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      Alessia started the day with eggs-on-toast and mind control. She’d been staying at this bed and breakfast in Scotland all summer, and so far, she’d always made it through lunch before practicing her powers on an unsuspecting guest. But this morning, the rude boy from room six had asked for it.

      Alessia had woken to a wave of heat burning up her cheeks all the way behind her ears and the distinct notion that she wanted to disappear. If this had happened to her a year ago, she’d have chalked it up to being oversensitive or imagining things. But she knew better now. This was a flare-up of her Empath power. Someone nearby was suffering a bitter humiliation. She threw her bathrobe over her pajamas, tiptoed past the door connecting her room to her stepfather George’s as he snored gently on the other side, and went down to the communal breakfast table.

      Half a dozen other residents were already sipping their morning tea, watching the news. They gave an unintentional collective shudder as she entered the room. She couldn’t fully blame them either. Yes, she was just a twelve-year-old girl. But between her ghostlike, pale, translucent skin and the fact that many of them had been unwitting guinea pigs as she experimented with her newfound powers—she could understand she came off a little spooky.

      With an absentminded “Thanks,” she accepted the plate of eggs-on-toast the B&B owner offered and took it with her as she followed her empath sense toward where the humiliation was happening. She cut across the downstairs rooms, with their dark wood and scratchy tartan wool furnishings, the emotion growing more vivid inside her all the while.

      “Come on, are you still a baby? We did our dares,” sneered a boy’s voice. It came from the kitchen, all the way at the end of the corridor. Sniggers from another boy joined his.

      Alessia’s pulse started racing. Whoever it was Alessia had felt being humiliated, that person was now petrified.

      She faltered. What would those boys do to her if she burst in? Maybe she had time to head back across the house to the breakfast room to fetch an adult.

      “Please don’t make me,” a little girl’s voice begged from the kitchen. “No!”

      Alessia pushed open the door. “Stop!” she said, in a squeakier voice than she’d have liked.

      Two boys around her age turned around, and behind them, she got a peek of a little girl standing with her back against the cellar door.

      “Oh, look at that! The weirdo’s come down to play!”

      “L-leave that girl alone,” Alessia said, the pile of scrambled eggs wobbling on her toast as her hand quivered.

      The tallest boy advanced toward Alessia, only stopping when he was about an inch away and looming over her. “That girl is my little sister, and she’s his cousin, see? So mind your own business.”

      Behind the boys, the girl crept quietly away from the cellar door.

      “Yeah, we’re teaching her not to be a scaredy-cat,” jeered the girl’s cousin. “All she needs to do is go into the cellar by herself for five minutes in the dark.”

      “She wouldn’t even be alone. Plenty of rats down there to keep her company,” the brother said with a smirk. “If you want, you can join her. We won’t even charge for the lesson.”

      The cousin started slinking toward Alessia too.

      “No, leave her alone!” she shouted, hoping someone would hear. But she knew the adults were too far, and any noise that got to them would be drowned out by the TV in the breakfast room.

      How was she going to get the girl—and herself—out of this? Her eyes fell on the plate of eggs-on-toast she was still holding. A dozen ideas flicked through her mind. She settled on one, right as the cousin reached out to grab her wrist.

      She took a deep breath… And instead of getting her wrist, the boy yanked the plate of eggs from her hands and splatted it straight onto the tall boy’s face.

      They all stared at each other in shock—Alessia included. She’d never set her new mind control powers into motion that quickly before. In an instant, the walls around her mind had melted, and the boy’s emotions had entered her: his excitement about playing with his cousin, his keenness to seem cool, and a tangy aftertaste of his own fear of the cellar. As soon as she had a firm grasp of his mind, Alessia had flipped the switch and veered back to her own fury at the boys, and BAM. She’d mind-controlled the boy to egg his own cousin in the face. Alessia’s mouth went numb and a little tingle of excitement crawled over her brain.

      “What d’you think you’re doing?” the tall boy said, fuming. The little girl covered her mouth to hide a grin.

      “Come on, Ollie, it’s obvious!” the cousin started confidently. “I did it because…” He paused. “Because… Wait, it’s on the tip of my tongue…” He gave a nervous laugh as the scrambled eggs dripped from Ollie’s brow. “Wow, this is so weird. I swear I had a really good reason. I did it because…”

      Ollie grabbed the toast from where it had fallen on the ground and smushed it into his cousin’s face.

      Alessia caught the little girl’s eye and held out her hand discreetly by her side to signal her to come. The little girl crept around her brother and cousin, as they started a full-fledged food fight. She took Alessia’s hand and they ran out and upstairs.

      Safely away, they burst out laughing.

      “What. Just. Happened!” the little girl snorted between laughs. “That was the weirdest thing! Jack never stands up to my brother! It’s always them against me.”

      Alessia’s laughter died down as her insides twinged. The girl was right. She’d made this Jack do something he wouldn’t have wanted to do… which meant she’d breached her moral code about using mind control powers.

      While she’d been experimenting on guests, she’d never used her powers to get someone to do something they might be opposed to. Only small things—picking up and putting down a salt shaker and such. It gave her the practice she needed in case she had to use that power to get herself out of a life-or-death situation again. And as far as she could see, the guest being controlled came out of it with nothing more than the kind of slight frustration you get when you walk into a room with a strong purpose only to completely forget what you went there to do.

      “What’s wrong?” the little girl said, tugging on Alessia’s bathrobe sleeve.

      “Nothing!”

      It was nothing. There was no reason to get all racked with guilt over this. What she’d done, she’d done for a good cause! They were bullying this poor little girl, and she was outnumbered. How else could she have defended her?

      “Thank you for coming and helping me,” the girl said. “They’re always trying to scare me, and it’s even worse now I told them about the monster I saw on the moor.”

      “Monster?” The word yanked Alessia out of her thoughts. “What monster?”

      “The boys say I’m making it up, and being a baby, but I swear I’m not.”

      “What did he look like?”

      Ever since she’d arrived with her stepfather George at the B&B by the Scottish seashore, Alessia had also been seeing “monsters”—or to be precise, sea creatures. Most of them she’d discovered the year before, when she’d stumbled into the Lost City of Atlantis: gangly froglike grindylows, ghostly rusalki, and giant blue people called Minchans. They weren’t anything to worry about in and of themselves, but Alessia’s estranged mother had recruited a number of them for her rebel army, the New Current. And after the events of the last year, it was clear her mother was ready to do anything to steal Alessia’s empath and mind control powers, even setting the rebel army on her.

      However, every time Alessia thought she spotted a creature stalking her, it vanished. She’d thought her eyes were playing tricks on her, until now.

      “Well, he was standing on the moor in front of the cliff’s edge, looking up at me when I looked out the window,” the little girl said, hugging her toy bunny closer. “He was really tall, with long fingers and huge webbed feet. And he had green skin with a big yellow spot on his back, and massive orange bug eyes.”

      Alessia froze. A grindylow. The big yellow spot was unusual—and must have been a birthmark or something—but there was no mistaking the rest of the description. A grindylow was here. She hadn’t been imagining it. Agents of the New Current might be trying to kidnap her again.

      “Can you show me exactly where you saw him?”

      The little girl took her hand, and they walked together to the hallway window. The spot the girl pointed at wasn’t empty now either. Something was there, and it wasn’t a grindylow. It was someone wearing a head-to-toe dark purple cloak. Like the one Alessia’s mother wore.
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      So her mother was here. With her army of cronies probably hiding nearby. Waiting outside to kidnap Alessia again. Like a sudden wave, the shock smacked into her and washed over her, leaving her skin raw.

      “I’ve gotta go,” she said to the girl in a hoarse voice. “Go to your room and stay there, okay?”

      Alessia watched the girl obey before she rushed down the corridor to her own bedroom. She fumbled with the room key until she got it in and slammed the door behind her.

      For a while she stood there, her back against the door, unable to move away.

      “You up, hen?” her stepfather George called out from his adjoining room.

      His voice reassured her. Not that he could do much to defend her if she were attacked. George was more of a loopy scientist-type than an action hero. Still, he’d been the one to raise her by himself since her mother faked her own death when Alessia was still a baby, and his “hen”s were like a security blanket.

      Alessia tentatively peeled herself off the door, waited a beat to see if it would burst open, then hurried to George’s room through their connecting door. He was sitting by the window at his desk, already absorbed in his work, surrounded by old forgotten cups of tea.

      “We should leave this place, George.”

      “Hmm? What d’ya say, hen?” he answered distractedly as he scribbled in his notebook.

      “Why don’t we go to Germany?” Alessia suggested.

      George had moved from his native Scotland to Germany last year for work, letting Alessia stay behind in a Scottish boarding school. He hadn’t exactly settled into his new country – aside from the fact his thick Scots accent was now interspersed with the occasional random German word. He had a studio apartment and was still living out of cardboard boxes. So Alessia had barely spent any time in his German ‘home’ all summer— and had not particularly wanted to. But it suddenly sounded very appealing. “I really want to see your new house there again. It’s so… cozy,” she fibbed.

      “Hmm… Genau, genau…” George mumbled without listening at first. “I mean, what? Nah, hen! I haven’t been back home to Scotland in almost a year! Come on, we’re enjoying the moor and the sea, aren’t we?” Interesting take on reality, considering he’d barely left his desk in all the time they’d been there. “We don’t have time, anyway, you have to be back at boarding school Sunday night, right?”

      “Right.” Or right-ish. She’d be going back on Sunday night, but not to the austere boarding school near Loch Lomond as George thought.

      Alessia had enrolled at that boarding school last year rather than following George to Germany, in the hopes of finding out more about her late mother, who was supposedly from the area. Within a day, though, she’d been lured underwater by a Siren’s Call to the Lost City of Atlantis. She’d still succeeded in learning much about her mother—like that she wasn’t from Loch Lomond at all, but from Atlantis, as was Alessia’s late father. And, of course, that she wasn’t dead.

      Now Alessia would be going back to Atlantis—and she couldn’t wait to see her friends at the Octopus’s Garden, Atlantis’s school, again; enjoy her kooky guardian Wimmi’s concerts; and sleep in her comfy clamshell bed. But she was forbidden from telling George about it. It was apparently important to the “fine balance of peace” that only heads of state in the “overland nations” know of the existence of Nethuns—the collection of hidden underwater cities like Atlantis. That also meant she couldn’t explain the imminent danger she was in.

      “Please, George. Can we go somewhere inland, then?” Somewhere her mother’s cronies couldn’t all easily go, so they’d stop trailing her. “Like the Cairngorms! Then on Sunday we could come back to the seafront.” And she’d head back to her guardian in Atlantis, before her mother’s monsters could find her again.

      “Hen, you know we wouldn’t make it! I owe it to yer dear ol’ mum—may she rest in peace—to get you to school on time. Can’t be messin’ it up by whiskin’ you off to Germany or the Cairngorms or wherever!”

      Alessia winced. She hated hearing George honoring her mother’s memory. It was one thing not being allowed to show George all the advanced technology in Atlantis that the science geek in him would have loved. But not being able to tell him the truth about her mother’s viciousness, and watching him put her on a pedestal was unbearable.

      “All right, kiddo,” George said. “I’ve gotta get back to my Navier-Stokes equations now! Could you fetch me some tea? I forgot to drink mine, would you believe it?”

      Alessia poured him another cup and slumped onto her bed. She was trapped in this room. To get to Atlantis, she needed to get to the seashore. But how was she ever going to get out without her mother and her mother’s New Current cronies catching her?

      If only she could shell her friends. They would send help. But the shell that served her as a phone in Atlantis had stopped working. Shell connections were always weaker from Selva (the name given to the overland world by the underwater Nethuns people). The sound in the shell seemed muffled by crashing water, compared to when she shelled her friends while they were all in Nethuns. But until yesterday, she’d still been able to get through to her best friend, Kella. Now her shell had died completely. She had an inkling it might work if she were closer to the sea, maybe wading through the shallows or in a rowboat off the seashore. But that took her back to the same problem: with her mother’s gang wandering about, it was too risky. Unless…
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      She glanced around the door to check the coast was clear, sunglasses on and hoodie up. Then she opened her empath sense.

      She hadn’t tried using it like this before, but it was all she could think of. She would try to localize every person or creature based on where she could sense emotions coming from, and walk to the seashore while steering clear of them. The only problem was that her empath sense wasn’t an exact science. Some emotions echoed so much it was hard to trace their origin.

      She was hit by someone’s regret, someone else’s resentment, and then a surprising throb of brotherly love. She understood why when she reached the bottom of the stairs.

      “Ollie, I said I was sorry! Let’s go scare Amelia again!” the boy named Jack was begging.

      “You leave my sister alone! D’you think it’s funny scaring little girls? Funny like throwing scrambled eggs in my face?”

      Alessia walked past the bickering cousins. The few steps across the hallway to the front door were the toughest, with so many B&B guests nearby. Opening herself to sense all the feelings around felt exactly like before she’d learned to control her empath power, by honing in on some feelings and blocking out others. Chaos.

      Her head pounded from the cacophony of different emotions screaming inside—someone’s nervousness about taking a flight home the next day, another’s jealousy about getting a plain biscuit instead of a chocolate one. The inside of her mouth even burned from someone drinking their tea too hot! When Alessia finally made it outside and shut the front door behind her, she almost collapsed from exhaustion.

      The moorland looked empty under the thick, gray sky. No noise but the howling wind. As she distanced herself from the B&B, no emotions hit her empath sense, except for those she now recognized as belonging to squirrels, hares, and grouse.

      Time to muster her courage and go for it. She made a mad dash across the heather-mottled grass and down the cliffside steps to the seashore.

      The beach was small and stony, and as the sea foam dragged over the pebbles, it drew ominous shapes around them, like an army of skulls stretching out, screaming.

      Nope, that was silly. She wasn’t superstitious! Yes, that looked like a pretty blatant omen. But it was just a coincidence!

      A very big, terrifying coincidence.

      She shook the thought, took off her shoes and waded into the frigid, silvery water. It sent a shock of cold up her spine.

      She needed to be quick. She took the pink conch shell from her hoodie pocket and held it up to her ear to call Kella. But when she tried transmitting her thoughts, all she heard back through the conch shell was white noise mingling with the noise of the splashing waves around her.

      “Come on, Kella, answer,” Alessia said, pressing her other hand’s fingers against her temple, as if to physically push her thoughts into the shell.

      It was no good. The shell wasn’t working anymore. She had no way to reach anyone in Atlantis.

      A smacking sound of fabric flapping in the wind interrupted the hypnotic noise of the waves. She spun to see a tall figure in a dark purple cloak, face concealed by a grim reaper–like hood.

      Holy Triton.

      Alessia screamed, leapt out of the water onto the beach, and ran as fast as she could along it, the rocks slicing at her bare feet.

      “Help!” Her cry was drowned by the surf.

      The cloaked figure was easily keeping pace. Alessia was too slow on the uneven ground. How could she escape?

      Then, her foot caught on the edge of a rock and she tripped sideways into the icy seawater. She flipped herself over, wet, salty hair slapping her face, and scrambled to her feet, but before she could run, a large hand grabbed her.

      “No, let go!” Alessia yelled, wriggling to get out of its grasp, but a second hand caught her wrist.

      She wrenched and tugged her body this way and that, but the figure held her tight.

      “Alessia, stop!” said a voice she recognized, now audible over the sound of the waves and whistling wind. “It’s me!”

      Alessia slowed her struggle for a moment and then noticed the hand holding her wrist. It was royal blue.
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      “Ebrie!”

      “You’re a tough one to get ahold of,” Ebrie declared in her deep, velvety voice. Ebrie may have been a teenage girl only a few years older than Alessia, but like all Minchans, she was remarkably tall, and towered above her.

      “I’m so happy to see you, you have no idea,” said Alessia, flinging herself into Ebrie’s arms. “But why would you walk around here wearing a creepy cloak? You scared me!”

      “Well, what was I meant to do? Don’t you think I’d stand out here without one? Being blue and all…”

      Fair enough.

      “I’m so relieved you’re here,” Alessia said. “I was getting seriously spooked. I think the New Current’s trying to get me, and my shell completely stopped working.”

      “So that’s why last night you didn’t answer our call.

      We feared you were caught in another power brawl.”

      Ebrie hit her palm to her forehead. “Argh! I’m rhyming again. So not cool! I sound like an old Minchan.

      “Whenever, with my parents, I spend much time,

      I struggle to speak without making a…” She paused. “Sound that’s like the end of the line I said before.”

      The younger generations of Minchans in Atlantis had lost the characteristic “Minchan rhyme” of their elders. Probably because, with the exception of a few who’d continued to live as outcasts in Minch, most had been raised together with other non-rhyming species in Atlantis.

      “Anyway, it’s a good thing you’d told me where you were going, or I wouldn’t have found you, with this shell malfunction business! I think you need to come back. I heard something through the kelp-vine about Wimmi… He’s been arrested.”

      “WHAT?” Her Wimmi? Her innocent, wacky, loving guardian, in jail?

      “Vodnik told my friend,” Ebrie said. Vodnik was Wimmi’s bandmate, the other half of their musical duo. This wasn’t just some randomer spreading a rumor. They were close. If Vodnik had said it, it must be true.

      “Apparently, the Emperor’s Guard found a security camera Drift showing Felthor escaping with your mother,” Ebrie continued, “and they guessed Felthor was a New Current rebel. Now they’re accusing Wimmi of treason.”

      “But Wimmi had nothing to do with Felthor’s plot! He was as shocked and betrayed as we were!”

      It was infuriating. A few months before, Alessia’s mother had manipulated Alessia’s other Atlantis guardian, Wimmi’s ex-partner Felthor, into conspiring with her. They’d tried to steal Alessia’s powers to mind-control people into joining the rebellion Alessia’s mother was leading. Wimmi was as much a victim of their lies as Alessia, and now he was in a cell!

      “How can I get him out? Is there a bail or something?”

      “I have no idea what a bail is, so I’m gonna say no. But if they arrested him yesterday, his trial with the sea-bishops should be today. I don’t know if it’d help, but I thought you could go vouch for him. Wimmi was one of the few who always treated us Seagrass-City folk like equals.”

      Seagrass-City was a rather dingy neighborhood of Atlantis where Minchans and other nonhuman species were forced to live, together with “Detached” humans, like orphans, or runaways. Atlantis humans had been encouraged by the former Emperor to avoid Seagrass-City inhabitants, and many looked down on them. Not Wimmi though.

      “I’ll do that, I’ll vouch for him, and they’ll see they’re wrong about him,” Alessia said, trying to make it sound more convincing out loud than it sounded in her head.

      Who would ever trust her as a witness? She was a kid, and a landfarer on top—a descendant of Atlantide people, but who’d spent her whole life until last year living “overland” in what they called Selva, completely unaware of the undersea world. That didn’t exactly scream “reputable Atlantis citizen.” Regardless, she had to try.

      “I’ll get my stuff. How will we get to Atlantis?”

      “I took a clandestine Marcaval here,” Ebrie said. “The driver’s waiting inside. We need to swim out to it.”

      Alessia’s dread must have shown, because Ebrie added, “You can’t swim. I forgot.” George had never let Alessia get near the water, since he thought her mother had drowned when she’d disappeared at sea. “I’ll dash to the siren island where Niva’s hanging out,” Ebrie continued. “She’ll help.”

      Alessia started biting her nails. Ebrie’s warm voice and rolling r’s normally had the power to reassure her, but right now Alessia knew all too well that Niva the siren “helping” meant she’d be flown to their mode of transportation, dangling from the bird-woman’s talons.
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      “I s’pose I should have expected it. You’re growing up now. I’d have probably wanted to be with my pals, too, at your age.”

      George’s disappointment when Alessia explained she wanted to head back to boarding school early to be with a friend was crushing. So much so that Alessia almost broke all the rules and told him then and there about Wimmi and Ebrie and Nethuns.

      But she held her tongue. She didn’t know exactly how these Nethuns secrecy rules would be enforced, but she’d heard some pretty grim stories about peoples’ entire brains being erased, and she couldn’t risk something that bad happening to George. And as much as she knew he was hurt, she also knew George wouldn’t push her to stay.

      “I love you, George,” she added. “You know it’s just because my friend really needs me there today.”

      “Sure, hen,” he said, and with a pat on her back, he left to check the bus schedule with the innkeeper, since Alessia had insisted he shouldn’t drive her.

      She shuffled to her room and tried to shake off her guilt. She and George would stay in touch through letters, thanks to the special squad of nymphlike creatures called nereids in charge of Goldfish Memory Operations. The squad made sure George’s letters were redirected to Atlantis, and vice versa, and had wiped Alessia from the memories and records of the boarding school faculty in Scotland.

      Now Ebrie was waiting, and Wimmi needed her. She would have to make it up to George some other way. She had to get packing.

      There wasn’t much to take. A belt containing her sand dollar—a sand-colored coin engraved with a flower that she used to pay for things in Nethuns—and the pink conch shell she used for calling, when it decided to work.

      With those in hand, all that was left was to put on her Nethunsian outfit—a wetsuit whose color adapted to the wearer’s character. It had settled on green and white swirls in her case. She reshaped the sleeves so they ballooned out by the wrists, to hide the bracelet fastening her most precious possession to her arm—a small jeweled trident that had belonged to her late father.

      She got to the last and weirdest part of the outfit and prayed George wouldn’t choose to walk in now, while she was tying two shimmering fish-scale aprons to her hips. He might have questions.

      She finished lacing them, and they flapped out before clasping tightly around her ankles, growing around her bare feet to form a shiny white sock. She looked a little like a baby in a onesie, but the weird socks were useful for weighing her down whenever she walked on the seafloor outside the underwater air pockets that were the lost cities.

      She was ready. Or at least dressed. She’d never be ready to see Wimmi in handcuffs (or whatever the Nethunsian equivalent was going to be). She’d seen arrests before, made by the giant crab species that served as police in Nethuns. The image of their huge pincers tightening around prisoners’ arms wasn’t one you could easily forget.

      She pushed away the thought and turned to leave, only to come face-to-face with Cariesa—her mother.

      No. Her mother was right there, in her room. Two arms-lengths away. Just watching her. This couldn’t be happening.

      Alessia’s brain slowed, like she didn’t have the mental capacity to grasp the horror of the situation. Then, all at once, she did.

      She had to get out. She had to get to the door. Around her mother.

      No space.

      “GEORGE! HELP!”

      “Oh, don’t do that. You’ll make him faint, seeing his dead partner come back over a decade later,” Cariesa started, traipsing closer. “I may not have loved the poor fellow, but I’ve got to hand it to him. He fulfilled his role smashingly—albeit unwittingly. Raising you far from Atlantis until you came into your powers. I owe him one!”

      “Stop! Stay away from me!”

      Her mother kept advancing. “Oh, my dear, don’t. Your ignorance is showing.”

      Alessia tried to launch forward, dodging her mother. But Cariesa was quick and sidestepped in front of her, without even seeming alarmed.

      “You’re wasting your energy, dear. Listen.”

      “NO! You don’t get to ‘dear’ me!”

      Frantic thoughts tumbled through Alessia’s mind. Her only chance to get away was to push her mother backward so she’d get a head start running out. But Cariesa was a fighter. A rebel leader. Alessia was no match for her.

      Still, what else could she do? She bit her lip and gave her mother a hesitant shove. The push had no impact. Cariesa didn’t budge. In fact, not a strand of her short, pixie-cropped hair fell out of place.

      “You can’t hurt me, this is a Drift. Now will you calm down?” Cariesa said.

      A purple pearl gleamed on the ground. Cariesa was a Drift. Relief washed over Alessia. A Drift couldn’t hurt her—it was an illusion. A hologram you could smell and touch, projected from a special purple pearl. They used these instead of films and photographs in Nethuns.

      Alessia leaned against the wall. “Okay, what do you want?”

      “I want to warn you,” her mother said. “If you go back to Atlantis now, you’ll be in danger.”
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      Alessia snorted. Was she serious?

      “You’re worried I’ll be in danger?”

      “Yes, dear,” Cariesa said.

      “You?”

      “Yes, me.”

      “You remember last time we saw each other, right? When you tried to steal my power to help with your New Current rebellion?”

      “Well, to be fair, it was my power before I got pregnant and it shifted to you,” Cariesa added.

      “I would have died from transferring the power back to you, and you knew it and went ahead with it anyway!”

      “I know you have no reason to trust me after what happened,” Cariesa said. “One day you’ll get why I did it, but it’ll take time⁠—”

      Alessia puffed out with laughter. She was unbelievable. “I’ll NEVER trust you.”

      Cariesa sighed, as though Alessia was being difficult. “Look, there have been some worrying developments in Atlantis, and when I heard Ebrie was coming to get you, I had to reach out⁠—”

      “How did you hear Ebrie was coming to me?”

      Cariesa’s mouth pressed into a line. Her large green eyes were tinged with unease. Of course. Alessia’s mother had been spying on her. Through the grindylows, rusalki, and Minchans Alessia had thought she’d seen—and maybe even some of the human B&B guests, for all she knew. And still others were in Atlantis, spying on her friends.

      “And how did this pearl get in here?” Alessia said, pointing at the pearl from which the Drift came. “Someone came into my room?”

      “On the plus side, that should prove I don’t want to harm you. If someone could get into the room, they could very easily have⁠—”

      “Stop!”

      “You’re right, I’m making it worse,” Cariesa said. “My point is, even if you don’t believe it’s out of maternal instinct, you’ve got to believe it’s in my best interest to keep you alive! Think about it. You have my power. And I learned from my mistake. I want to bring you in, instead of fighting you. Come and join me in exile. Atlantis won’t be safe for you now.”

      “No, enough of your manipulations!” Alessia grabbed the pearl, and the Drift collapsed into nothingness before her mother could say another word. She ran to the toilet to flush the pearl away, but when she opened her hand, it had disintegrated into a small mound of shimmering sand. A self-destructing Drift pearl. She should have expected as much from a former spy, like her mother.

      Cariesa was up to something again. If she didn’t want Alessia in Atlantis, that only reinforced how urgently Alessia needed to get there. As one of only three people with powers, Alessia might be needed to stop her. She was somehow responsible, after all, being her daughter.

      Alessia crumpled onto her bed, rolled up her puffy sleeve and clasped her father’s trident against her wrist. Her father was good. He was kind and caring. She’d seen it in the Minchan Whirlpool of Truth, before almost drowning there. He’d loved Alessia, even if she wasn’t born yet when he was killed by the former Emperor. He was excited to be a father, and he loved her. She needed to cling to that in moments like these, when the truth about her mother’s nature was too much to handle.

      She kissed the trident before rolling her sleeve back over it. It was her most prized possession, as the only keepsake she had from him, but unfortunately, tridents like that had been made illegal in Nethuns by the former Emperor, who feared them as a symbol of the uprising against him. So until she had confirmation of a change in the law, hidden in her puffed-out sleeve it would remain.

      Alessia covered her outfit with a long coat, let George put her onto the bus, and hugged him goodbye—extra tight to make up for her mother’s cruel dismissiveness of him.

      When the bus turned the first corner, she feigned car sickness, so the driver would let her out, and ran for the coastline.

      “Heyo!” came a voice from above. “Ebrie said you’d need a wing!”

      “Niva!”

      The onyx-skinned siren glided down, flapping her immense white wings to stop and hover above Alessia’s head.

      “Thank you so much for helping me out… again,” Alessia said, craning her neck. Niva was sixteen, like Ebrie—and beyond being older, she was also really cool, so it was slightly embarrassing that she was doing Alessia the favor of flying her out for the second time.

      “You’re welcome, nymphlet,” Niva said. “A friend of Ebrie’s is a friend of mine! Even if you are also friends with that scamp Herior. Ready for liftoff?”

      Alessia hunched her shoulders. “Ready!”

      Niva tossed her tresses to one side and dove to pick Alessia up in her hawklike feet. Her talons dug into Alessia’s skin, but the pain was rather reassuring: Alessia was keenly aware, as they soared forth, that she was hanging in midair above the freezing ocean.

      “So, how have things been since the former Emperor was overthrown? It happened right when I left Atlantis for summer,” Alessia said as they flew, but the rushing wind rustling the feathers of Niva’s tunic overhead made it difficult for them to hear each other, and all she got of Niva’s response was “…not much change…”

      Finally, the siren flapped her wings and came to another hovering halt. “Dropping you here!” she said.

      Alessia looked down to see the head of a giant black seahorse towering high above the rough surface of the sea, and then she was falling, rushing toward that surface. She broke through and stayed suspended in the water for a moment before the seahorse sucked her up into its snout.

      Of course, she knew it wasn’t a seahorse, but an Atlantide self-driving machine imitating a seahorse, called a Marcaval. She floated down its mechanical gullet to the incongruous luxury inside, greeted the nereid captain, and took a seat in an empty plush throne beside Ebrie’s. Within moments, Alessia was dry, had recounted her mother’s ‘visit’, and she and Ebrie were sipping their hot whelkees from cockleshells, surrounded by sparkling shell mosaics.

      “She’s been spying on us? Triton! That’s terrifying,” Ebrie said. “Makes you wonder who you can trust!” Ebrie’s voice died as the nereid captain waltzed in to clear away their plates, while the Marcaval went on driving itself.

      They should change the subject. If Alessia had learnt one thing from the last year’s ordeals, it was that anyone could be a spy.

      “So what can you tell me about these sea-bishops who’ll be giving Wimmi his trial? I don’t think I’ve ever met one,” Alessia asked Ebrie.

      “No, you probably haven’t. They’re one of the few Nethunsian species you don’t find confined to Seagrass-City like the rest of us Minchans, grindylows, kappas, and such. And you wouldn’t see many roaming around Atlantis. Originally, they’re from Vineta, another city-state in the Nethunsian Empire. The Emperor relied on them a lot because of their unique skill set—so they always got decent treatment.”

      “What’s their unique skill set?”

      “They’re kind of living lie detectors.”

      “Oh…”

      It probably wasn’t the wisest thing for the secret daughter of the Empire’s most wanted rebel leader to walk into a courthouse full of lie-detecting creatures. But then, she didn’t have much choice if she wanted to help Wimmi.

      “How good, exactly, are they, at detecting lies? Like, compared to humans, for example?”

      The nereid captain snickered. “Sorry, didn’t mean to be rude. But you know humans aren’t really the highest benchmark for a lot of these things.”

      Alessia couldn’t argue with her there. You could see in one glance at their graceful gestures that nereids were a sort of superhuman species—like nereids were to humans, as humans were to primitive apes. According to Wimmi, the former Emperor only made them a “subspecies” because of their gentle nature, and his own insecurities.

      “Anyway, sea-bishops are highly emotionally intelligent creatures,” the nereid continued. “So… let me put it this way—you won’t be able to trick them and get away with a lie, if that’s what you were wondering.”

      At least it was clear. Alessia was in trouble.
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      The Marcaval spat them out onto a rough, stony floor. It hadn’t taken them to the official station of Atlantis—probably because it was an unregistered Marcaval. By the former Emperor’s awful laws, Minchans weren’t permitted to travel beyond a few select neighborhoods in Atlantis, so Ebrie was reduced to clandestine travel. The Marcaval had taken them to the cliffside border of the Seagrass-City neighborhood.

      Alessia took a moment to adjust to the bright glare of the Atlantis sun after the dim, twinkly Marcaval lights. Though the “sun” here technically wasn’t one, it was almost indistinguishable from the real deal. Wimmi had explained to Alessia when she arrived that before the city sank underwater, after a cataclysmic earthquake, Atlantide engineers had been building a “City in the Sky,” held up by pillars over Atlantis, and they’d recreated artificial sunlight on the underside of this sky city to ensure Atlantis got enough light and heat during the construction. When Atlantis sank, that City in the Sky partially collapsed onto it, forming an air pocket underwater that saved the Atlantides from being submerged and drowned. And the sunlight technology on the City in the Sky’s underside was the very same that was blinding her now.

      “The trial is outside of Seagrass-City, to the left, in a building shaped like a giant orange scallop shell on its tip. Wish I could come, but it’s off-limits for Minchans,” Ebrie said. “It says ‘The Scales of Fishiness Hall of Atlantis’ across the front, you can’t miss it.”

      It was a good thing Alessia had learned to read Atlantide script last year, because Ebrie had forgotten to mention that there were six identical scallop-shell-shaped administrative buildings. After almost half an hour, Alessia finally burst through the wavy front door of the right one, only to find herself smack-bang in the middle of the trial.

      “—and that’s why you should set him free this instant! He did nothing wrong.” The familiar raspy voice resounded far overhead through the tall, sprawling scallop walls. Vulcor. Alessia’s heart leapt. He looked so much older than thirteen, standing in the middle of the room, shouting passionately to help get her guardian off. It’d been less than six weeks since they last saw each other, and a couple of days more than that since their maybe-almost-kiss-that-didn’t-actually-happen. Still, upon seeing his jet-black hair shining in the courthouse light, she forgot to breathe.

      “Alessia!” Wimmi exclaimed from a fangtooth-fish-shaped cage at the back of the room, jumping to his feet and banging his head with a flutter of his bushy orange beard. Vulcor’s head whipped around to her.

      “Wimmi!” Alessia paced toward her guardian. A flurry of excitement rippled through the small crowd watching from turtle-shell chairs in front of Alessia.

      “Order! Order!” someone shouted, and she stopped. It was one of three rather hideous creatures sitting on orange coral thrones on a podium in front of Vulcor—presumably sea-bishops. Something between human and fish, they each had two legs, two arms, and humanlike facial features, but their bodies were entirely covered in bluish-green fish scales, and a long fin dropped from each of their cone-shaped heads to cover their backs like a cape. “Who is this girl?” one asked Wimmi.

      “It’s Alessia! I’m her guardian. She’s the girl we adopted from⁠—”

      “Seagrass-City!” a strangely familiar old man interrupted Wimmi. “She’s the girl you adopted from Seagrass-City, yes, I remember seeing that.”

      Alessia exchanged a confused glance with Wimmi and then with Vulcor. Clearly, Wimmi had meant to tell them she was adopted from Selva—that she was a landfarer. Why was this other man lying about where she was from? And who was he?

      “But there was no record about you having adopted anyone,” the sea-bishop challenged Wimmi.

      “Oh, ha ha! Silly me, I should have explained!” said Wimmi, laughing more nervously than Alessia was used to. “That’s only because Felthor got her unofficially!” he completed. Why he thought that would help his case was a mystery to Alessia.

      “Highly irregular, highly irregular…” said another of the three sea-bishops. “Still, I sense that he’s telling the truth; he is her guardian.”

      The elderly man who’d lied stood there, elegant and calm. His matted gold wetsuit and light-gold-colored beard and hair made him look like an old coin. The sea-bishops had been so focused on Wimmi, they hadn’t caught this man lying to them, and something told Alessia she’d do better not to add to the mess of this trial by ratting him out.

      “We’ll allow her to stay,” said the largest of the sea-bishops, whose fin-cape was so long it dragged on the floor. “As long as she stops disrupting the trial!”

      “Thank you.” Alessia bowed at them awkwardly, unsure what the proper protocol was with these creatures, and took a seat.

      “Back to the matter at hand. We do sense that Wimmi is speaking the truth—that, astonishingly enough, he really didn’t know about his own partner being a rebel.”

      The comment landed like a punch in Wimmi’s soul—and in Alessia’s, thanks to her empath power. It should have been good news; they believed in his innocence, but the sea-bishop had also put into words exactly what had been causing Wimmi such terrible guilt since he’d found out about Felthor. How had he not known about his own partner plotting against their ward?

      “Okay, case closed, then! Can you let him go already?” Vulcor said.

      “Not so fast! Your Imperial Majesty really ought to sit down and let us finish. Things would go much faster,” the sea-bishop snapped.

      Alessia sat up in her turtle-shell chair. Right before she’d left Atlantis for the summer, Vulcor had deposed his father—the former Emperor—after discovering that among his father’s many crimes was the murder of Vulcor’s mother. He’d also named himself Emperor, heading the same Council of Ministers that his father had. Why, then, wasn’t he more respected by these sea-bishops?

      “What I was about to add, before I was interrupted,” the sea-bishop continued, with an indignant look at Vulcor, “is that we do detect a spike in duplicity. Wimmi is hiding something, and we cannot let him go until he comes clean.”

      Oh no. It was Alessia’s turn for devouring guilt now, because what Wimmi was hiding was the truth about her. He was hiding that she was the daughter of the rebel Instigator Cariesa, and that her mother’s powers had transferred to her at her birth, making her one of only three living Sensates. And Wimmi was never going to reveal those truths.

      Any of those alone was worth hiding. The rebel Instigator was public enemy number one, so being her daughter pretty much guaranteed Alessia at least a spot on the public enemies list.

      And being a Sensate was potentially dangerous to reveal to the general public. Throughout history, Sensates had frequently been murdered, because their power meant they knew too much. Of the six Sensate powers originally in existence, three had been completely extinguished over the centuries, with a special power-stopping poison that also resulted in the Sensate’s death.

      Wimmi would do anything to avoid Alessia meeting a similar fate, even if it meant getting wrongly convicted. She couldn’t let him take the fall. She rose out of her turtle-shell chair, knees shaking.

      “I can tell you. Wimmi’s hiding⁠—”

      “Nothing!” interrupted Vulcor. “Come on, are you sea-bishops completely useless? You know Wimmi isn’t lying about Felthor! That was the whole reason my father put sea-bishops in charge of justice. So listen to your truth-detect-y skills, and declare him innocent already!”

      Scandalized mumblings erupted from the sea-bishops.

      “Vulcor! Old chap,” admonished the man who’d lied about Alessia’s origins with an apologetic chuckle. He rushed to the middle of the room, put his arm around Vulcor, and slowly directed him to one of the turtle-shell seats. “Come now, let’s all take a breather. Tensions are high—and for good reason—we’re all passionate about seeing justice served and the Scales of Fishiness tipped in the right direction. Let’s not risk saying anything we don’t mean to the honorable sea-bishops. We have the utmost confidence in and respect for their abilities.”

      Vulcor quietly sat where the man had guided him. Very strange. How was this man so smoothly able to snuff out his temper?

      Unless the old man was… Of course! He was Espior, the Oculate! Alessia hadn’t recognized him immediately because she’d only seen him in person once, when she’d freed his unconscious body from her mother. But now all the news stories about how her mother had kidnapped him were coming back to her.

      Espior had been the close, valued advisor to Vulcor’s father and knew Vulcor well. He was also the third Sensate.

      Alessia, the Corcillate, could sense and control people’s emotions and desires. Vulcor, the Manibate, could sense and control people and objects’ movements. And Espior, the Oculate, could sense and control what people saw.

      The only difference was that Espior’s and Vulcor’s powers were common knowledge, as their ancestors had made their powers public and it was well-known that powers were transmitted to the next of kin.

      “If the honorable sea-bishops would allow me,” Espior added, “I believe what His Imperial Majesty Vulcor Authentor was trying to express was that we know what Wimmidor Authentor is hiding. Your very sharp minds caught the duplicity immediately: Wimmi and his partner had not properly declared their guardianship role over Alessia. Couldn’t this be precisely what is causing the discomfort in Wimmi that you detect? And while this is in no way excusable, I believe we can acquit the man of his treason charges and seek a more proportionate reparation for the missed paperwork.”

      He was so smooth. He’d carefully crafted his speech so that not one of his sentences was actually a lie that the sea-bishops might detect. Even his way of speaking—calling everyone by their first name followed by the honorific Authentor (Authenta for women) as a sign of courtesy. He fit perfectly in this formal and dignified context, whereas Vulcor’s temper tantrum stuck out like a sore thumb.

      “Very well, that makes sense,” harrumphed one sea-bishop.

      “Quite right,” agreed his colleague.

      Wimmi jumped to his feet, banging his head on the top of the cage again. “Thank—ow!—you!”

      “Wait,” bellowed the sea-bishop with the long back-fin.

      Espior blinked, his face serene.

      “While I applaud your good intentions in trying to expedite this trial and save this probably innocent man more trouble, old chum, we do not have evidence that the missed paperwork is all Wimmidor Authentor is hiding. Wimmidor Authentor—are you hiding anything other than your missed declaration of guardianship over Alessia?”

      Oh, bladderwracks! If Wimmi answered no, the sea-bishops would detect the lie, and if he said yes, they wouldn’t let him go!

      They were almost home free, and now this one sea-bishop was going to ruin everything. Alessia had to step in fast. She had no idea whether her mind control power would work on a sea-bishop, but she needed to try.

      She let in the sea-bishop’s emotions—mostly an obnoxious amount of pride at having proven himself more cunning than his younger acolytes. Once she had a grasp over them, she pounced. She pushed into him an overwhelming trust in Espior the Oculate’s judgment and a desire to let Wimmi go.

      “Err… No… I’m not hiding anything else,” Wimmi said.

      “I can now say with full confidence that I detect…” the sea-bishop started. Alessia pushed harder, strangely losing sensation in her mouth as she did.

      “…that I must let this go,” the sea-bishop said. “I trust Espior Authentor, and I want to let Wimmidor Authentor go. We declare Wimmidor Authentor innocent of the fishiness at hand.”

      Alessia couldn’t contain a squeal and bounced in place as Espior clasped his hands together in delight and Wimmi banged his peachy head for a third time on the cage ceiling. She should probably feel bad about breaching her moral code again, because she’d definitely made the sea-bishop do something he didn’t want to. But the truth was, she didn’t feel bad. All she’d done was correct an injustice. Why shouldn’t she be able to right wrongs with her power?

      “Now, on to the next matter,” the old sea-bishop added. “We have discovered Wimmi is the unofficial guardian of a Seagrass-City urchin, which means we need to weigh on the Scales of Fishiness whether he is fit to be a guardian. New trial starts immediately.”

      “What do you mean?” Vulcor jumped from his turtle-shell seat, sending it spinning across the room. “I thought you were gonna make him pay reparations for the missed paperwork or something. He’s been her guardian for a year, and he’s good!”

      “Wimmidor Authentor may have been found innocent of helping Felthor with his crimes, but he was at least negligent. If he’d insisted that they follow the correct procedure for guardianship, rather than letting this girl live under his roof without declaring her, Felthor’s criminal connections may have been discovered in the vetting process,” the eldest sea-bishop answered flatly.

      Wimmi’s shame pressed down on Alessia.

      “Wimmidor Authentor, you may take the stand and defend why you believe you are a fit guardian,” one of the younger sea-bishops said.

      Wimmi’s large, crooked, root-vegetable-like features now seemed heavy on his face. Her Wimmi—the most over-energetic person she’d ever met—looked tired.

      She had to stop this trial. There was no way Wimmi would convince the sea-bishops he was a good guardian, when he didn’t seem to believe it himself anymore.

      Could she control the minds of all three sea-bishops? She drew in their emotions to replace them with her own, but the surge of different feelings knocked her back. She didn’t have the strength.

      “Am I a good guardian? Well, I, uh…” Wimmi started.

      Panic flared inside Alessia. She had to do something.

      “Can I take the stand instead?” she heard herself asking. “I can tell you what he’s been like as a guardian. After all, I’m the person being… guarded.”

      The sea-bishops murmured among themselves, then seemed to reach an agreement and signaled her forward.

      She suddenly felt very small standing in the middle of the room, with the ceiling high and wide overhead and the sea-bishops watching her intently from above with their bloodshot walrus eyes.

      “Erm…” her voice echoed up the scallop-shell-shaped walls. “Wimmi is the person who made me love Atlantis. Even though he’s an adult, he’s able to find the fun in any situation. Like, to everyone else, Fluita is just this weird substance thicker than air that you can float up and down in to get to your floor in a building. But to Wimmi, it’s the opportunity to have a flying race!

      “That’s not to say he’s not a responsible adult. When I arrived, he was the one who helped me navigate through everything.

      “He treats everyone kindly—which is why his music duo is so successful among all species of Nethunsians.

      “Yes, he didn’t realize who Felthor really was—none of us did. But I was with Felthor before he rejoined the Instigator, and I can tell you, his only hesitation in betraying us all was that he didn’t want to disappoint Wimmi. And that’s the thing with Wimmi, he’s so great, he makes you want to be better.”

      She wanted to liquefy and disappear into the pores of the orange sea-glass ground. She felt so stupid. If only she could have used her powers to convince them. Her ramblings would never⁠—

      “That was one of the most honest testimonies I’ve heard in the Scales of Fishiness Hall,” said one of the younger sea-bishops. The other muttered, “Hear, hear!” in agreement.

      “I do agree,” said the older sea-bishop finally. “Still, we cannot disregard the facts. He didn’t declare his guardianship, and that resulted in her living under the same roof as a dangerous rebel. It may not be intentional, and he may have myriad other qualities, but it’s reckless.”

      “If you’re unsure whether he’s reckless, give him a chance to prove he’s responsible!” Vulcor argued.

      The oldest sea-bishop stroked his fish-scaled beard with tentacle fingers. “I must say, I agree with you.” He turned to Alessia. “In what year of Octopus’s Garden are you?”

      “I’m about to start my second year of school there,” Alessia answered warily.

      “Hmm… the first year of tentacles,” the sea-bishop murmured.

      Alessia raised a questioning eyebrow at Wimmi, then remembered. Not tentacles. Ten Tackles. The Nethuns version of exams.

      “In that case, I declare Wimmidor Authentor potentially fishy as a guardian, and put him on probation,” the sea-bishop concluded. “If Alessia succeeds in one of her Ten Tackles, that will show he’s been a responsible guardian. She has three this year. That should give her plenty of opportunity to prove herself. If she does not succeed in any this year, she’ll be taken away from him and placed in Seagrass-City with the other Detached, and he’ll be sent for reeducation to better learn his duties to society.”

      Reeducation? That sounded grim. She shot an alarmed look at Vulcor, but his face was inscrutable. When was he going to start changing these horrible remnants of his father’s reign?

      “Crabs, take him to file the required paperwork,” the sea-bishop said. “Alessia, you may wait for him at home.”

      The deafening sound of a huge conch-shell horn filled the hall, and the sea-bishops plodded off as two giant black crabs came in and lifted Wimmi’s cage with their pincers.

      Alessia waved weakly at him as he was scuttled out of the room. She was still slightly whiplashed over how this whole thing had suddenly turned into her needing to succeed in her exams to avoid Wimmi being “reeducated.”

      She hesitated to go to Vulcor. There were too many people around. She’d be attracting a lot of attention to herself chatting with the boy who’d recently been revealed as the hidden son of the Emperor, and had dethroned and replaced him.

      Vulcor seemed to think the same, because he didn’t come to her either. Instead, he marched out of the room looking away, but took a detour to brush past her.

      “Meet me you-know-where,” he muttered.

      She smiled. The secret tunnels.
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