tell me these things of yours, or I walk out the main door now, and I won’t be coming back. Do you understand?”

      We both knew that my threat was empty. Apart from him and his friends, I knew no one.

      “Don’t go, please. I’ll do anything you want. Anything.”

      “You know what I want.”

      He had a pleading look in his eyes as he spoke. “I can’t take you to your friends right now, but I can promise you they are safe. They are being looked after as well as you are. I just can’t let you see them at the moment. Tomorrow ok?”

      I shook my head, getting more and more annoyed. “Why not right now?”

      “They aren’t here yet. I can’t tell you why.”

      I turned from him. There was nothing I could do to make him talk, so I was going to have to follow through on my threat of leaving. He wanted me here for some reason, so I hoped he’d see my threat of leaving as genuine. Back at the main doors, I pulled on the handle. The doors were locked.

      “They are sealed by magic,” Christian said, his voice small and tired. “Without any magic of your own, you won’t get through them. The other doors and windows are the same. I’m afraid you can’t get out. Not now anyway. Tomorrow you can leave if you want.” His voice cracked as he spoke. I could hear the sadness in it. “I’ll tell you everything soon, I promise; but for now, you may as well go to bed. We are both tired, and I have a lot to figure out.”

      He was almost resigned as he turned and headed up the stairs to his room. When he was halfway up, he turned. “I know it’s not much in the way of consolation, but I am sorry about this. I’m in a situation I don’t know how to deal with, and I know I’m doing everything wrong. Please know that I mean you and your friends no harm. If there is anything you want...apart from seeing your friends just yet, you just need to ask. I want everything for you; you are just asking for the one thing I’m not sure I can deliver.”

      I waited until I heard his door close until I followed up the stairs. My feet were aching after all the dancing, and as there was nothing I could do about Ari and the others right now, I decided to sleep on it and try and come up with a plan in the morning. As I got to my room door, I could hear the faint sounds of Christian crying in his room.

      As I crashed down onto my bed, the dress thrown in a pile on the floor, I wondered if I’d been too harsh on Christian. He said he’d bring my friends up tomorrow. Mind you; he’d said the same thing about today.
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      When I awoke the next morning, something was different. I felt different. For a second I wondered if Christian had been practicing some more spells on me, but as I sat up, I realized it was much more wonderful magic than that. Ari was here. I could feel him nearby. I had been too tough on Christian after all. I closed my eyes in shame as I remembered I’d punched him in the face. He was weird, and it was true that he was hiding something big, but did I really need to punch him? Ugh!

      I ran to the bathroom and had a quick shower before dressing in some of the clothes I’d bought. My heart thumped with delight at the thought of seeing Ari again. It was almost enough to mask the shame I felt for what I’d done in anger the night before. I’d almost gotten to my door when I noticed something by my feet. It was a thick cream envelope with my name on in pale blue ink. Christian must have pushed it under the door at some point in the night. Swallowing the bad feelings down, I picked it up and carried it over to the bed. Inside was a handwritten note to me.

      Erica

      I’m so sorry. I never meant to hurt you. I see how my actions must appear confusing to you and holding a ball in your honor was not a well-thought-out action. I was just so full of excitement and happiness that I wanted to show all my friends who had made me feel this way. I know it was wrong and once again, I am sorry. My feelings for you eclipse your feelings for me. I understand that. I just hoped that if I could show you how wonderful life could be with me, you might want to stay. I’ve decided to head out today. I have some business to attend to, so I thought I’d get out of your way. If you want to leave, I shall not stop you. My guards outside have been instructed to take you wherever you wish to go. I only kept you inside last night because it was dark and you were angry. I was worried you’d hurt yourself or get lost. I only want what’s best for you, and now, I see that being with me is not what you want. I won’t beg you to stay, but there will always be a room for you here in my palace.

      Cxx

      I read through the letter twice, my hands shaking each time. I’d not even told him I had a boyfriend. If I’d told him right from the start that I was with someone else, none of this would have happened. I’d seen he had a crush on me and I’d not done anything about it. I’d freely danced with him and ice skated in his arms. This problem wasn’t just Christian’s fault. It was mine too.

      Placing the letter to one side, I took a deep breath and stood up. Ari was here, and that was a lot to be thankful for. Hopefully, by the time Christian came back from wherever he’d gone Ari, Josh, Seth, and the crew of the Erica Rose II would have come up with some way to get off the island and across the barrier. I’d be able to thank Christian for his hospitality and apologize for everything. On the outside of my room, everything was silent. Wherever Ari and the others were, they were being quiet. I checked the downstairs rooms first, stopping to pick up a croissant from the dining room table. Once again, Christian had laid out some food for me, even though he was upset. The ballroom we’d been in the night previously was now back to the size it had been when I’d first seen it. Christian obviously had used some kind of growing spell on it which had worn off. I checked every single room on the ground floor before heading upstairs. If they’d traveled through the night, there was a good chance, they’d been shown to rooms of their own and were now sleeping. Walking along the corridor past my room I checked all the other rooms on the left-hand side. Each one was a bedroom, laid out in pretty much the same way mine had been with a bed, a chair, and a bedside table. All were white, and all were empty, so at the end of the corridor, I moved across to the right-hand side. The first three rooms were exactly the same, but the fourth – the one next to Christian’s was at least four times the size of the others and extremely opulent. Although everything was white in here too, there was more furniture. A large wardrobe sat against the wall, and a dresser with a vase of freshly cut flowers from the garden sat next to it. The bed had four posts, one at each corner which were covered with a white canopy, and on the bed itself, pretty cushions of various shapes and sizes decorated it.

      Walking across the carpet, I opened the wardrobe door. One side held a number of men’s suits, but the other held beautiful dresses, each more gorgeous than the last and all in white. This could only be Christian’s parents’ room. He’d kept it immaculate for all these years. There wasn’t a speck of dust anywhere.

      He must have missed them so much to keep this room as it was, even bringing in flowers. I crept back to the door, aware that once again, I was snooping where I didn’t belong.

      Leaving Christian’s room door closed, I headed past the stairs to the other wing. I’d not been down here before, and as I’d checked the rest of the palace, it stood to reason this was where the others were. Every room on both sides was the same as mine, and every one of them was empty. I knew Ari was here. I could feel him, but I was having a hard time finding him. With only the basement left to check, I ran down the stairs taking two at a time and then did the same on the basement stairs. The basement was exactly how we’d left it days before. There was no one in it.

      Running back upstairs, I opened the front door. The same guard I’d spoken to before tipped his hat when he saw me.

      “Good morning Ma’am.”

      I offered him a smile. “Morning. I was just wondering if you know if anyone was brought up here last night?”

      The guard nodded. “Yes, Ma’am. A group from the beach were brought in, in the early hours of the morning.”

      “They came in here? Through these doors?”

      The guard nodded again. “That’s right. I was on duty when they came through. They looked tired and hungry. One of them was in a bad state. His leg looked a mess, and if you ask me, he didn’t have long left to live.”

      Stan!

      “Don’t worry,” the guard added quickly when he saw my distress. “His Majesty fixed him right up. He was almost dead at the bottom of these steps, but by the time he got to this door he walked through it himself with a smile on his face as healthy as you or I. His Majesty can work wonders with those hands of his.”

      So Christian had been here when they’d arrived, and it seemed that he'd saved Stan’s life. He’d been very ill when I’d last seen him all those days ago. I could only imagine what state he’d have been in by the time he got here.

      “Do you happen to know where they are? They are my friends, and I’d like to see them.”

      “I’m afraid not. His Majesty didn’t disclose where they would be taken. I imagine you’ll find them in the guest bedrooms. They all looked a little tired. One of them was carried up in a blanket. He wasn’t ill, and he looked really annoyed that someone was carrying him, so I don’t know why he didn’t walk himself. If the half-dead guy could manage it, I don’t know why he couldn’t.”

      I knew. He was talking about Ari. For some reason, someone must have wrapped his tail in a blanket. I could imagine his indignation at being carried. He hated it.

      “Do you know where Christian is or when he’s likely to be back?”

      “His Majesty doesn’t share such information about where he goes with me, Ma’am, but he did say that he wouldn’t be back until late.”

      I thanked him and headed back inside. So Christian was gone, and Ari was here, but I didn’t know where.

      I sauntered back to the dining room and poured myself a cup of coffee from the pot that was miraculously warm. Magic really was a wonderful thing. Closing my eyes I felt down to the pit of my soul, wondering if I was wrong about Ari being close. I’d never been wrong about this feeling before, but I’d never been surrounded by magic in the way I was now. There was always a low hum, everywhere I went in the castle, and I wondered if it was sending my senses haywire.

      “Ari!” I called in my mind, kicking myself for not thinking of it sooner. I only talked to him underwater this way, but there was no reason that I’d not be able to communicate out of the water in the same way.

      But there was no answer. I could feel how close he was to me, and I could think of no reason for him not to answer me back, but he didn’t. I spent the whole day checking the palace again and again, even trying Christian’s room quickly. It looked the same as it had when I’d checked it before and as there obviously were not loads of people in there, I shut the door behind me.

      I don’t know how Christian had done it. There must have been magic involved. Ari was here, and at the same time, he wasn’t. Just like the ballroom that didn’t really exist, Ari was gone, and this time I couldn’t find him.
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      By the time darkness came, I’d eaten my own bodyweight in croissants, and I still hadn’t found them. As I aimlessly wandered the corridor with my room on it for the umpteenth time, I found myself at the window. Outside, the garden was dark now, but it sparked an idea. I knew Ari was close—that, I was sure of, but that didn’t mean he was inside. Cursing myself for not thinking of it sooner, I ran down to the ground floor and toward the back of the palace.

      Either by luck or by design, the door to the garden was still unlocked. As I stepped out into the cold night air, I waited for some kind of magical event, but nothing happened. The garden was not the welcoming place it had been in the light of day. Without any stars out and a cloudy sky stopping the moonlight  from coming through, I was literally stepping out into the dark. The grass beneath my feet now felt cold and damp, and I wished I’d thought to pull my boots on. Bringing up a mental picture of the garden helped orientate me a little. In front of me, I knew there was a long lawn with two large sheds at the end. To my right and around the corner of the house, the huge tank was an obstacle there, so I turned left. With any luck, I’d find another small building, a guest cottage or something. Walking as quickly as I dared with one arm out in front of me and the other tracing the wall of the palace, I made it to the corner. Squinting my eyes to try to see anything didn’t help. It was pitch black. I slowed down, keeping my fingers to the wall and using it as a mental safety rope. Each step scared me as I walked through the inky blackness, but I was determined to find Ari. A little voice in the back of my head told me that if they were in a cottage, they’d had all day to come to the main palace and find me, but that didn’t stop me. I still had hope I’d find them all happy and waiting for me. Unfortunately, that hope was quickly denied me when the ground beneath my feet disappeared, and I fell right into water. There was another tank at this side too. I’d not seen it in the darkness. Freezing water surrounded me as I plunged feet first into the tank. The weight of the water dragged me down to the depths of the tank as I vainly tried to keep my head above the surface. Having gotten used to being underwater over the course of the last few months, I remained calm. The waterlogged jeans I’d elected to wear were too heavy to swim in, so I ripped at the buttons holding them on until I was naked save for my underwear and t-shirt. Pushing up from the bottom of the tank, I crested the surface and took a deep breath of the freezing night air. A few months ago, I’d have drowned in my panic at such a situation, but now, I managed to keep calm enough to save myself. Unfortunately, my elation was to be short-lived. Something...some kind of water creature wrapped its tentacles around my waist and dragged me back under the surface. In the dark water, I couldn’t see what it was that had grabbed me, but whatever it was, it beat me in both size and strength. Thrashing around in the darkness did nothing to lessen its hold on me and the panic I had so proudly overcome now enveloped me as I tried to fight off the monster.

      “Ari!” I cried out his name instinctively in my mind not really expecting an answer.

      “I hear you. Where are you?”

      My heart leapt as I finally heard his voice. Light erupted through the darkness, and a strong pair of hands grabbed hold of me. Between the two of us, we were able to wrestle ourselves away from the monster. I kicked hard and was pulled towards the surface where I was met by Christian. He held out his hand and pulled me from the tank and into his arms where he held me tightly and stroked my hair, his whole body shaking more than mine was. Breaking free of him I turned, excited to finally see Ari, but to my dismay, the person that had saved me was not Ari at all. One of the palace guards sat by the side of the tank, his uniform dripping wet.

      “Ari!” I called out again, peering into the tank to see if I could see him. The light I’d seen earlier was a flashlight held by Christian. It illuminated the tank a little, but the water was too murky to see either Ari or the creature that had pulled me under. There was no answer to my call. Wherever Ari was, it was not in that tank.

      “Come back inside,” Christian said, lending his hand to the guard who took it gratefully. “Both of you.”

      He waved his hand, and in an instant, we were both dry. He took hold of my hand, and this time, I let him. Still feeling shook up about my encounter with a monster, I was grateful for the comfort, even coming from who it did.

      “I promised you anything you wanted,” he whispered, almost resigned. “I didn’t expect you to go and fall into the tank with the giant squid. What were you doing?”

      So that’s what it was. “I was looking for my friends. Where are they?”

      “You are shivering. Magic helps a little, but nothing beats a warm bath. Come inside and get warmed up. Have a long, hot bath, and I’ll make some hot chocolate.” He turned to the guard. “You, too, Maxwell. I don’t want you catching cold. I’ll show you to one of the guestrooms.”

      I was too cold to argue, though I did note that he’d failed to tell me where Ari was yet again. I’d have a bath I decided and then ask him outright when my teeth stopped chattering long enough to do so.

      He stopped outside my door, looking sheepish. “Did you get my note?”

      “I did. I’m sorry I hit you, but you keep promising me whatever I want, but when I tell you what I want, you don’t deliver. I want to see my friends.” I looked at Christian. The whiteness of the walls behind him almost gave him a halo effect. “And I’m sick to death of all this white. It gives me a headache.”

      “Go have your bath. We’ll talk after that.”

      I was going to hold him to it. I turned into my room and closed my door behind me.

      I fell into the bath and sighed as the heat seeped into my freezing bones. I’d not planned it, but the bath was so blissful, I almost fell asleep in it. From the outer door to the bedroom, I heard a knock. Pulling myself out of the bath, I wrapped a towel around myself and headed through the bedroom to the door. No one was there, but when I looked down, next to my feet was a steaming cup of hot chocolate complete with whipped cream and marshmallows. Picking it up I crossed the corridor and knocked on Christian’s door. There was no answer. Either he’d gone back out, or he was hiding from me. I suspected the latter after everything that had gone on. Once again he’d wormed his way out of telling me what was going on. Heading back to the room. I sat on the bed and sipped the hot chocolate.

      I’d almost drowned out there tonight, but I’d heard Ari. It hadn’t been my imagination. Falling into a fitful sleep, I was more determined than ever to find him.
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      Waking up the next morning, I almost thought I was still in a dream. The white walls of my room were now pale beige with colorful framed art prints hanging on them. The carpet was also beige, but a bright red rug brightened it up. In fact, the whole room looked different. It looked normal, like any other room. And almost none of it was white.  On the nightstand, was a silver tray with breakfast on it. The plate held a toasted bagel with cream cheese, some fruit, and to the side, a glass of orange juice and a small vase with a white rose. It was the only white thing in the room.

      Picking up the tray, I got back into bed and began to eat quickly, hoping that breakfast in bed wasn’t just another ploy for him to duck out so he wouldn’t have to speak to me again. I pondered over Christian’s actions. Everything about him was weird. One minute he was domineering; the next he was crying, and he really had tried to make my time here comfortable. If only he’d tell me what was going on. After breakfast I headed out, determined to find Christian and have him lead me to Ari. It turned out that it wasn’t just my room that he’d changed. The corridor now looked like any other corridor in any other palace with a royal blue carpet running the length of it and small side tables dotted evenly along it, each with a vase containing white roses just like the ones I’d seen in his parents’ room. I wondered if he’d changed the whole house as I wandered to the stairs. The entrance hall still had the same white marble floor it always had, but the walls were painted in a pale blue with paintings similar to the ones in my room decorating the walls. The banister to the stairs that was once white was now a rich brown. I’d barely made it halfway down the staircase when there was a knock at the main palace door, startling me.

      I expected Christian to come running, but he didn’t. There was only me here to answer it. I continued on down the stairs as another knock boomed out followed by the door opening. My first thought was that it was Christian himself, back from wherever he’d gone, but it turned out to be one of the men I’d met at the party a couple of days before.

      “I’m sorry to intrude,” the man said, taking off his hat and bowing deeply to me. He was dressed impeccably, but his deep bow showed a bald spot on the top of his head.

      “I don’t think the king is in,” I responded as I took the last few steps to the gentleman and held out my hand. “Mr. Simpkins, right?”

      “That’s right.” He took my hand and shook it firmly but swiftly

      “I’m sorry to hear that Christian is out. I wanted to speak to him. I must say, it was a pleasure to meet you the other night. I can’t begin to tell you how happy we all are that the king has found a lovely girl to settle down with. After everything he’s been through, it’s wonderful to see him finally happy again. I suppose I should be on my way. Can you let him know that I called?”

      His words intrigued me. Obviously, he thought Christian and I were a couple which didn’t surprise me in the least. He had purposefully made it look that way throughout the party, dancing with me and never leaving my side. It was the other things Mr. Simpkins had said that interested me. I realized that this was finally my chance to find out what was going on.

      “I’m afraid I can’t offer you any tea, Mr. Simpkins. We don’t have a kitchen, but I do hope you’ll stay and chat for a while. It would be nice to get to know the king’s friends.”

      He seemed surprised by the invite, but he nodded his head. As he followed me into the dining room, I noticed a pot of tea and some scones were waiting. Christian had left these out for me which meant that wherever he was, he wasn’t planning to be back for a while. Before Mr. Simpkins arrived, I’d have been annoyed, but now I was glad to know I’d have time to talk about him.

      “No tea, huh?” Mr. Simpkins chuckled as we both took a seat at the long table.

      I grinned back at him as I picked up the teapot and began to pour tea into the two cups that had magically appeared in front of me.

      He accepted the tea and took a sip before placing the cup back on the table and picking up a scone. “These are delicious. When I eat here, I always wish I could do magic. May I ask where you and Christian met? He wasn’t very forthcoming at the ball, and between you and me, he wasn’t quite acting himself.”

      “He had me picked up from the beach. I think he thought I was a spy.”

      “Oh, so you aren’t from these parts?”

      I shook my head and took a bite from my scone. Mr. Simpkins was right. They were delicious. “I don’t come from the island at all.”

      His eyebrows lifted and I had the feeling that foreigners were not really accepted around here. Remembering the old man on the beach and how he acted toward me, not to mention Lyna and how she’d brought me here, I had to conclude that foreigners were rare indeed.

      “I was wondering about something,” I began, taking another bite out of my scone. “I felt like you were trying to tell me something at the ball, but you didn’t get the chance.”

      Mr. Simpkins shook his head. “Nothing, really. I was just going to remark how much you look like the queen. The similarity is uncanny. Not identical. She had a slightly fuller face than you and her eyes were brown, plus of course, she was much older than you, but you look very much like her.”

      “The king has a wife?” I asked, surprised. I’d not seen any evidence of a woman living here in the past couple of days, and the way he’d been with me told me that he was very much single.

      “No, no, no, I’m referring to the king’s mother. Surely you know about her?”

      It seemed we were both learning new things with this conversation.

      “Yes, of course, sorry.” I lied. “Can you tell me about her? She died when Christian was young along with his father, right?”

      He sucked in a breath through his teeth and stroked his chin. “I’m sure you know most of it already,” he replied, and I could see in his eyes the hope he’d had that he wouldn’t have to talk to me about it.

      “Christian was only twenty when it happened,” he began. He stared off into space as if remembering it.

      “He’d been kept out of the limelight by his parents. I think they wanted him to have a normal life away from the celebrity of royalty. I guess they could not have foreseen that he’d end up being the king so young, and he was woefully unprepared. His mother mollycoddled him and wouldn’t let him play with other children when he was young. He didn’t attend school and had no friends.”

      “That doesn’t sound like a normal life to me,” I butted in, feeling sorry for the young Christian.

      He shook his head. “It wasn’t. Not really, but I think Margaret thought she was protecting him. I know she was scared that if he went to school, reporters would hound him. She did have a fair point. She was a staggeringly beautiful woman, and she was hounded by the press every day of her life. Christian had a very lonely existence, and when his parents died, he really didn’t know what to do with himself. Of course, we all helped. All the friends of his mother and father did what we could, but the burden of ruling largely remained with Christian. He’s not doing a bad job considering he’s not really used to being around people. I think he’s getting the hang of it and the people mostly like him despite his odd quirks.”

      Odd quirks... like kidnapping women and pretending they were your girlfriend. I’d call that more than an odd quirk. Not that I could say that to Mr. Simpkins.

      “What quirks?”

      “Oh, don’t get me wrong,” he said, waving his hand in front of him. “He’s a great guy. Lovely. It’s just... well... when Margaret and Frank died, he kept this place like a shrine. Everything had to be white because it was the color of Margaret’s favorite roses. She often wore white too. It’s actually nice to see it like this,” he said glancing around the room. “I guess that’s your influence, huh? I wasn’t a big fan of the white either. It was just a bit...”

      “Too much?” I ventured.

      He gave me a small smile. “Just a tad.”

      “What happened to his parents? Christian never told me. I think he wanted to shield me from it.”

      Mr. Simpkins shrugged. “Nobody really knows. They went out sailing one day and never returned home. There were quite a few eyewitness accounts of them leaving on their boat, but no one saw them after that. I’m afraid Christian developed an obsession with the sea after that. Anyone who had a boat was taken in for questioning. No one was allowed on any of the beaches anymore, and those that dared to were spied upon and then brought back here. I guess you can relate to that. No one goes on the beaches anymore. It’s sad, really. We are a relatively small kingdom, and our seaside towns and villages are dying. Fishermen can no longer go out, and seaside resorts are now a thing of the past.” He sighed as if it affected him personally. Perhaps it did. His words made a lot of sense, and now, at least, I knew why I was here. Lyna must have been stationed there to pick up anyone found by the sea. Instead of letting me go, he’d seen how much I looked like his mother and decided to keep me here. He was completely crazy, but sad too. Despite everything, my heart went out to him.

      I thought back to the encounter I’d had with the giant squid the previous night. “He has tanks of weird fish and sea creatures in the garden. Is that something to do with his parents’ disappearance?”

      Mr. Simpkins nodded and wiped some of the jam from his chin. “I’m afraid his obsession has come to include anything to do with the ocean. He has spent thousands on private detectives, and he has people patrolling the beaches. Our small island has become a prison for us. That’s why I was surprised when you said you were not from here. Where exactly are you from if you don’t mind me asking?”

      I didn’t know how to answer. If I told the truth, I doubted he would believe me. I was pretty sure even Christian thought I was making it up. I’d seen the way people reacted when I brought up The Barrier. “A long way away. I came by ship. As I said, one of his people picked me up from the beach and brought me here.”

      Mr. Simpkins laughed and reached for another scone. “Well, it was a lucky day for him when they did.” He stood, wrapping a scone in a serviette and tucked it into his pocket. “It has been awfully nice having tea with you, but I really must be on my way.” He wiped his hands on his trousers and held one out for me to shake.

      “Thank you for coming. It’s nice to meet Christian’s friends.” I walked him to the door. “Were Christian’s parents ever found? You said that they were dead, but then you said that they had disappeared.”

      “No. We all assume they drowned at sea, but I know Christian hopes they are just lost somewhere. The ocean is a big place.”

      “That it is,” I replied holding the door open for him. He nodded at me and set off on his way.

      “Is Christian out again?” I asked the guard, although I already knew the answer. The guard nodded, so I shut the door.

      It seemed once again I was in the palace by myself.

      Everything that Mr. Simpkins had said whirled through my mind. I didn’t like Christian for what he was doing to me, but I almost understood it. If my parents had been lost at sea, wouldn’t I have done everything in my power to find them?

      No, I wouldn’t have held someone away from their friends. It wasn’t as if I knew anything about his parents anyway, and he’d not even asked me about them. It seemed the only reason he’d kept me here because I reminded him of his mother. That and the weird crush he’d developed on me. Running up the stairs, taking two at a time, I headed to Christian’s room. This time, he wasn’t around to interrupt me, and any guilt I’d had before of being in his room had evaporated entirely. I needed answers, and this was the only place I knew to look for them. I finally understood what I was looking at as I gazed at all the photographs on the walls. They were all people that had any connection to water at all. Pretty much anyone who had ever visited any of the beaches here had been photographed, most without even knowing it. I wish I knew what Christian was looking for when he’d had these photos taken. I had a feeling that he didn’t really know himself, but was just clutching onto hope that anything might provide a clue to his parent’s whereabouts. As I moved along the wall, I noticed a couple of photos that I’d not seen the other day. With a start, I realized they were of Ari and the others. Ari, Josh, and Seth were in one photo, Nicole and her crew, the other. I couldn’t tell where they were in the photo. They were clearly inside what looked to be a dark room. With no discernible features, just a blank wall, I had no clues as to where Christian was keeping them beyond it being pretty dark.

      Pulling the two photos off the wall, I continued looking at the other pictures. Where the photos stopped, there were hundreds of newspaper clippings. I read a few, but they were all the same. Reports from the day after the king and queen went missing some four years previously and a few follow up stories. It was heartbreaking that he’d kept all this, down to the small snippets and mentions. One of them, I noticed, was more crumpled than the others, as if it had been taken down from the wall and read a few times. At first I thought it was just like the others, but actually, it was an eyewitness account from the day of the disappearance.

      An old man had been out on his boat sailing that day and had seen the king and queen sail toward The Barrier. In the interview, he said he’d tried shouting at them to stay away, but the wind had directed them toward it. The article ended with him saying he managed to sail his boat back to the mainland before the storm really hit.

      So his parents had hit The Barrier like so many other boats. The Barrier had a lot of superstition from both sides, but really, there was nothing spooky or otherworldly about it. In my mind, I could see it playing out. The King and Queen had gotten into trouble out near The Barrier, and just like us, they’d hit it. I sighed. The reality was, they were very likely dead, at the bottom of the ocean as their boat rotted around them. Christian would never know for sure because no one would be stupid enough to go close to The Barrier to check. No wonder he’d been spooked when I said that’s where I’d been. He knew his parents had headed out there, but he thought it was some mystical portal to death. On the paper, someone had written a number on in pen. Number 42. It took me a while to remember where I’d seen it. Going back to the photos, I saw that each one had a number written in small writing. It took a while to find number forty-two as they seemed to be in no order, but when I did, I recognized the person it was of. It was Old Merryl from the beach. He was the last person to see the king and queen alive.
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      I needed to find a way out of here. Now, even more than ever. Christian was damaged. It wasn’t his fault. He’d been brought up with only his parents for company, and then, they’d died, leaving him completely alone. It was awful, but I didn’t want to spend my life taking the place of his dead mother. Taking only the two photos I’d pulled from the wall, I headed back downstairs and out into the back garden. I’d heard Ari last night. His voice was distant, but I’d definitely heard him when I’d been fighting for my life in that tank. I wondered if being underwater had made it so he could hear me, but I wasn’t planning to get back into the tank to find out. What I was planning to do, however, was to walk every part of that garden until I heard Ari again, and if that didn’t work, I’d leave the palace and walk the perimeter from the outside. After checking the garden area thoroughly, I found myself back at the two large sheds. Both had one window at the front, but they were much too high for me to see what was inside. The doors were sealed magically. They had to be as I could see no keyhole or any other form of lock.

      I shouted out Ari’s name both in my head and out loud, but there was no answer. No sound came from the sheds at all, and when I hammered my fist on each of the doors, only silence answered back. At times, I’d cursed our bonding, but in times like these, it helped immeasurably. I might not be able to see or hear him, but I could feel him. He was definitely alive, and he was well. He felt so close. Close enough for me to want to find a way into those sheds. I’d not seen a ladder anywhere, but I’d seen something that would do almost as well. I ran back to the house and headed up to my bedroom. I knew I had to work fast before Christian came home. I didn’t think he’d hurt me if he saw what I was up to, but he was erratic, at best. Who knew what he’d do. In my room, I stripped the sheets from the bed and knotted them together as best I could to make a rope. Carrying my rope downstairs, I threw it by the back door and began carrying all the furniture I could find to join it, the thought of Christian returning before I was done at the back of my mind. It took over an hour to find everything I needed and then more time still to haul it all outside, but when I was done, a pile of furniture towered up the side of one of the sheds to the small window. Throwing the handmade rope over my shoulder, I pulled myself up onto the table that was at the base of the tower. With each step, the tower juddered erratically, and by the time I’d climbed to the top, I wasn’t sure it would hold much longer. Very carefully, I wiped the glass with my sleeve and peered in. The dark room looked strange, as though the walls and floor were moving, but in the blackness, I couldn’t see enough to know what it was. Pulling my sleeve over my hand, I smashed the window, sending slivers of broken glass down to the inside. They made no noise as they fell which left me nervous as to what I’d find in there. The slight buzz of magic I’d become used to in the Palace was much stronger here. It rippled through my body as I carefully unlatched the window and opened it fully. Almost immediately the smell of the sea hit me. Craning my head inside I suddenly realized why I’d thought the walls were moving and why the glass had been silent as it fell. It had nothing to do with magic at all. Directly in front of me was another tank. The shed was a giant aquarium, or at least, part of it was. The tank didn’t quite take up all the space, but at least three-quarters of the large space was taken up with it. Now that my eyes had adjusted to the low light, I could see that it was teeming with sealife, just like the one outside.

      The water in the tank bubbled in the far corner as oxygen was pumped through it to keep it aerated. It was possibly because of this that it took me a while to hear the sounds of people talking, but when I did, my heart began to race. Stan and Nicole’s voices rose over the sound of the tank. I couldn’t catch every word they said, but it sounded like they were arguing over who had broken the window. I couldn’t see them over the top of the tank, so I guess they couldn’t see me either.

      “It’s me!” I shouted, hoping they’d hear me better than I could hear them.

      “Erica? Guys, it’s Erica.”

      I grinned at the excitement I could hear in Nicole’s voice. They’d missed me.

      I shouted down to her. “I can’t get to you. The tank is in the way.”

      “Swim across. That tank is safe. On the other side, you’ll have to pull yourself up over the side and drop down to us. It’s about a twenty feet drop, but we’ll catch you.”

      Knowing that wouldn’t be necessary, I lowered myself into the surprisingly warm water and swam across, bringing the knotted bed sheets with me. None of the wildlife bothered me as I swam the fifteen or so feet across the tank. Most of the fish darted away, much more scared of me than I was of them. I had to swim to the back wall of the shed as the pipes there were the only thing I could see to knot the bed sheets to. When I got to the thick glass corner and tied the sheets, I peered over the edge. Opposite me, separated by a walkway, was another tank, but unlike this one, it was only half filled with water. A manmade island allowed its occupants to be on land or under the water as they wished. At the moment, the land part of the tank was empty, so whatever was in there was currently under the water. Next to that, was the third and final tank. I didn’t need to wonder who was in that one. I could see him sitting on his own bit of land, his tail dipped into the water and his long black hair covering his shoulders. I knew I’d missed him, but seeing him there made me realize just how much. My heart ached to be close to him and judging by the way his eyes met mine, he felt the same way. Everyone else from the yacht crowded below me, ready to catch me as I climbed down my makeshift rope, but it wasn’t needed. I managed to get to the bottom with ease, and when I did, they crowded around me, smothering me with hugs.

      “We didn’t know if you had survived,” Nicole said, as she pushed everyone back to give me breathing space.

      “I did.” I looked up, over everybody’s heads and saw that Ari had swum to the front of his tank. Pushing through the excited crowd, I walked the narrow walkway until I reached him. His hand was held up to the glass. I held mine up to it, with only the thick glass separating us. Our bonding was stronger than ever. Even though our skin wasn’t touching, his presence sent shockwaves through me, stronger than ever before. I could see that he felt it too. His eyes flashed purple as they often did in times of great emotion, and he appeared as shocked as I felt at the electricity burning through us.

      “I need to get inside this tank,” I said, turning to Nicole.

      She shook her head. “Unless you’ve got a ladder hidden on you somewhere, I don’t see how you’ll manage it. Besides, wouldn’t getting Ari out of the tank and all of us getting out of this place be a better option?”

      I’d been so desperate to find them that it hadn’t occurred to me what I’d do when I did. All of us apart from Ari could climb the bed sheets, swim across the tank, and climb down my mountain of furniture on the other side, but then what? I’d not figured a way off the island, and besides, Christian had the shorelines monitored. I was saved having to think it through by the front doors opening wide. Light flooded the place accompanied by a strong breeze that made me shiver.

      “Erica, can I have a word with you?” It was Christian. I could only see his silhouette, but I recognized his voice. There was no anger in his voice, only quiet resignation, but panic welled up inside of me as I weighed my options.

      “No you can’t,” Nicole said, stepping forward to shield me from him. He was at least thirty feet away from us, and as far as I could see, was no danger, but one by one, the others stood between us.

      “It’s ok, guys. I’ll go and speak to him.” There was no point getting everyone else in more trouble than I’d already managed to cause. Christian was magically powerful and apart from the merfolk magic that resided in Ari and the magic that Josh could only channel via an artifact, none of us knew magic at all. We were certainly no match for Christian.

      Ari shouted at me as I passed his tank, but I didn’t stop. Where

      his tank ended, a wall began with doors evenly spaced along it.

      I walked past the doors until I reached Christian. He led me outside and closed the doors behind me, resealing them with magic.

      “I’m sorry for not telling you where they were,” he began. He was much quieter than usual, and there was a sadness to his voice. “I’ve kept them safe, I promise you.”

      “I’ve had enough. I’ve known for a while you were keeping something from me and I’ve ignored it, but now that you seem to think it’s ok to keep my friends locked in a shed and my boyfriend stuck in a tank, I think you owe me an explanation.”

      If I thought he couldn’t look sadder than he already did, I was wrong. At the mention of the word boyfriend, his face fell even further.

      He nodded and then turned away from me. I was just about to shout at him in anger when he sat on the grass and patted the ground beside him.

      “I’ll tell you everything.”

      Sitting next to him, I waited for his explanation.

      I told you my parents were dead, but that isn’t strictly true. They were lost at sea a few years back.

      “Mr. Simpkins visited earlier,” I said, butting in. “He told me most of it. It doesn’t explain why you are locking people up.”

      “I’m not locking people up.”

      I raised my eyebrows.

      “Not really. I just had to make an exception for your friends. I’ve not given up looking for my parents since the day they disappeared. The last person to see them was an old man who lived on the beach near where you say you washed up. He told me that he’d been out sailing and had seen them dangerously close to The Barrier. As a child, I was told that The Barrier was some kind of Portal between this world and the next. When you said that you’d come from the other side, I didn’t know what to do. My entire belief system was shattered, but I found that after a while, I didn’t care. I was having too much fun with you. For the first time in years, I felt free of the shadow of my parents’ disappearance. I hoped you’d begin to care about me. You should have said you had a boyfriend.”

      I nodded. “Yes, I should have, and I’m sorry that I’ve hurt you. Is that why you are keeping Ari locked up? Jealousy?”

      Christian sighed and shook his head. “I didn’t know he was your boyfriend until you just told me. Which one is Ari? Not the pretentious idiot?”

      I had a feeling he was referring to Josh. “Ari is the one you’ve got in the tank.”

      Christian’s eyes opened in surprise. “The merman?”

      “Yes. I’m half mermaid. My mother is one. I just have legs instead of a tail.”

      “Huh!” He blew air from the corners of his mouth. “I would never have guessed.”

      “You still haven’t answered my question. If not jealousy, then why are my friends locked up?”

      “There are so few clues to my parent’s disappearance. Some people saw them leaving, but only Old Merryl saw them out to sea, and he’s hardly the sharpest tool in the shed. I’m afraid I didn’t believe him, or at least, I didn’t want to believe him about The Barrier. If they passed over The Barrier, it would surely mean they were dead.”

      “I hate to say this, but the chances are they crashed onto the barrier, and their boat sank. Mine did.”

      Christian closed his eyes and sucked in a deep breath. “When you told me The Barrier was a real place I thought the same thing, and yet, your story gave me hope. You survived, your friends survived. What if my parents survived too? I’d almost given up hope until you came along and told me your story. It’s been a long time since I brought anyone in for questioning. Almost a year, in fact. For the first two years, after they disappeared, I had a whole crew of people bringing sunbathers and fishermen and sea creatures up so I could question them.”

      “Sea creatures?”

      “Merfolk and sirens can talk, but with a little magic, fish can too. That’s why I have so many fish tanks. After questioning, I let everyone go...everyone but the sea creatures. I thought they would know more. They can swim underwater. I guess I wanted confirmation that someone or something had seen my parent’s bodies or their wrecked ship or something, but no one had. It would probably have been easier if they had found their bodies. At least then I’d know.”

      It explained a lot. He’d been holding on to hope for so long that it had consumed him.

      “You know Ari and the others know nothing about your parents, right? They won’t be able to help you. We just want to find a way home across The Barrier.”

      “I want to let you all go I really do, but...”

      “But?”

      “You are my last hope. Maybe your friends saw something while you were being brought to the palace, a bit of wrecked boat or something. I’m sorry, but I have no other avenues to explore. I know it’s a slim chance, but it’s been my life for years. I won’t keep them long. I just need time to think. You’ve shown me that everything I’ve been doing these past few years has been selfish. I wanted my parents back so badly that I didn’t care about anyone else’s feelings. I feel deeply ashamed. I’m sorry I lied to you too.”

      My heart nearly broke for him. He was doing everything wrong, and yet, he was doing it out of grief. He’d not hurt anybody.

      “You promise to let everyone go once you’ve questioned them?”

      “I promise. Tomorrow I’ll ask them if they saw anything while they were out there. After that, I will let you all go. I want you to stay, but I understand that you can’t. Ari is a very lucky man.”

      I leaned forward and drew him into a hug. For the first time, I felt that maybe I understood him a little.

      “Would you like to come up to the palace for one last night? We could skate again.” He looked so desperate for me to say yes, but I couldn’t. It wouldn’t be fair to either of us.

      “I can’t. If you must keep us here one more night, I’ll stay in the shed with my friends.”

      Christian didn’t look happy with my choice, but he accepted it. “You will be well looked after,” he promised as he unsealed the doors. “I’m sorry it has come to this.”

      He bent to kiss my cheek, hesitating slightly before his lips touched my skin. As I headed into the shed, I had mixed feelings about the whole thing, but being back with the others was enough to lift my spirits.

      I stepped inside, and the doors closed behind me, magically locking me in. I only hoped Christian was true to his word and I’d not made the biggest mistake of my life.
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      Everyone crowded around me again, so I told them what Christian had said.

      “I can’t believe you came back in,” replied Josh as he sat at a nearby table. “What is it with that dude? He sounds like a loony.”

      “I believe him. He’s been through a lot. He’s looked after me so well. He said he’d looked after you too. Has he?”

      Josh nodded his head. “You should see our rooms. I’ve never seen anything like it. It’s the height of luxury.”

      “Not for all of us, Nicole butted in.” She looked over at Ari who was now in the water of his tank watching us. “Ari was put in there and not asked about anything. When the king comes in, he throws him some old fish. The others in the next tank get the same.”

      “The others?” I peered through the dim light into the murky water. Something moved, but it was too quick to see what it was.

      Josh gave me a smirk. “You wouldn’t believe it if she told you.”

      I looked at Nicole and waited for her to tell me. She almost smiled as she spoke. “They are sirens. Male sirens. Well, male and female sirens. We finally found what we came looking for.”

      The irony of it didn’t escape me. We’d found the sirens, but had no way of getting them across The Barrier. We had no way of getting to sea and then no boat to take us home. Not to mention The Barrier we’d have to cross. I let a small laugh escape my lips. If I’d have stayed home and become queen, none of this would have happened.

      The doors opened again, just as the clock struck twelve. Without even looking at me, Christian strode to the table and waved his hand. Seconds later a feast filled it. He cut a sad figure as he once again left us locked inside.

      “Crazy, I’m telling you,” Josh said, his mouth full of food. Picking up a plate, I filled it and took it over to Ari.

      “I’m sorry. I can’t reach high enough over the glass to pass it to you.” I had to take each piece of food and throw it over the top of the glass. Most of it he caught, but some landed in the water, bobbing on the surface.

      Ari ate as I sat on the floor next to his tank. He ate quickly, then swam down so he was next to me, almost touching me save for the glass between us. It seemed that no matter where we were there was always something keeping us apart. I leaned on the glass to be closer to him, but it was cold.

      “You should eat too.”

      “I’m not hungry,” I said aloud, holding my hand up to the glass. His fingers fanned out on the other side, turning the tips of his fingers white. “One day we’ll be together.”

      The way he looked at me almost broke my heart, but it was nothing to the words that followed. “I’m beginning to think that might never happen. Right from the start, it’s like the world has been conspiring against us. First, it was the water keeping us apart and now we literally have a barrier between us. I wonder if I’m doing the wrong thing by wanting you, by you wanting me. The king clearly wants you. Maybe you should tell him you want out. You are a queen, and you should live in a palace, not to be sitting on the floor next to a tank.”

      I looked right into his eyes. They were fully purple now, giving him away. He didn’t want me to leave; he just didn’t want me to have to stay locked up with him.

      “There’s nowhere in this kingdom or any other I’d rather be than right here with you. It’s only for one night.”

      Without giving him time to answer, I went back to the others and took the remaining chair. Pulling it to the tank, I stood it next to the glass.

      “I’m going to need that table when you’ve finished eating,” I shouted back to the others.

      “What are you doing?”

      “I’m stacking furniture. I did it before, and I can do it again.”

      I guessed it was about twenty feet to the top of his tank, but if I had a table with a chair on top, and maybe someone giving me a leg up, I’d be able to climb over the top.

      After dinner, the others helped me build another pile of furniture enabling me to climb the side of Ari’s tank. Pulling myself over the top, I let myself fall into the water with a splash. Ari swam over, took me right to the back of the tank, and embraced me. The water in the tank was too clean to hide us, so as he kissed me, even under the water, I could hear the cheers of the others.

      The intensity I’d felt earlier returned. My body warmed, and my pulse raced as I kissed him. It was like when we first met, but more so. As he wrapped his arms around me, I felt like I might erupt with the heat between us, so much so that I found myself having to pull back.

      “What was that?” Ari looked as surprised as I felt by this new sensation, though he had a smile on his face. It was like our bonding magic had intensified to the point that being so close to each other made my feelings so powerful, that I almost wasn’t in control anymore. As it was, I was barely touching his finger, the smallest part of him so that I could breathe underwater and the sensation was still fizzing through my body.

      “It’s the magic in here,” I said, taking a look around. All there was in the tank was the small island that Ari could sit on out of the water if he wished, but I could feel the magic. There was magic keeping us locked in. The food the others had eaten was conjured by magic. The place positively radiated with it, and now it was making our bonding much more potent. I let go of Ari’s finger and swam to the surface, coming to rest on the sandy mound. The others had gotten bored of leering at us and had gone back to what looked like a game of chess.

      Ari joined me. He stretched out on the sand, cradling his head in his hands, his tail still in the water. He was so perfect. Even in the low light, his sculptured stomach and chest, gotten from years of swimming rather than going to a gym, and his muscular arms made me almost desperate to lean over and bridge the small gap between us. If I did, I wasn’t sure I’d survive it. Touching him had driven me to the edge. I was sure not touching him was going to push me over it. He was right. Maybe the world was conspiring against us. Ever since we’d met, we’d had two forces working in completely opposite ways. One pushing us together, bonding us, and the other tearing us apart. Since the very first moment I’d laid eyes on him, it had been a struggle. The most delicious struggle, a whirlwind of beautiful torment and here we were again, back at the very beginning. With every fiber of my being, I wanted to snuggle next to him, but I couldn’t allow myself to do it. I contented myself with lying next to him, almost touching, but not quite. The sound of the others talking seemed distant, muffled by the bubbles aerating the tanks. From here, I could just about see the window I’d come in through. It was now back in one piece, sealed by magic. The dripping wet bed sheets were still there, but a lot of use they were unless any of us decided to go for a dip in the large tank with all the fishes.

      “I wish Christian could find out what happened to his parents. I think he’s pinning all his hopes on you somehow having seen something when you were bringing us here from The Barrier.”

      “What’s stopping him from finding them?” I felt Ari pull himself up next to me. Even without touching, the electricity intensified.

      “I think they are dead. I think he knows that, but he doesn’t want to admit it to himself. That’s why he’s bringing all the sea creatures he can find here.”

      “He’s not going to get the answers he wants from a load of fish.”

      I pulled myself up to look at the huge aquarium opposite and sighed. “Maybe not. You know, Christian’s parents could have landed on The Barrier just like we did. The old man at the beach saw them heading that way in a storm.”

      “I thought you said you thought they were dead?”

      I nodded and turned my neck to look at him. His eyes were no longer purple, but back to their normal shade of green. A lock of hair fell across his eye. I reached up and moved it over his ear. Just that small touch had me shivering with excitement. I really needed to get my body under control. Thinking back to Ari’s last question, I took a deep breath and answered.

      “I do. I think their ship went down near The Barrier, and they drowned.”

      “So why doesn’t he have people searching there?”

      I sat up completely and brought my knees up to my chin. “He thinks the barrier is the border between the living and the dead. It’s a very superstitious place. He looked at me in such a strange way when I told him I was from the other side that for a second, I think he thought I was his mother come back to life.”

      “It sounds like you feel sorry for him.”

      “I do.”

      “Well, you’re more stupid than you look.” A voice came from behind me

      I twisted my head so quickly to see who’d spoken that I almost wrenched a nerve.

      In the tank next to me, was another merman. He would have been very good looking indeed if it wasn’t for the expression that lined his face. He had long blond hair, not as long as Ari’s obsidian locks, but long enough to reach past his ears, and a square jawline that was set firmly in a grimace. As soon as I saw him, I immediately felt drawn to him.

      “Turn it off!” I snapped. I recognized him for what he was, and I recognized the magic he was sending out. It was nowhere near as potent as the female sirens, but it was there. He was a siren. I’d finally found what I set out to find.
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      His face shape changed perceptively. His jaw wasn’t quite so rugged, his hair not quite so golden. Without his siren magic, he looked rather ordinary. Behind me, Ari chuckled. “Nice try, Idris.”

      “Why do you think I’m stupid for feeling sorry for Christian?” I asked him

      “Christian? You two are on first name terms are you?” he snapped.

      Now that his magic was turned off, I was already annoyed by him. “Never mind that. What do you know about him?”

      Idris, swished his tail. “Well, we are all in here for a start. We have nothing to do with his parents disappearing. I’ve told him a million times, but he still won’t let us go.”

      “How many of you are there in there?” I squinted at the murky water but was unable to see anyone else.

      “Twenty-one. Our whole tribe. We’ve been here over a year. He comes in every so often, asks us a bunch of questions and leaves. I don’t know what he expects us to say.”

      “Do you live on The Barrier by any chance?”

      Idris shook his head quickly. “Not likely. It’s a bit too barren for our tastes. Good for luring sailors onto the rocks mind you, but they’d more than likely hit them anyway, and where is the sport in that?”

      I thought for a moment. “Have you ever told Christian that you'd help him search for his parents?”

      “His parents’ bodies you mean? No, and I won’t. It has nothing to do with me. I’ve never even seen his parents. He has literally no proof that it has anything to do with the sirens, but he’s kept us all here anyway. I know we have a reputation, but the ocean is a big place.”

      I could understand why Christian might think the sirens knew something. They were famous for luring sailors onto rocks. Still, I could see no reason why Idris would lie to me about it. If he says he didn’t see the king and queen, then I believed him.

      The more I thought about it, the more I was sure that Christian’s parents had hit The Barrier and drowned. Maybe their ship had gone down, and they’d managed to get onto the rocks, but even then, they wouldn’t have survived long. My heart fell as I thought about the futility of Christian’s quest. It had been years. If they were going to come back, they would have done it by now. He needed someone to go out there and find them. To look for their bodies in the one place he hadn’t. In the depths of the ocean along The Barrier.

      Idris disappeared into the murky water, leaving me alone with Ari.

      “Have you talked to him about Acania and the others?” I asked. At least we’d found what we came looking for. If we ever got ourselves out of our current situation, we could solve the first problem we’d set out to deal with.

      Ari shook his head with a grin. He’s a complete misery. He only wants to talk about how awful it is being stuck in here. I can see his point. I’ve got this tank all to myself, but they are sharing, and there are a lot of them. It doesn’t help that Christian hasn’t cleaned their tank since they got here.

      Lying back down on the sand, I turned onto my side. Ari mirrored me, his long hair trailing on the sand. Just being close to him felt great. It was more than the bonding. I enjoyed his company. His beautiful face and body didn’t hurt much either. It took a lot for me not to reach out and touch him.

      Dinnertime came and went with little fanfare. Christian must have seen I wasn’t with the others, but he didn’t question it. He didn’t even look up to see if I was in one of the tanks. He probably thought I’d gone into one of the small bedrooms which suited me fine. I didn’t want to talk to him anyway. There were so many conflicting feelings whirling around in my head that I wouldn’t know what to say anyway. Unlike everyone else, I’d seen the humanity in him. I’d seen how gentle he could be and I’d seen him at his weakest moment. I’d seen how much his friends loved him and cared for him. He wasn’t all bad. There was a lot of good in him.

      Nicole plated up some food, and like I had at lunchtime, she launched it over the side of the tank. I waited on the sandy bank as Ari swam over and caught it.

      He brought it back for me. Between us, we shared some jacket potatoes and a couple of steaks. By the looks of it, the others also had peas on their plates, but throwing and catching those would be tricky, so we had to make do.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I saw a couple of faces peering at me through the murk on the other side of the glass.

      “Nicole,” I shouted over. “Can you get me some more food please?”

      “Still hungry?” Ari asked, raising an eyebrow.

      “Not me.” I shifted my eyes to the side so Ari could see who I was referring to.

      Nicole nodded and threw more food into the tank. Ari once again caught the potatoes and steaks and handed them to me. If I stood on my tip toes, I could just about reach over the glass to drop the food to the other side. As soon as it dropped, there was a frenzy of moving water, and all the food was gobbled up within seconds. A sea of faces looked up at me out of the water. Men, women, and children, all of them, hitting me with the full force of their magic.

      “Stop it,” I said, trying to shield my eyes from the beauty of them. At least, they weren’t singing. I’d probably have climbed over the glass if they started. “I’ll get you more food if you turn your magic off!” One by one, their light dimmed, and instead of a chorus of beauty staring up at me, there were a lot of hungry and grumpy-looking sirens.

      Nicole threw the food to Ari, who in turn tossed it over the glass to the sirens. From the corner of the tank, Idris watched me. He didn’t take any more of the food, just contented himself with watching his family and friends eat. I might have imagined it, but I think I saw a look of appreciation in his eyes before he disappeared under the murky water.

      I spent the afternoon answering the others’ questions about Christian, not that knowing about him could help our situation any. By the time nighttime came around, I was exhausted talking about him, and the others had gotten bored and returned to their seemingly endless supply of board games.

      Lying next to Ari, almost touching, but not quite, frustrated me no end.

      “I’m sorry,” Ari said as I snuggled up as close to him as I dared get.

      I didn’t answer him. What was there to say? It wasn’t his fault. None of this. At least, it was only temporary. At least, I hoped it was. I hoped I wasn’t too naive to believe Christian. The sirens sure didn’t.

      Closing my eyes, I made a wish that one day, Ari and I would be together with nothing between us and nothing to stop us.

      As I drifted off to sleep, and Ari’s breathing deepened beside me, my thoughts turned to Christian and his parents. Superstition and the fear of being shipwrecked kept him from searching the barrier, but there was nothing to stop him from sending one of the many sea creatures he’d captured to look for them. As the thoughts turned to dreams, I knew I’d put the thought to Ari in the morning.

      By the time the morning came around, a plan had solidified in my mind. Ari was still sleeping soundly next to me. He’d shifted in his sleep, and his fingers lay mere inches away from me as if he’d unconsciously reached for me in his sleep. In that moment, before he woke, before the others were around to see, I just watched him, watched as his chest rose and fell, as his dark eyelashes rested on the skin below his eyes. I marveled that anyone so beautiful could even think about wanting to be with me and how lucky I was to have him. With the plan I’d formulated in that time between consciousness and sleep, I thought I’d solved all of our problems but one. If things went to plan, I’d help Idris and his family and make Acania and her fellow sirens happy. And although I thought Christian’s story was not going to have a happy conclusion, if everything went according to plan, at least, I’d give him the answers he craved. But then there was Ari and I. After everything we’d been through, I still couldn’t figure out a way to give us the happy ending we deserved. I sighed as Ari shifted in his sleep, his eyes opened, his eyelashes fluttered until his eyes fell on me, and then he gave me a lazy grin which made all of my fears disappear, if only for a few seconds.

      I whispered my plan to him, fearful that he might think me naive or stupid, but when I’d finished, he just nodded his head.

      “I doubt he’ll go for it, but if you have any sway over him, you may as well try.” He moved forward and took me in his arms. The intensity of the magic overwhelmed me as he reached in for a kiss, but there was no way I was going to stop him. Between sea witches, sharks, queenly duties, and now, crazy kings, kisses from Ari had been painfully thin on the ground. As his lips touched mine, a jolt of magic ran through me, sending my senses into the stratosphere. His lips soothed my soul and set it alight all at the same time, and the magic only broke when he parted from me, and I was finally able to breathe.

      “Kiss me again, and you might just kill me off,” I joked between deep breaths.

      “I’ll take over if the job’s up for grabs.” I turned to see Josh grinning up at us from the walkway at the other side of the glass. “I’ve been told I’m rather a good kisser, and to date, there have been no accidental deaths from the touch of my lips. Mind you; you already know what a great kisser I am.” He winked and puckered his lips.

      “Do you have anything soft here I can throw at him?” I asked Ari, pretending to look for something to throw. “Or, you know, a rock or something?”

      Ari laughed. “Nothing I don’t want to keep.”

      “Looks like you are safe for now,” I said, turning back to Josh, who wiggled his eyebrows. Resisting the urge to roll my eyes at him, I asked him what he wanted.

      “I came to see if either of you have any requests foodwise. The king always asks what we want before he magics it up. We have seven votes for a full, cooked breakfast, and the rest want croissants.”

      “Croissants,”I replied, thinking of Idris and the other sirens. Throwing bacon and eggs over would make more of a mess. “I have another request too. Can you ask Christian to come and speak to me?”

      Josh smirked. “I’m not sure if boyfriend two will want to speak to you now that you’re shacked up with boyfriend one.”

      I shot him a glare. “He’s not my boyfriend, and I’m sure I could find a rock if I looked hard enough.”

      “Fine, fine,” he said, holding his hands up in mock surrender. “I’ll ask.”

      He wandered back to the table to join the others who’d all shown up from their rooms.

      Just minutes later, Christian arrived. Jumping into the water, I swam to the edge of the tank. His eyes didn’t even flicker my way as he conjured up the food the others had asked for. It was only when Josh pulled him to one side to speak to him that his eyes rested on me for a brief second. By the look on his face, I thought he was going to say no, but then he waved his hands in my general direction, and a ladder appeared on the inside of the tank. When I’d climbed to the top, another appeared on the outside, allowing me to climb down. I stood before him, dripping wet, and told him my plan. When I mentioned Ari’s part in it, his eyes narrowed. I guessed he didn’t like him for what he was, but without him, the plan would be impossible. He nodded curtly, ran his hands down my dress which dried instantly and turned on his heel without giving me an answer.

      “I’ll have to think about it,” he said, turning away from me.

      “What’s to think about? You were going to let us go today anyway. With this plan, you might find what you are looking for.”

      “I don’t know,” he whispered and left me alone dumbfounded. Maybe now that he really had a chance to find his parents’ bodies, he was scared to. It would mean they really were dead.

      It was with a heavy heart that I strode to the table and picked up an armful of croissants. Throwing a couple to Ari, I walked further down the corridor and hurled the rest into the sirens’ tank, creating a frenzy as they battled for the soggy breakfast. I’d just thrown the last one over when the doors opened again and

      Christian walked back in.

      “Fine,” he shouted. I ran over to him and threw my arms around him, causing him to tense up at first, but then, he relaxed into it. His hands snaked around my back, coming to rest in the curve of my spine. He held me just a little too long to be comfortable, but when he let me go, he gave me a shy smile. Once again, he was a man of mystery.
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      Leaving Christian on the beach was a bittersweet moment. Ari and I were finally free, but as I turned to give Christian one last wave, I was sure I saw the glint of a tear. Though I knew I wasn’t worthy of the importance he placed on me, I understood what I represented to him. I was hope, and right at this moment, I was his only hope. As we disappeared beneath the surface, the sadness in his expression wrenched at my heart.

      I had no doubt we were going to come back with bad news, and in the back of my mind, I thought that Christian knew that. He’d been content to live in denial, blaming all the sea creatures and those who’d dared to venture to the kingdom’s coasts. Letting Ari and I go out to sea to look for his parents was a huge step for him. He knew we were searching for a wreck. He’d stuck to his word, letting the others go free, but he said he’d need help bringing the tanks of fish and the sirens to the coast. He left his guards back at the palace to organize it, and I’d suggested that Josh, Seth, Nicole, and the others stay behind to help. They weren’t entirely pleased, especially Josh, who called me stark raving mad, but I knew Christian needed to know I was coming back. That I wasn’t using finding his parents as an excuse to escape.

      I’d forgotten the beautiful wreck near the coast, and when I first saw it, my heart lurched at the thought that this might be his parents’ ship. On closer look, it seemed that this ship had been put here purposefully, sank so that divers would have something interesting to look at. Beyond its outer shell, there was nothing more inside than hundreds of colorful fish swimming around. Once we were out in the open ocean, Ari picked up his speed, plunging to the very depths where the light barely penetrated at all. Without the magic that flowed through Ari’s fingertips I wouldn’t have been able to see at all, but as it was, I could make out the basic shapes of rocks, underwater plants, and marine life that was hardy enough to live in a place so deep that hardly any light touched it. Even though I thought the ship Christian’s parents had sailed was now resting somewhere near The Barrier, it didn’t stop me from examining every object as we passed over it. An hour later, Ari began the swim upwards until we breached the surface. I took a deep breath as I took in my surroundings. The barrier stood about thirty feet from where we were, and with the sea being particularly calm, I felt at ease as we bobbed up and down on the ripples.

      The barrier stretched as far as the eye could see in both directions and when Ari asked me which way I wanted to check first, I didn’t know what to tell him. Shrugging my shoulders, I pointed to the left.

      “There are no markers to know where we started from,” I stated, searching the barrier for a particularly interestingly shaped rock we could use as a starting point.

      “You forget you are with a merman. I don’t need a marker to know where I am. We’ll swim for an hour or so to the left, and if we don’t find anything, I’ll bring us back around and we can search in the other direction. Have you thought what you are going to tell Christian if we don’t find them?”

      I’d been so sure we’d find the wreckage of his parent’s ship and practicing in my mind what I’d say to Christian in that event, that it hadn’t occurred to me that we wouldn’t find it. If they weren’t at the bottom of the ocean, where else could they possibly be?

      I’d expected Ari to take me in a straight line, following the edge of the barrier, but he zigzagged through the water, taking me as much as fifty feet left to right and back again.

      “We’ll cover more ground this way,” he explained as I questioned it. When an hour or so had passed, and we’d found nothing, Ari pulled me to the surface and asked me if I wanted to turn back. Looking up and down the barrier, it all looked the same. Beautiful blue skies, glorious calm water and the barren rocks of the barrier with no wildlife, not even seabirds upon them.

      “Let’s keep going just a little longer,” I said, not wanting to turn around and cover ground we’d already covered.

      Ari nodded and pulled me once again into the blue water to resume our search. I was the one who saw it first. It had been under the water for so long; it almost looked as though it had always been there. Barnacles covered the side of the boat and algae and seaweed filled in any gaps not covered in barnacles. Not even all that could hide the gaping hole in the side of the ship where a rock had torn through it.

      “I’m sorry, Erica,” Ari said as he saw the reason I’d held back. “I know you hoped for another outcome.”

      Hoped yes, expected no. This is exactly what I knew we’d find. The name of the ship was barely legible after years of being under the sea, especially as much of it was covered with barnacles, but I could make out enough to see that there was no mistake whose ship this was.

      It took me a few moments to build up the courage to go inside, and it was Ari that finally tugged lightly on my arm to head to the interior of the ship.

      Years of water damage and algae had turned it into a mess, but enough of it remained that I could see its former glory. It would have been a beautiful ship before the barrier ripped through it. They weren’t in the main part of the ship or the control room. With each room we entered, my mind whirred more, and my skin tingled at the anticipation of what they would look like. They’d been dead a good many years, but what did salt water do to dead bodies? I didn’t know, and I wasn’t sure I wanted to know. By the time we’d searched the whole ship, and only the bedroom remained, my anticipation had grown to new heights. If there was any way around it, I would have waited while Ari searched the bedroom alone, but of course, if he let go of my hand, I wouldn’t be able to breathe. He opened the door cautiously. It fell off its hinges, making me jump, but it wasn’t the noise that shocked me the most. The room was empty. The bed was still there, but there were no bodies.

      Ari motioned to me that he was going to take me out and I nodded. There was something about the decay that was setting my nerves on edge, and the uneasiness I’d been feeling since I’d first swum in was threatening to overcome me. It seemed to take forever to reach the surface, and when we breached it, I sucked in a sharp breath.

      “They weren’t there! Where are they?” I mumbled quickly, my heart racing.

      Ari shook his head and gave me a supportive rub on my arm. “I’m going to take you to the barrier and go and check the surrounding area. There’s a good chance they fell overboard when the ship hit the rocks. I can cover more ground more quickly without you.”

      I nodded, glad to not have to go back down there. Up here on the rocks, the sun shone and the beauty of the brightness of the blue sea calmed me as Ari headed back under the waves. Being underwater was something I usually enjoyed, but there was something creepy about being in what was essentially an underwater grave.

      It took a while before I got the shivers under control, despite the heat of the day and I was glad when Ari finally resurfaced half an hour or so later. I wasn’t, however, prepared for what he told me.

      “I’ve checked the whole area, and I went back into the ship to check there again. They aren’t there.”
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      My mind went into overdrive. “So where are they?”

      Ari shrugged then pulled himself onto the rock next to me. “There are a few explanations. They could have fallen overboard further away, and the wind blew the ship onto the rocks, the fish could have eaten their bodies.”

      I cringed as the image of sea life snacking on the king and queen filled my mind. “Can fish eat a person, bones and all?”

      “You’d be surprised how quickly bodies can decompose in salt water, and there are other factors. It’s been years. I’m not really surprised we didn’t find them to be honest.”

      I lay back on the rock, feeling the heat of the sun on my face. I was going to have to go back to Christian with half a story again. Yes, we’d found his parent’s ship, but we hadn’t really found them. I had a feeling finding their ship wouldn’t be enough for him. He’d been obsessed by their disappearance for years; a ship wouldn’t be enough to put his mind at ease. I sighed as I realized that he’d be forever wondering. Unless...unless I lied to him. Moving my head to the side, I looked at the expanse of rocks heading out into the distance as far as the eye could see.

      “What if there is another explanation?”

      “Hmm?”

      I pulled myself into a sitting position. “What if they survived the wreck just like we did when the yacht went down? What if they managed to make it onto the barrier?”

      “I know you want this to have some kind of fairytale happy ending where we miraculously find them alive, but they are dead. Even if they managed to get onto the barrier, then what? There’s no food, no shelter, no fresh water. They’d have been dead within a week.”

      I sighed and thought back to how awful it was when I’d been stranded. We’d all managed to survive, even Stan who’d been hours from death, but we’d had Ari to bring us to the island and Christian had performed a spell on Stan. Without it, he would surely have died. My heart started to race again as I thought about Christian.

      “Magic!” I said, full of excitement.

      “What?”

      “They were magic!” I thought about Christian conjuring up tables full of food. “Food and shelter wouldn’t be an issue for them. They could magic that stuff up out of thin air.”

      “So why couldn’t they teleport back to land?”

      “I don’t know the limits of their magic. Christian could conjure up food, but I never saw him teleport. Maybe that’s not even a thing. I don’t know a single race of people that can do that. Teleportation is a myth.”

      Ari shrugged his shoulders once again. “So what do you think happened?”

      I stood up and looked up and down the barren rocks on the barrier, searching for I didn’t know what. “I don’t know, but I’m going to look around and see if they left any evidence of surviving the wreck.”

      Ari protested, but I couldn’t leave it. I couldn’t go back to Christian with half a story. It would break him. The rocks were much slippier and more treacherous at this part of the barrier, and each step that took me further away from Ari made me feel less secure. Everything was grey. The rocks had no defining features here that set them apart from the rest of the barrier. My plan had been to walk thirty or forty feet or so, but I carried on going until Ari was almost out of view. At that point, I gave up. I’d seen nothing to say anyone had been on these rocks, let alone, the king and queen. Turning around, I headed back toward Ari. He was too far away for me to see the expression on his face, but I could imagine the worry on it. I’d gone a lot further than he or I expected.

      The disappointment of not finding Christian’s parents weighed heavily on my chest, and as I jumped from rock to rock I ran through the difficult conversation I’d have to have with him when we got back. I was so caught up in my own thoughts that I almost missed the carving into the rock. It wasn’t huge, but it was unmistakable what it was. The initials M and F were carved into the rock along with a date, four years previously. Below it, marks caused by a fire blackened the rock. They’d survived the shipwreck, just as we had which left the question, where were they? After scouring the nearby rocks, there were no more clues as to what happened to them.

      “Erica!”

      I jumped as Ari’s voice entered my head. Looking up, I could see him waving.

      Taking a last look at the carving on the rock and trying to glean more meaning than what was actually there, I headed back to Ari.

      “I was shouting at you,” he said as I jumped the last rock to get back to him. “What took you so long?”

      Taking a seat on the rock beside him, I told him everything I’d seen.

      “I was right. They were here.”

      Ari grazed his eyes over the barren landscape. “Did you find their bodies?”

      “No, just their initials and evidence of a fire. They survived Ari, and with their magical ability, they had more of a chance of getting off the barrier than we did. I mean, we managed it, and none of us had magic to help us.”

      “Just a merman who swam you all back,” Ari reminded me. “I know you want them to be alive, but the fact is, if they were alive, why didn’t they go home? Surely, they wouldn’t leave their only son to grieve for them for years if there was any way that they could get word to him.”

      Ari was right. No parents would do that to their child, but I wasn’t ready to give up on them. I’d set out on this mission thinking they were dead, but now I couldn’t get it out of my mind that they were out there somewhere, alive, but unable to get home.

      “What if they did get off the barrier, but ended up on the wrong side? What if they are in Trifork or one of the other coastal kingdoms?”

      Ari shrugged his shoulders and took my hand in his. The strange magic infused intensity that had stopped me from touching him was no longer there, but that didn’t stop the butterflies fluttering in my stomach. He’d not touched me out of anything but necessity in over a week, and until now, I’d not realized just how much I missed it. For a moment, Christian’s parents were pushed to the back of my mind.

      Ari shifted the focus back to them. “Maybe they are. If that’s the case, there is nothing we can do about it. There’s no way anyone with a ship would purposefully sail out to The Barrier to bring them back. It’s too dangerous. Wherever they are, they aren’t going home. I think we need to come up with a plan to save the others. Christian isn’t ever going to let them go. We need to rescue them.”

      I deflated at his words. Christian would have people all the way up the coast waiting to pick us up the second we got back to the island. In the back of my mind, I thought how easy it would be to cross The Barrier with Ari and just swim home to Trifork. I shook my head, angry at myself for even thinking of it.

      “We can’t beat Christian. Our only hope is to tell him the truth and hope he lets the others go.”

      Ari shook his head. “We need to tell him they are dead. If he still holds onto hope that they are still alive, his craziness will only continue.”

      I held my hand out to Ari, needing the comfort that he could provide, but as my fingers touched his, he pulled away. I’d noticed a gap appearing between us for a while, but had pushed it to the back of my mind, blaming work, and then the magical forces in the palace. I’d blamed anything rather than face the truth that the distance between us was widening, and I didn’t know what to do about it.

      I thought back to the time when we’d go to our cave and just enjoy being together. It felt like it was a million years ago. So much had happened.

      I couldn’t blame Ari. I was the one who had put work first, I was the one who had dragged us on mission after mission, and Ari had come along without complaining, but I could see that he’d had enough of it all. Not that I could blame him. We’d been through so much over the past few months, and yet, we’d had almost no time together. I couldn’t even remember the last time we’d been alone together without some threat.

      I knew I loved him more than I ever had, but I didn’t know how to bridge the gap that was growing between us.

      I turned my eyes to him and sucked in a deep breath. He had his eyes closed, and a small furrow of his brow told me he was in deep thought. His expression was not a happy one. Just as I couldn’t remember the last time we’d been together without some sort of threat, I also couldn’t remember the last time I’d seen him smile. Not really smile, the kind that made his eyes sparkle and crease up at the edges.

      I reached out for his hand again, and this time he let me hold it. He tensed up slightly making my heart plummet. I’d been so fired up and excited about finding out that Christian’s parents had survived the wreck, but that excitement had given way to a dull ache, pulling my emotions down.

      Sighing, I asked the one question I really didn’t want to know the answer to. “What’s wrong?”

      I braced myself for his answer, but all he did was shrug his shoulders. He didn’t even open his eyes.

      “Ari!”

      He looked beautiful as he slowly pulled himself up into a sitting position. Not so long ago, watching him move the way he did, watching the taught muscles work as water dripped down his body, and watching his eyes find mine, would have caused flutters in the pit of my stomach, but now all I felt was dread.

      “What’s going to happen to us, Erica? When we get back to shore I mean?”

      “I’ll tell Christian about his parents, and he’ll let us go.”

      Ari shook his head “You know that won’t happen. If you tell him the truth, he’ll keep looking for them. If he does that, we’ll spend the rest of our lives trapped in the darkness. If you lie and tell him that we found their bodies, he might let us go, but I doubt it. We can’t fight him.”

      “He’s not the person you think he is,” I replied. “He let the others go. He saved Stan’s life. There is good in him.”

      “I’m sure there is, but he’s mentally unstable. In my eyes, the only way out of this is to cross the barrier and go home. You’ve already told me you won’t do that, so I’m faced with the choice between going home and leaving you and going back to a land where I’ll be kept in the dark, being fed rotten fish for the rest of my life.”

      Where I’d felt dread, I now felt anger.

      “Fine, you go home. Go back to your life that was so easy before I came along. Leave the others to fend for themselves...leave me.”

      Without waiting for him to answer, I dived into the sea and away from everything I ever cared about.
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      My heart shattered into a thousand pieces. I had no idea if I’d have the strength to swim back to the island, but at that point, I didn’t care. The loss of everything I cared about propelled me forward as tears streamed down my face, mixing with the salty water.

      My muscles burned as I cut through the water, swimming as fast as I could away from Ari and from the pain he’d left me with. All I could see in front of me was the flat expanse of sea and the straight line of the horizon, telling me that I’d have to swim further than ever before. I still didn’t know what I was going to tell Christian. He deserved to know the truth about his parents, but Ari was right that he’d keep on looking for them.

      The pain in my arms and legs intensified and each stroke felt like I was swimming through mud. I didn’t know why I thought I could do this, but I could hardly turn back. My breathing became ragged as I floundered in the water. How easy it would be for me to give up right then and there. Just lay on the surface of the water, watching the scudding clouds until I succumbed to the depths. Or skip the floating entirely and let myself sink. I held my breath and let the water envelop me. Now that my arms and legs had stopped working, a calm came over me, and the pain of working all my muscles lessened. Opening my eyes, I took in the water around me. I loved it here away from the stress of everyday life on land, away from people, away from everything. I felt at home.

      It was all I needed to know that I wanted to live. I didn’t want to simply disappear into the depths, never to be seen again. I wanted to swim through them, very much alive. I wanted my friends and family to be with me.

      I kicked out against the salty water and thrust myself upwards. I’d almost broken the surface when a pair of arms surrounded me. Without hitting the air, I could breathe. Without turning to see who it was, I knew it was Ari. He’d come back for me.

      “What were you doing?” He shouted once we’d hit the surface.

      I turned in his arms. He was angry for sure, but I could also see fear in his eyes. They flashed purple the way they always did when his emotions were running high. I’d not seen that in a long time. Even though his emotions right now were negative ones, it gave me hope that maybe I hadn’t lost him after all.

      Despite the relief rising within me, I was still mad at him.

      “I was swimming.”

      “That’s not what it looked like to me,” he huffed.

      Pulling away from him, I swam back a few feet. “I thought you were going home.” My voice was hard, but my heart was fluttering. One day I’d learn to be a badass. For today, I’d just have to pretend.

      “You know I’d never leave you. I can’t. I just...” He trailed off, and his eyes returned to their usual green.

      “What has been going on with you? I know I’ve been busy, and I know we’ve not been able to spend quality time together for a long time, but it feels like you’ve been pushing me away. I even thought there might be something with you and Nicole.”

      I held my breath as he took his time to answer.

      “There’s nothing between Nicole and me beyond friendship. Honestly, I haven’t even thought about Nicole in that way, and I’m surprised you think I have. I don’t think either of us has shown any interest in each other in that way.”

      My cheeks warmed up as I realized that I’d concocted a whole romance between them in my head with no evidence beyond them having a friendly conversation back at the Trifork docks.

      “But,” he continued, “I have been pushing you away. I don’t know how to be with you, but every time you leave, it feels like my heart is going to stop beating. It feels like I’ve swallowed rocks and my entire being is dragged down.”

      I knew the feeling well. I felt the exact same thing every time we were apart.

      I so desperately wanted to bridge the small gap between us, but I kept the short distance. If I touched him at all, I knew I’d cling to him tightly and whatever he had to say would be lost. “So why were you pushing me away if being away from me makes you feel like that?”

      “When we were together on the boat that took us to the sirens. That night sleeping with you was the best and the worst night of my life.”

      I remembered back to the night he was talking about. The others had carried him into my room, and he’d slept beside me. We’d kissed; we’d spent the night exploring each other’s bodies. It had been the subject of many of my dreams afterward. It had not happened since.

      “Why the worst?”

      “I love you. I love you so freaking much it hurts. I don’t know if it’s the bonding or if it’s just that you are the most beautiful, fearless woman I’ve ever met, but you are everything I never thought I needed before I met you. It kills me that I can’t give you everything.”

      My heart was breaking. He did give me everything. “You are everything to me. I don’t need any more. How can you not know that?” The tears were really flowing now. So much for pretending to be a badass. I was the same soppy mess I always had been. How he could think I was fearless was beyond me.

      He swam to me and cradled me in his arms. I let him.

      “When we first met, I could be human. We could be together in the way that all men and women can, and yet, we didn’t. I respected you too much to rush you into bed. Then Acania took the spell away, and I was once again a merman. We are so utterly different you and I. I wish I’d not let her.”

      I shook my head, getting my tears all over his chest. “You were on the very edge of death. If you’d have stayed the way you were, you’d have died within a day, maybe even quicker.”

      “I sometimes think death would be the easy way out of this.”

      I could hardly argue with him when only ten minutes before I’d been thinking the same thing.

      “I want you so badly, all of you, but I want to be more than I am.”

      I smiled between wet tears. “I don’t want you to be anything other than what you are.”

      “You say that, but being together is a nightmare. On land, I have to be carried around like a lame puppy, and under the sea, you have to be touching me at all times, or you drown. It’s not any way to live.”

      “It’s not easy. I know that, but I’d rather that than the alternative. I’d rather spend my life holding your hand under the water than being on land without you.”

      “What if I let go of you in my sleep? There is a reason we’ve never spent a night underwater. I’d never sleep again, terrified that I’d roll over, and you’d drown in your sleep. I’d never forgive myself.”

      I thought about it, and he was right. Something as simple as sleeping underwater could be fatal for me, but asking him to be carried around at the Trifork palace embarrassed him. I knew that. That’s why I always met him by the rocks.

      “It’s not ideal, but I’d rather the way we live than not having you. Please know that I don’t want you to change. I love you exactly as you are.”

      He fell into me, and our roles reversed. I held him, and for the first time, I was the strong one. Not badass as such, but strong enough to hold the both of us together. I’d finally found out what was wrong, and although I didn’t know how I could fix it, I knew that I didn’t really need it fixed to want to stay together and neither did he. He just needed to know that things were good as they were.

      I’d been so caught up with everything going on between us that I hadn’t noticed we’d slipped back under the water. His hair floated around me, tangling itself around us. If only we could always be like this, just the two of us in the silence of the ocean.

      His lips met mine, causing insane feelings to run through my body, heating me up despite the cool water surrounding me. If this wasn’t enough, I couldn’t imagine what enough would be like. My entire body tingled with pleasure and every part of me that he touched left an indelible mark, not to be seen, but to be felt just under my skin.

      Whatever had been going on in Ari’s mind had now left him, and for the first time in months, I felt like he was truly present.

      Everything I’d been worrying about ceased as we spun together in the water, and my fears evaporated as his hands explored my body.

      I was so caught up in the moment that I didn’t notice it at first. It was only when the rope of the net cut into my arm that I realized we were in it at all.

      We’d been caught in a net, and it was raising us out of the water.

      We were trapped!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            28

          

        

      

    

    
      Ari took a little longer to notice than I did, but when he realized we were trapped, he pulled on the netting, trying to free us. It closed in around us until we were squished together, just as we had bee moments before, but this time not by choice.

      “Stay calm. It’s probably only fishermen.”

      He said the words in my mind, but I could see that he didn’t believe it himself. The holes were way too big for most fish to get trapped in. Whatever they were fishing for, it was much bigger than fish. I couldn’t help but notice that we were the only things caught up in it. I didn’t have much time to ponder the situation before I felt us rising up out of the water. When I saw which ship we were being hauled onto, I knew they were not fishermen. They’d caught exactly what they set out to catch.

      The black flag flapped in the breeze, its white skull and crossbones insignia plain to see. If Nicole hadn’t told me about pirates, I’d have been none the wiser, but knowing what I did, it was a pretty good assumption that they weren’t going to let us go once we were on that boat. I wriggled in the netting as it swung over the hull of the ship to no avail. There was no way we were going to escape. We’d jumped from the frying pan into the fire. At least, when Christian held me captive, he’d taken care of me. I had a feeling I wasn’t about to be so lucky a second time.

      Below us, a crowd of pirates jeered up at us, each one with some part of his anatomy missing. Hooks for hands and peg legs abounded in the motley crew of men, and not a single one had a full complement of teeth.

      “What’s this?” I heard a voice call from further down the ship. I was surprised to see the big brutes of men bow and cower to the tiniest woman I’d ever met. While she was tiny in size, she made up for it in presence. The men parted to let her through, and as the netting touched down on the deck, she eyed Ari and me warily.

      “Well, well, well. A human and a merman. I’m surprised the king hasn’t already found you. Let them go,” she shouted at her men, and they sprang into action, cutting through the ropes that held us. As the men scrambled around me, I got a chance to see her close up as she was examining Ari.

      She was small, sure, but she looked tough. I’d been pretending to myself that I could be tough; but just looking at her, I could see she had toughness in spades. She was beautiful too, her only blemish a scar across her forehead and down to her cheek. I wondered how she had gotten it.

      She held out her hand to Ari once the rope netting fell away from us, but he ignored it, choosing to reach for me instead. I saw her eyes widen as she took it in.

      “Don’t tell me you two are together,” she cackled before waving her hand at her men. They stepped back immediately. “It explains how we caught a human so far out in the ocean. It’s been a while since we caught a merman..”

      She shot a perfunctory glance my way, but her eyes then went straight back to Ari.

      She ran her hand down his cheek, and as she did, I felt him tense up. “Such a pretty one too. I do like long hair on a man.”

      Ari snarled at her, but she just laughed. “Feisty too. Throw the girl down below, and take him to my cabin.”

      Three of the bulkiest men picked up Ari first. He fought against them, but they were too strong for him.

      Once he’d been taken away, it only took one of the men to pick me up and carry me to a square hole in the deck. There was a rope down into the hole put there, no doubt, to lower cargo in and out of the hold, but I was not afforded such luxury. Instead, I was thrown into the hole, coming to land on some sacks filled with grain.

      As I looked up, a head appeared over the edge. It was the man who’d thrown me in. “Head to the front of the ship. I’m sure they’ll find you something to do.” With that, he closed the hole up, and I was plunged into near darkness. Slivers of light shining through cracks in the side of the ship between the wooden planks told me I was still above water level. From the little light, I could see I was in a large storeroom. The stairs to the deck were to my right with wooden double doors blocking my exit at the top. At the moment, there was no point in even trying to head that way. Next to the stairs, was another door heading to goodness knows where at the back of the ship. The only other door I could see was to my left. I already knew it would take me to the front of the ship. To the place where they, whoever they were, would find me a job to do. Working for the pirates was hardly on the top of my list of priorities, but as the only alternative was to keep sitting on the sack of grain, I decided to check it out. With any luck, they’d put me to work in the kitchen where there would be any number of knives I could use as a weapon. There was no way I was going to be beaten again. I needed to become that badass I’d pretended to be.

      Without knocking, I flung the door open and readied myself for a fight. I wasn’t ready for the surprise that awaited me on the other side.

      I found myself in the kitchen or galley as I hoped I would. What I hadn’t expected was, instead of the crew of one-armed, one-legged, no-teeth pirates, there were only two people—a man and a woman. Even through their bedraggled clothes and gaunt faces, I recognized them immediately. The woman had hair as long and as red as mine, but where mine curled into ringlets down my back, hers was a matted mess. Both of them looked as surprised as I felt at my sudden entrance.

      “Your Majesties,” I said, falling into a deep bow.

      “You know us?” Christian’s father came forward. At first, I thought he was going to shake my hand, but he passed me and closed the door behind me. “Who are you?”

      He was so close to me, I could smell the stench of old food and dirty clothes on him. In his photos, he was clean shaven, but now a straggly beard decorated his chin.

      “I’m a friend of Christian’s. The pirates captured me and threw me in here. My boyfriend is upstairs with the woman.”

      Frank flinched as I spoke about her, but Margaret came running over to me. Her soft brown eyes glistened.

      “You know Christian? Please tell me he’s alright.”

      I nodded my head as she took both of my hands in hers.

      “He never gave up looking for you. He’s been searching for years. That’s why we came out onto the ocean. To look for you. I can’t quite believe we found you. I thought you were dead. Everyone thinks you’re dead.”

      She shot a quick look to her husband that I couldn’t quite fathom. “We? Is Christian with you?”

      “No, Christian developed both a fear and an obsession with the ocean when you went missing. He would never come out on a boat. He’s fine, though. Good, really. Why are you here? You have magic. Surely you could have escaped easily?”

      Frank cleared his throat ready to answer me, but it was Margaret that spoke. “Our magic doesn’t work over the water. It’s elemental. We belong to the land, and as long as we are still on this boat, our magic doesn’t work. Bonny knows that. That’s why she’s careful not to come into land. We’ve been sailing for years, not once coming to dock.”

      “There are more ways to skin a cat,” I said, picking up a knife from a nearby chopping board. As soon as Margaret saw what I was doing, she grabbed my wrist.

      “You won’t beat her. Don’t think we haven’t tried, but she’s got a whole crew of men who would risk anything to protect her.”

      “There are three of us,” I argued. “If we surprised them—”

      “There are thirty-plus men up there, each and every one of them willing to die for Bonny,” cut in Frank. “They are big, mean, and ruthless. If they don’t kill you first, they’ll throw you in the hold without food and water until you get to the point where you pray for death. Then and only then, they’ll bring you up and feed you.”

      “Your son has been waiting for you to come home for years!” I shouted at them, my anger rising. If I had a child, I’d do anything in my power to get back to him or her. I wouldn’t just give up and wallow in my own misery for the rest of my life.

      Margaret placed her hand on my arm in an attempt to soothe me, but it only served to anger me further. “Whatever you are planning, don’t do it. No good will come of it.”

      I shrugged her off. “If you want to spend the rest of your lives cooking fish for a group of thugs, that’s up to you, but my boyfriend is up there, and I intend to rescue him with or without you!” Ha! I could be a badass after all. Who knew? I’d almost gotten to the door when a pair of strong arms circled my neck, dragging me off my feet and causing me to drop the knife. Margaret came in front of me and tied my hands together as Frank held me in a headlock. When my hands were tied, she got to work on my feet. Once she was done, Frank lowered my body to the floor.

      “I’m sorry to have to do this to you, but you just don’t understand. They will hurt you. They’ll probably kill you.” Margaret had tears in her eyes as she sat beside me. “You’ll see for yourself soon enough when it comes to dinnertime. They are a bunch of animals.”

      “Speaking of dinnertime, they’ll be ready for it soon.” Frank reached out for Margaret’s hand and pulled her up. She turned to me. “I’ll untie you when I think you won’t be a danger to yourself...or to us.” She followed Frank to the other side of the kitchen where a row of plates filled with a fishy-smelling slop lined up. Frank took three, and Margaret took the next three. As they passed me and headed out of the door, the odor of fish intensified. It was enough to make me gag.

      Left on my own, I tried to wriggle free, but the ropes were too tightly bound. In the end, I had to wait it out until they came back.

      Once again, I’d found myself trapped. And this time, with thirty angry pirates to fight, I was in more danger than ever.
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      I watched as they picked up more of the plates and bustled outside with them. Margaret winked at me as she passed.

      As they hurried back and forth, taking plates up to the pirates, I finally calmed down and thought about my situation. Maybe they were right. If two people who knew magic couldn’t fight the monsters up there, what hope did I have? I’d never heard of magic not working over water before, but then, I was the first to admit I knew very little about magic. Not for the first time, I wished I’d paid more attention to learning about it in my classes. Anthony would more than likely know all about it.

      As my mind turned to my family, my anger subsided and sadness eked its way in. I’d already been gone longer than I’d planned to. My mother would be beside herself.

      After the last of the plates had been taken upstairs, Margaret joined me on the floor. “Are you hungry? Now that they’ve been taken care of, we can eat.”

      I shook my head thinking of the disgusting smell from the plates as they’d passed by. “No thanks. I’m good.”

      My stomach growled like the traitor it was, and Margaret was close enough to hear it.

      “Are you sure you don’t want anything? We don’t eat the rubbish we make for them up there. I’ll rustle up something nice for you.”

      Without waiting for an answer, she stood and made her way to the other side of the kitchen where, with Frank’s help, they made a pot of something that smelled so delicious that it eclipsed the rotten fish smell.

      When it was finished, she didn’t untie my hands to let me eat it; rather, she spooned the stew into my mouth. It tasted like beef and red wine stew with mushrooms and peas and carrots. It was heavenly.

      Her smile grew with each mouthful I took. “I think we are going to leave you here overnight, but I’ll make sure to bring you a blanket. Hopefully, by tomorrow, you’ll have come to your senses.”

      I nodded, but there was no way I was planning to give up like they had, no matter how long they intended to keep me bound. They might have had my best interests at heart, but spending my life delivering slop to a bunch of monsters was not my plan for my future.

      They left me in the kitchen, but as she had promised, Margaret brought me back a blanket, which she placed over me, tucking it in around me. “We’ll untie you tomorrow, and then, we can show you around the kitchen where you’ll learn to cook if you don’t already know how.”

      The knots in the ropes tightened as I tried to pull myself loose. I’d had quite enough of crazy from Christian’s family, and I didn’t intend to suffer any more. They might have thought I’d be better off bound on the floor, but they were living as slaves, and that was not something I was prepared to do. What Margaret hadn’t seen earlier was that I had retrieved the knife I had dropped and hidden it under my legs. She’d not noticed it missing what with all the other knives in the kitchen. It baffled me with so many objects to use as weapons they didn’t even try to escape.

      I managed to maneuver the knife up towards my hand by wiggling my body and shimmying it along the floor. Once I had it in my hand, cutting through the rope was a simple task, and it wasn’t long before I was completely free. Keeping the knife, I held my ear to the door. The only sound I could hear was the sound of the waves rolling the ship. Not that, that meant anything. One of the huge men could be standing silently waiting for me to try to escape. I remembered that the next room hadn’t been guarded at all, so, knife in hand, I crept out into the storeroom. In the darkness, I could just barely make out more sacks than before. It looked like the room had been filled since I was last there, and no one had thought to leave a walkway between them to the stairs to the upper deck. Taking a step, I accidentally stood on one of the sacks. It was much softer than the one I’d sat on earlier in the day which caused me to wonder what, exactly, was inside it. We’d not stopped at any docks or anywhere else for that matter so how there were suddenly a lot more sacks was baffling. It all became apparent as I bent down to check the one I’d stood on. It wasn’t a sack at all, but one of the men from upstairs. He was in a sleep so deep that he’d not felt me standing on him. My heart hammered as I realized that all these extra sacks were sleeping pirates. As I looked at them more closely, I could just make out a leg here, an arm there. This was where they slept? How had Margaret and Frank passed them, and more to the point, where were they? Holding my breath, I stood stock still waiting to see if any of them had heard me, but there was only silence. No sounds of snoring came from any of them despite their huge bodies. Something didn’t ring true about the whole thing. It seemed unnatural as though they were not real at all, but a bunch of mannequins left on the floor. Even so, I was cautious not to step on any more of them as I stepped over their bodies. If they were all asleep here, there was a chance there was no one guarding the exit door to the deck. Every single step creaked on the way up causing my throat to tighten with fear, but just as standing on one of them hadn’t woken anybody, neither did the noise I made as I headed up to the deck. Gripping the knife as tightly as I could, I barged out into the moonlight ready for a fight, but there was no one there. The whole deck was empty save for a couple of seagulls that cawed at me as I crossed it. It was almost as if I were standing on the deck of a ghost ship, left to drift without anyone at the helm. The wind had picked up causing my hair to fly across my face and the sails to flap, making an eerie sound that rang in my ears. I needed to find Ari. Without any guards, all we would have to do was jump overboard into the sea. The pirates wouldn’t find us a second time. I could tell Christian about his parents, and he’d be able to send some ships out to capture the pirates. The only one I’d have to worry about was Bonny as Margaret and Frank called her. She was small, and I was armed, but I’d learned long ago never to underestimate anyone. There was a reason everyone cowered in her presence. So with caution, I headed in the direction they’d taken Ari earlier, toward the back of the ship. There was only one place I thought they might have taken him, and that was through a large oak door. Above it were the words Captain’s Quarters branded into a wooden sign.

      So this is where Bonny spent her time, and this was where Ari was. I didn’t need to look inside to confirm that, I could feel him the way I always did when he was close. Everything had been too easy so far. The fact that I’d managed to get through a room full of sleeping men, even standing right on top of one, without any of them stirring and the fact that there was no one on guard was just too unbelievable. Something was going on, and until I knew what it was, I was going to tread very carefully. As I got to the door, I wished that I’d thought to pick up one of the pirates’ swords. A number of them had been holding them as Ari and I had been lowered onto the deck. The knife I held was sharp, but it was short and no match for a weapon owned by a pirate. There were no portholes to see through on this side; so effectively, I was going in blind. At least with the moon at my back, I had the advantage, not to mention the element of surprise. It was with that in mind that I decided to barge in and attack rather than slink in quietly. With all her men asleep, there was no way Bonny would be.

      I held my breath and pushed on the door half expecting it to be locked, but the door opened smoothly without the creak the stairs had made. I stumbled upon the strangest scene. Ari was tied to the bed as I had expected him to be, but Bonny was standing next to him, unmoving. Her eyes were closed as though she was asleep.

      “What’s happening?” I whispered as I moved around the other side of the bed as quietly as I could.

      “She’s been like this since I was brought in here. I’ve tried shouting at her, but nothing works. It’s like she’s somehow switched off.”

      Using the knife, I cut the ropes binding his arms to the bed. Red welts marked his wrists where the ropes had dug into the skin.

      Every so often, I’d glance up at Bonny, but she didn’t move an inch. Just like the pirates below, now that I was up close, she didn’t look real. Once Ari was free, curiosity got the better of me. I walked around the bed and as cautiously as I could, touched her cheek. Her skin was soft and warm. She was no mannequin. She was a living, breathing person, but she didn’t wake. The way she slept so unnaturally freaked me out.

      “Come on,” Ari hissed, taking my hand in his. I ran out onto the deck, with Ari pulling himself along the floor behind me ready to jump into the sea, but there was someone there. In the dark, I couldn’t quite make out what it was. Out of nowhere, the deck lit up, and there in front of me, stood Margaret and Frank. Behind them, looking as menacing as ever were the pirates, and every single one of them was armed.

      “I told you to stay in the kitchen,” Margaret hissed. Now that I could see her in the light, her appearance had changed dramatically. Her matted hair was now perfectly clean and fell in waves around her shoulders. She wore a perfectly white dress, and I had to admit, cut an imposing figure. Frank was also neatly dressed, clean, and clean-shaven. Their appearance before had been a trick. “We were deciding what we were going to do with you both, but I see keeping you as servants isn’t going to work. Kill them both!”

      I could have run, but Ari was pretty much stuck where he was. With no legs, there was no way he’d be able to escape the men racing toward us. As I saw my last moments flash before me, the ship began to list to one side. At first slowly, and then more dramatically until we all began to slide along the deck. Huge tentacles appeared over the railings. The kracken!

      It was pulling the ship over. Margaret and Frank shot spurts of what looked like green fire toward it, and I felt the crackle of magic. Taking my chance, I grabbed Ari firmly by the hand and jumped overboard, missing the kracken by a couple of feet. It didn’t even notice us, giving Ari the chance to swim me away from the ship. From a safe distance, we watched the battle play out. Zaps of green light lit up the ship as the kracken fearlessly held on. I wouldn’t have liked to have made a bet on who would win, but after more than half an hour, the kracken finally let go, sinking into the depths. The ship righted itself with a splash, and once again, Christian’s parents were free to sail the seas.
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      Knowing what I would have to tell Christian about his parents broke my heart. I couldn’t imagine the pain he would feel, knowing that they’d purposely left him alone for a life at sea. But after everything he’d been through, he deserved to know the truth. Hopefully, given time, he’d come to realize that he had his own life to lead now. My thoughts turned to Mr. Simpkins and the other people that had shown up at the ball Christian had thrown all that time ago. He had friends, people who loved him. This kingdom needed a real king, not one locked in some kind of eternal sadness. Not that finding out that his parents were nothing but sneaky pirates would make him happy. But knowing they were alive would either bring him peace or make him angry enough at them to break free of their memories and start acting like the king I knew he could be. I was rooting for the last one.

      As we pulled up to the large gates, I could already see Christian. The expectant look on his face sent my heart plummeting once again, and as he ran toward the carriage, my throat constricted, and my mouth dried up.

      “How have you been?” His smile was wide as he held his arms out for me, but when he caught sight of my expression, his face fell.

      “They are dead, aren’t they? You’ve come back to tell me you found their bodies.”

      I jumped down to the ground and took his hand in mine. “Let’s go into the palace. I’ll tell you everything.”

      “No!” His lip began to quiver.

      “They are alive, Christian. Please come inside.”

      Masses of people had grouped around the palace walls to find out what had happened to the king and queen. Somehow word had gotten out what we were up to. If his subjects saw him like this, they’d never trust him to lead the kingdom again. He’d done a good job of keeping up appearances up to this point. I didn’t want him to lose it now and have everything come crashing down around him. That was bound to happen anyway, but if he could wait until he was inside where no one could see, then, at least, he might be able to keep control of his kingdom.

      “Where is your mate?” Christian asked as the carriage took off.

      “Ari is still in the ocean. He’s keeping an eye on your parents until we go and find them.”

      His eyebrows furrowed, and he pulled his hand away from mine. “That wasn’t part of the plan. How do I know this isn’t a trick?”

      I tried talking in the calmest voice I could muster. Time was of the essence. But if I didn’t give Christian time to digest everything, he might go out all guns blazing and end up hurt, and not just in the emotional sense.

      “Please come inside. I’ll tell you everything including where your parents are and where they have been.”

      Christian reluctantly led the way back through the palace doors and into the entrance hall which had gone back to the white it had been when I first arrived. I wondered when he’d changed it back—when I’d left to be with Ari in the shed or when I’d gone out to sea? His parents weren’t the only ones who’d broken his heart. I’d hurt him too.

      In the dining room, I was surprised to see Lyna. She ran to Christian’s side as soon as he walked through the door. His hand found hers, making me smile. Maybe some good would come of this after all. It seemed he’d found comfort in the short time I’d been gone. He was going to need her, but luckily she was a strong woman. I offered her a small smile, and for the first time since we met, she smiled back. Her whole face brightened and, goodness me, she was beautiful. I couldn’t believe it had taken Christian so long to notice.

      “Your parents’ boat did crash on The Barrier all those years ago just like mine did. It is a real place, dangerous, but very real.”

      Christian nodded. I could see he was eager for me to tell him where they were, so I cut the story as short as I could. “Unlike my crew and me, they had magic to help them survive. After a while, they saw a pirate ship and were taken aboard. I think the pirates thought they’d get a nice sum of money for bringing them in, but they weren’t prepared for what your parents did next.”

      “I’ve heard stories of a pirate ship. I sent people out to look for it, but it sailed too close to The Barrier for my boats, and they always evaded capture. If they hurt my parents, I’ll kill them all.”

      “Actually, it’s the other way around. The day your parents left, they never had any intention of coming home. Your mother, being the beauty she is, was constantly hounded by the press. She feared them. That’s why you never attended school. The press was the bane of her existence, but as queen, she couldn’t escape them. They didn’t plan to crash and they didn’t intend to end up on a pirate ship, but when they did, they turned it to their advantage, keeping the entire crew under a spell for years. They’ve been living as pirates ever since. They tried to keep Ari and I captive, but thanks to the kraken, we escaped.”

      Christian’s eyebrows rose as I mentioned the monstrous sea creature. He looked completely overwhelmed with the information I’d just given him.

      “Ari is keeping an eye on their ship from a distance. If we all go down to the coast now, he’ll let me know where they are.”

      I stood, but Christian remained seated. It was Lyna that spoke to me.

      “Would you mind giving us a minute?”

      I nodded and headed to the door. As I passed through, I looked back. Lyna had brought Christian into a hug. She’d make a great queen I mused as I closed the door behind me.

      Less than five minutes later, all the carriages owned by Christian lined up ready to head to the beach. Josh, Seth, and my crew filled one. The king’s guards filled the rest. I traveled up front with Christian and Lyna.

      At the beach, I wondered how we’d find a boat. I remembered Old Merryl telling me his friend had one hidden, but it was not needed. Christian waved his hand and conjured one out of thin air.

      With Lyna by his side, he looked stronger, taller somehow. They made a very attractive couple. He looked uncertain of climbing aboard until Lyna took his hand and walked with him. Years of being scared of the sea must be difficult to overcome, but he held his head high as he boarded the ship.

      Finding the pirate ship was easy with Ari to guide me. With all the magic Christian’s parents had used on the ship, my body was positively buzzing with it, making the bond with Ari stronger than ever before. I didn’t even need to speak to him to find him, I simply felt my way. In a way, Christian’s parents had brought about their own downfall.

      When we found Ari, the pirate ship wasn’t too far away. Christian’s guards were ready to attack, but it wasn’t needed. When Margaret and Frank saw who was on the ship, they surrendered. I headed down inside the ship’s interior, leaving Christian to speak to them alone. They had a lot of explaining to do, and it was none of my business.

      “The whole family is insane,” Josh said as he came through the door. “Do you know if there is any brandy in here?”

      Ignoring his last question, I asked one of my own. “Do you have any idea how we are going to get home?”

      Josh pulled a scrunched up piece of paper from his pocket and brought it over. It was the hand-drawn map he’d made before we’d set out. Now, there were more crudely drawn dots scattered around the other side of The Barrier.

      “I’ve been speaking to the sirens. Idris, the big, mean one was actually in a good mood for a change since the king elected to free them all, so he showed me his island on the map here.”

      He pointed to a dot that could have been anything. “And?”

      “And,” he continued, “because of our help, he’s willing to let me take some of his magic. Just like Acania, they keep their magic in artifacts. They were able to harness Christian’s magic to some degree in the shed, but theirs is much more powerful.”

      “So Idris is giving you something that you’ll be able to use to get us home? How exactly?”

      “I don’t know,” Josh answered pulling the map back toward him. “Make a bridge across The Barrier perhaps, conjure a boat like Christian did. I’m sure we’ll figure something out.”

      “I don’t suppose you asked them if they would go to Acania’s island did you?”

      Josh grinned. “I even showed it to them on the map.”

      Great!

      I could see Nicole and her crew in the next room, and I knew Ari was still in the water, but there was one person missing. “Where’s Seth?”

      Josh sat back and lifted his feet onto a nearby coffee table. “He’s upstairs filming everything. The viewers are going to love this turn of events. Who doesn’t love a little drama, hey?”

      I sighed. If what Christian was going through wasn’t already bad enough, he’d have to share his misfortune with all of Josh’s viewers.

      I wondered what was happening up there. I figured if anyone was fighting, I’d hear it; but all the same, I worried. It was almost an hour before Christian came downstairs with Lyna right behind him.

      “Where are your parents?” I asked, grabbing Josh’s newly poured brandy from his hand and passing it to Christian.

      “They didn’t want to tell me anything, but when I took the spell off the other pirates, they confirmed everything you said. Apparently, my parents had been keeping them as magical slaves for years. And they weren’t pirates at all. Apparently the one called Bonny was on a cruise with all her boyfriends when my parents attacked. It was my parents that magicked the pirate colors and skull and crossbones design, to deter people from coming near them. When they saw you and Ari pulled from the ocean, they quickly made themselves look like they were the slaves. I think they were planning to kill you and sell Ari to an aquarium a couple of islands over.”

      I shuddered at the thought of what might have happened if the kraken hadn’t chosen that particular moment to attack. I also shuddered at the thought of having thirty men as boyfriends, but who was I to judge? I was dating a merman. “So where are they?” I looked over his shoulder expecting them to appear behind him.

      “My guards have taken them. They are going to jail. Me too.”

      My eyes widened as I took in his words. “You? What for?”

      It was Lyna that answered for him. “He could hardly send his parents to jail for kidnapping when he’d done the same thing himself. Once we are back on shore, he is going to give himself up.” She looked up at him with such pride in her eyes for the decision he’d made.

      I, on the other hand, was outraged. “It’s hardly the same. I was free to come and go. Your parents kept those people captives for years!”

      “And they will serve the sentence given to them as I will serve mine.”

      Behind him, I saw the telltale light of Seth’s camera. “Just a minute...” I took back the brandy from Christian and walked toward the steps up to the deck. On the second step, I tripped, spilling the brandy all over Seth’s camera. “Oops, sorry,” I said as the camera gave a pffft noise and the light blinked then went off.

      On deck, I spotted Ari swimming nearby. He smiled and waved as he caught sight of me. In the distance, a pretty boat bobbed merrily in the waves and in between thirty men, stood a little woman waving happily at me.

      I waved back and gave her a smile as she sailed off into the sunset.
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      The sails moved, and the ship began to change course, heading further from land.

      “Christian,” I called down to the living area. He bounded up the stairs and brought me into a hug.

      “I’m glad I got the opportunity to thank you. I’ve been such an idiot. I hate to say it, but I think I wanted you to stay at the palace because you reminded me of my mother. Ugh! How pathetic I sound.”

      I reached up and kissed his cheek. “You sound like a man who has been through a great deal of grief. I’m sorry about your parents.”

      He shrugged. “I’m sorry I’ve wasted so much of my life grieving over them. Once I get out of prison, things are going to change. Lyna has already discussed having a grand parade around the island where we officially open up all the seaside holiday resorts and fishing villages.”

      “It sounds lovely,” I sighed, “But we seem to be heading in the wrong direction.”

      Christian gripped the railing and looked out into the distance. “We are going exactly where I told the captain to go. He’s headed towards The Barrier. Now that I know it’s a real place and not some kind of portal, I feel much happier taking you there. On the other side, you’ll find your ship, up from the bottom of the ocean and as good as new.”

      I stared at him, feeling the tears pricking the corners of my eye. I swear the sea salt must get into them all the time. “You’ve saved my yacht?”

      “You’ve given me my life back, and you’ve shown me the error of my ways. You also pointed me in the direction of Lyna, and for that, I am forever grateful. Saving your boat is nothing in comparison. I wish I could give you more. If there is anything you ever want or need that only magic can achieve, come to The Barrier. I’ll do everything in my power to make it safe for boats. I’ll install lighthouses all along it, and in each, you will find a phone that will link directly to me.”

      “Actually there is one thing...” I whispered in his ear what I wanted the most in the whole world. He looked surprised but nodded anyway.

      As I dove into the ocean, I felt the change happen. The magic I’d felt in my body since Christian has taken me to the pool in the cave intensified until my whole body felt like it was on fire. The coolness of the ocean doused the heat, and as my legs hit the water, I felt them stick together and fins appear. I was no longer half a mermaid. The water gave me all the oxygen I needed as I swam around the ship to where I‘d last seen Ari. When he caught sight of me in my new form, his eyes widened.

      “I can talk to you underwater now,” I said, grinning at him, “and I don’t have to touch you to breathe, but that doesn’t mean I’m not going to.”

      He swam towards me and pulled me into a deep kiss, wrapping his tail around mine. For the first time, we were truly compatible.
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      The sun dawned on the biggest day Trifork had seen in some time. I let my mother have her way and bring in the best hairdressers and make-up artists in Trifork to make me look beautiful. Once they were finished and my mother helped me into the most beautiful white dress I’d ever seen, there was a knock at the door. “Come in,” I shouted, expecting yet another person to fuss over me.

      It was Astrid with a bunch of white lilies which she handed to me. She also looked beautiful in her long pink dress, though it clashed horribly with her hair. “Ready?”

      I took a deep breath. “As ready as I’ll ever be.” She held my hand as we walked through the quiet palace and out to the promenade. My mother had spent months having a huge deck built by the edge of the ocean for the ceremony. As I stepped up onto the deck, it wobbled slightly in the waves beneath it. Christian and Lyna who’d come especially at my request were already there. Next to Hayden at the very end of the floating deck, stood Ari. Just like me, he’d undergone a transformation from Christian. We both had tails in the water and legs on land, and this time, they caused him no pain. He looked resplendent in a tailor-made suit, his long hair tied neatly behind him. Christian gave me a hug as I passed as did Lyna. Hayden squeezed me so tight I thought I might burst. As the music began to play, I noticed my aunts and mother out in the water waving their tails in unison. Behind them, Acania and her tribe, looking better than they ever had, interspersed with Idris’s tribe, and if I wasn’t much mistaken, he was holding hands with Acania. Everyone looked so happy. On the land, the public cheered at the spectacle. Seth filmed the whole thing on his new camera while Josh grinned into his camera and gave a running commentary of the events.

      As I got to the end of the deck and took Ari’s hand, I knew everything had finally worked out as it should.

      My brother walked slowly up the deck in his ceremonial outfit to the very end where the priest was going to finally coronate him and make him the official ruler of Trifork. As he took his oath, he quickly glanced my way as if to ask if I was sure I wanted to relinquish my title. I gave him a quick nod. As the crown was placed on his head, the crowd went wild. I was no longer the queen of Trifork, though one day I’d become the queen of Havfrue. That day was a long way off, and I had my whole life with Ari to live first.

      “So,” my mother asked, poking me in the ankle from the water and looking meaningfully up at Ari. “When is it going to be your happily ever after?”

      I followed her gaze and ripped off my dress exposing the bikini I’d hidden underneath. Grabbing Ari’s hand, I pulled him into the ocean.

      “I’m already living it,” I called before the water washed over my head and we disappeared into the deep.
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