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    This one is for my family,


found family,


and friends.





Sometimes I can be just as obtuse as Red is. 


Thank you for all your support!




    


Welcome

Long, long ago, a coven of witches created a world just beyond ours—a realm of fairy tales.

In Beyond, humans rub shoulders with mythical creatures, and magic mixes with science.

There are only three rules:

––––––––
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Happily

accept that we share the same home

Ever

remember that what you take, you must also give

After

struggle will always lead to new beginnings

––––––––
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So, if you are ready . . . you are welcome here.

* * *
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Chapter One: On the Road Again
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“Welcome, welcome! Line for the ferry’s to the right. No cutting, or the gods and goddesses of the waves will swallow ye whole!”

“If I don’t do something worse first,” my companion, William, grumbled. He lumbered at my side, his black doggy head as high as my thigh. His magic, a starry blue, glowed faintly as he prepared himself for the transition from land to sea. Though the afternoon around us was bright and cheerful, he clearly wasn’t feeling charitable—especially now that our long journey down from the mountains had brought us to the ferry.

“Hush,” I told him as he continued muttering to himself. The tiny ferry terminal was awash with people, mostly vacationers and locals, I guessed. Most were dressed in shorts or bathing suit cover-ups, the quintessential uniform of summer in Seaside. And most were also giving William and me curious stares. We carried too much luggage to be day-trippers; in fact, we were in town for a friend’s wedding. While I was happy to see and support my friend, as I looked at the strangers in line with us I felt a familiar twinge of, well, strangeness. Love, I had once told one of my mothers—and she’d never let me forget it—seems like such a hassle. Strangers, vows, big public displays. Even the wiser, older me didn’t totally get it.

I re-adjusted the strap of my canvas backpack self-consciously, trying to put my uncertainties about love and its trappings aside. In my year and more of running a shop, I’d forgotten that unique dichotomy of travel: on the road, it’s easy to be invisible. But when you roll up in a new town or at a crossroads, you’re an object of public interest.

We shuffled along in line as I thought. We could have taken a carriage or even caught a magitech hot air balloon from our home in Belville to Seaside, but William had convinced me to walk it “for old time’s sake.” Judging by William’s demeanor now, I was guessing that the old times weren’t as fun as he remembered them. Still, I had enjoyed a chance to collect a lot of great material along the three-day trip. Just before joining the ferry line, I’d sent a big box of flower stalks and even some malachite ore back home to Red’s Alchemy and Potions, and I was already looking forward to getting home and using the ingredients—after the wedding, of course.

Come to think of it, Seaside’s post office had been crowded too. Maybe that helped explain William’s increased grumpiness . . .

I shrugged, letting his attitude remain his problem. Instead, I decided to enjoy the view. Seaside was a popular destination for tourists, the kind of city that still felt like a tiny harbor town. Long ago, some enterprising soul had realized that preserving the old wooden harbor, sparkling clean beaches, and vividly painted cabins would bring a lot more visitors. So, they’d had the good grace to hide their magitech train and balloon stations behind the hill that edged the back of town, and I swear they had a team of wizards on hand to ensure that all their window-boxes and tiny, sandy gardens bloomed plentifully. The ferry dock was particularly idyllic, even in line: as we waited patiently, lined up along a low stone wall separating us from the harbor, we could watch the seals playing in turquoise waves and hear children playing at the beach around the corner.

William, however, was looking firmly forward, toward the ferry captain. When two elves rushed up and joined their friends in line ahead of us, he growled.

“Need I remind you that we are in town for a happy occasion?” I whispered down to him.

“It’s not the wedding yet.” A serious undertone of menace laced his words. I rolled my eyes, but kept a more careful eye on the line, just in case William decided to do more than talk.

The ferry captain chatted amiably—and loudly—to each person in line as he took fares for the journey. I gathered pretty quickly that his name was Kye, that he didn’t care for magic, didn’t hold with technology, and didn’t trust the weather, but that he had it on good authority that the wedding next week would be the event of the season. Whose authority, I couldn’t help but wonder. His fairy godmother’s? Though the joke made me smile, I hoped he was right.

“Name, destination, type of fare,” Kye rattled off the familiar refrain as William and I stepped to the head of the line.

“I’m Red, and this is William. Oh, that’s Cinnabar Sunset, if you need my full name. Full fare for me, half fare for him.”

Kye nodded along thoughtfully, his weathered fingers skimming through his stack of tickets. “And that’s William Sunset, is it?”

“Not a chance,” William snorted. “Just William.”

“And why does ‘Just William’ get half fare, tell?”

I nudged William with my knee, silencing whatever reply was on the tip of his tongue. To Kye, I said quietly, “He’s an arcane familiar.”

Usually I didn’t like to explain as much to anyone if I could help it. Aside from William being touchy, it brought up a lot of awkward questions. Only sorcerers can create—and therefore own—familiars, which look pretty much like normal animals but often have a bit of magic (and a lot of attitude, in William’s case). Technically, a familiar isn’t truly alive; it’s a spell. I’m no sorcerer, just an alchemist. And I certainly don’t own William, as he likes to point out. As far as I can tell, no one does. He’d been with me for years, and never said a word about it. To say this was unusual would be like saying the sea is wet, but William is a loyal and beloved companion, no matter how grouchy he gets, so I never push him on the issue.

Fortunately Kye just nodded again, rather than ask prying questions. “That’s alright, then.” As he thumbed through his stack of tickets, he asked conversationally, “Here for a bit of sun, are ye?”

I glanced down at William, the shaggy black sheepdog, and then at myself. Underneath my tunic, leggings, and boots, my skin was as brown as ever. Copper, my mother used to call it. I wondered what prompted Kye to think that either William or I needed to work on our tans. Kye himself had gray, leathery skin, and he was so thin I thought he might be some kind of elemental spirit.

“Um, not exactly,” I answered at last. “We’re headed to the Afolayans’ camp. Taiwo said you know where that is? She said you can basically see it from the harbor wall.”

At my side, William chuckled. I nudged him, thinking he was laughing about my soon-to-be-married friend Taiwo, who has a tendency to exaggerate. This time he nudged back.

“You, and dozens like you,” said Kye kindly. He handed over two tickets printed on blue water-proof paper and asked me for the fare. As I fished in my hidden coin purse for the correct change, he added, “Don’t ye worry. I’ve added the camp to my route, just for the wedding. Folks’ve been coming in all week. It’ll be our first stop.”

I handed Kye my money, thanked him, and shuffled William and our luggage onto the dock. A short walk down the weathered planks took us to the gangplank for the waiting ferry, a boat named Expedition. I grinned as I looked over its white trim and blue paneling, thinking of the secrets this seemingly innocuous boat might hold.

“He’s blind,” William said, pushing past me to claim a spot along the railing of the front deck.

“Excuse me?” I followed, adding, “Hey, if you think you’re going to get seasick, you might want to sit in the cabin.”

“I’ll be fine. It’s just the transition I don’t like. The ferry captain,” William said, switching topics seamlessly and speaking as though I was about as quick as a snail. “He’s blind.”

“Oh. Oh.” I glanced back over my shoulder toward the shore, sighing as I rued my comment about “seeing” the camp. “You know I’m slow to pick up on those things whenever we’re near the coast. I swear, it’s like the light off the water scrambles my brain or something.”

William chuckled again. “Sure, blame it on the light on the water or whatever. Even though that doesn’t make sense, since you grew up on an island. If you ask me, it’s because of the wedding.”

“It is not,” I protested.

“You’ve been distracted ever since we left Belville.”

“I have not!”

“It’s because you spend too much time in your lab with your plants and you’re scared of loooove,” William continued, tail wagging, drawing out the word “love” as though he was a child in grade school.

“I am not,” I insisted, feeling more and more like a broken record by the second.

“If you say so.” William shook his fluffy ears. “It’s a good thing Officer Thorn isn’t here to ask you to investigate anything, because a criminal could probably walk right past you and you’d be too busy complaining about ‘light on the water’ to notice.”

“Alright, that’s enough,” I reprimanded him, looking nervously around at our fellow passengers to make sure they hadn’t heard the bits about “criminal” or “officer.” Officer Thorn was a dear friend, of course, and I’d been happy to help her in the past, but the last thing I wanted was for anything to go wrong for Taiwo.

As though he could hear my thoughts, William snorted. “You better hope nothing comes up at the wedding.”

“Nothing will,” I said, swatting his head playfully for having tempted ill fortune. “Besides, we’re not here for trouble. We’re just here to support our friends.”

* * *
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In Beyond, a lot of things aren’t what they seem. It’s basically the Golden Rule of the land—right up there with always be kind to animals and if two bad things happen, expect a third. No one knows why, exactly, not even the philosophers at the great universities. But it’s a rule that seems to go hand in hand with the fact that old legends and fairy tales are known to repeat themselves—with unpredictable twists and turns.

William and I had learned that last autumn with a strange, beauty-and-the-beast-like encounter. And then over the winter at the local mine, Snow White’s companions had turned deadly. Honestly, I was looking forward to a break from Belville. For being such a cute alpine town, it did attract a lot of mystery.

The Expedition had its own mysteries too, of course. But I’d expected those, so that was just fine by me.

Maybe, said a small, unbidden voice in my mind, one which sounded an awful lot like my mother, that’s your trouble with love—it’s so often unexpected. But I pushed the thought away; I was done with philosophizing for the day.

Behind us, Kye took the helm, and the ferry began to move. We glided easily through the calm waters of the harbor, passing numerous other boats—fishing boats, tour boats, even some traveling boats from distant lands. Some had sails, some were fitted with magitech engines; some even had oars. I wondered briefly what was making Kye’s boat run. Perhaps, I thought, he has an even more elemental connection to his job than I thought.

My suspicions were proved correct as we exited the harbor gate. Once the rocks of the breakwater were behind us, the boat’s prow began to tip down.

“Keep an eye out for the camp,” I told William, as the water began to rush around us. I knew this was his least favorite part. “First one to see it gets the bigger slice of wedding cake!”

William grunted at me like I was the epitome of uncool. I, meanwhile, grinned like a kid at a carnival as the waves continued rushing up, and up, until they closed above our heads.

I love that part of mer-travel.

When you get a captain who can do it well, that is.

The ferry which had seemed almost boring at the dock now soared along the sea floor, a submarine. The water formed a protective wall all around us, as though we were encased in a bubble. I forgot my contest with William immediately. Instead, my eyes were glued to the sands and kelp forests around us. A sea lion twisted past. A few manta rays glided overhead. The air was damp and salty, but the sunlight filtering through the waves was warming in a way that somehow it never was on shore. It was like the sun was gently hugging my shoulders.

“I saw it,” William said. “Just so you know.”

I laughed as I turned to look in the direction his snout pointed, just over the bow. Taiwo had been right: the camp was unmissable. It rose up from the ocean beds in a graceful, rounded shape, the walls and arches of the buildings glittering like jewels. Most of the communities of merfolk I’ve met are nomadic, but they know how to travel in style. Whenever they set up in a new place, they work together to create elaborate camps—sometimes even encasing them in air bubbles, as this one had been. Then, when it came time to move, the entire camp would be dismantled and returned to the sea floor in a matter of hours.

“It’s beautiful,” I said.

“Sure.” William snorted. “You’d never know Taiwo’s family is a big deal among the Clan of Yemoja.”

This time I really did swat him. Though Taiwo’s mother, Jeannie, was the leader of their clan, they didn’t care for ceremony or special treatment. “You keep your sarcasm to yourself, mister. The point here isn’t politics, it’s the wedding. If the number of exclamation points in Taiwo’s letter were anything to judge by, they’re absolutely over the moon about it.”

“I know, I know.” William grinned up at me, his tail thumping against the deck as the boat slowed. “I’ve never actually been to a merfolk camp before.”

“I’ve never been to one as grand as this. It looks like they’ve even put an air bubble around the whole thing, probably to accommodate all the wedding guests. So you won’t have to swim all the time. I’m sure they built in all kinds of pathways and cool rooms to explore, too. And just wait til you see the fish. Look, there’s Taiwo at the dock!”

A small crowd gathered as the boat’s prow poked into the air bubble around the merfolk camp, just far enough that passengers could disembark (or embark) before the boat sailed away to its next destination. I leapt over the railing and raced along the dock to give my friend a huge hug.

“Taiwo, I’m so happy for you,” I said as I stepped back, grinning.

“Red, you are welcome and among friends,” Taiwo greeted me with traditional words and a smile as big as my own before turning to William. “And William, you are welcome to enter our home. I’m so glad you two made it!”

“Yeah, well. Red tried to kill me on the way here,” William mumbled, looking around at the gigantic bubble and gleaming buildings behind us.

Taiwo turned to me with wide eyes. A genderfluid mer-person of the Yemoja Clan, Taiwo was taller than my five foot nine, with smooth black skin and long, beaded braids. When standing on dry land, as we were now, they sported a pair of legs covered in deep blue and purple scales, which peeked out from beneath their drapey skirt. Their eyes, the same blue-purple and unusually large to accommodate watery light, never ceased to amaze me.

“He’s kidding,” I assured my friend. “It’s his defense mechanism. Just ignore him. Tell us everything about the wedding!”

Taiwo laughed, a rounded, bubbly sound. “Oh, I will, don’t worry. Come with me, I’ll show you your rooms. Have you met Rei yet? No, of course you haven’t. We’ll go just as soon as you’ve set down your bag. Mother’s looking forward to seeing you again too, Red. Everything’s absolutely perfect so far. We’re going to have such a lovely time!”
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Chapter Two: Something Borrowed, Something Blue
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I first met Taiwo years ago when I was a traveling alchemist. I was going through a different sea port, Mystic, that summer when Taiwo and the other members of the Yemoja Clan made camp under the waves nearby. Most of the time, merfolk clans get along just fine with the folks on land; but that summer, Mystic was overrun by bad feelings, not to mention the grossest slime monster I’ve ever come across. It was actually the cause of the bad feelings, if I’m honest. Anyway, after we managed to get rid of it in what came to be known as “the Slime Monster affair,” Taiwo and I became fast friends. We exchanged letters often, and when I set up my shop in Belville, Taiwo sent me rare shells and sea algae as a gift. (Maybe you have to be an alchemist to truly appreciate that.) My family growing up wasn’t too different from Taiwo’s—large, communal, and endlessly complex. That’s probably why Taiwo felt like a younger sibling to me.

After William and I dumped our bags in a lovely room with smooth shell walls and a window overlooking the sloped sea floor, our tour of the “camp” continued. And so did the nonstop narration. I barely had a moment to change my traveling shoes and shawl for their more respectable counterparts.

“We’re lodging most of my guests here, of course,” Taiwo explained as they led the way down an open-air hallway between little pods and spires of rooms. “Rei’s guests are all staying in guesthouses on the grounds of his estate, or on their own boats. Have you seen the estate? Oh, right, you haven’t met him. Well, it’s huge. Rei’s family is super important for local tourism or something. Apparently they’ve been here for generations. I personally can’t imagine staying in one place so long, but I told Rei, of all the places to settle, Seaside’s pretty nice. At least the waters are clean.”

I exchanged an amused glance at William—or rather, I tried to, but I couldn’t catch his eye because he was staring at the coral beds between the rooms. Everything beneath the camp’s air bubble was dry, of course, but dedicated merfolk watered the corals the way landlubbers might water a garden. Maybe William’s hoping to see the fish I mentioned, I thought.

“So, you have talked about the future with Rei?” I asked Taiwo lightly, making a note to ask about seeing the animal trainers as soon as the wedding fever died down a bit.

“Oh my waves, yes, mother,” Taiwo grinned back at me with the kind of exaggerated eye roll that only merfolk can manage. “I don’t know why you all think I’m so impulsive. Like I can’t be trusted or something.”

“Remind me,” I asked mildly, “how long have you known Rei?”

“Two seasons exactly on the wedding day,” Taiwo said promptly and without any trace of self-consciousness. When I laughed, they added, “Oh, come on, Red! When you know, you know. You’ll know what I’m talking about some day.”

“Uh huh.”

“Or you won’t. Honestly, I think the most impulsive thing you ever did was buy that shop in Belville.”

“Well, running a shop is a lot like a marria—”

“It’s not,” said Taiwo breezily.

William shook his ears and decided to chime in. “The way Red does it, it is.”

Taiwo tossed their head back and laughed. “I bet! Did she ever tell you that when we were together in Mystic someone asked her about me, like if we were together together, and she said—”

“Aren’t we supposed to be meeting your mom?” I cut in, glancing around every new rounded corner.

“Yeah, and she loves this story. So, then this person asked that question about me, like, my anatomy, and Red was all ‘why would I care about that?’”

Taiwo broke off in a fit of giggles. Even William, I was sorry to see, was prancing in his amusement.

“I still don’t see why it’s funny,” I muttered. In my experience, it was relatively common for merfolk to get strange questions about their anatomy—and it was also common for them to be genderfluid, like Taiwo, preferring to use they/them pronouns. I’d always thought it was a neat echo of the fact that merfolk lived dual lives, both walking on land and swimming underwater. It’d never occurred to me to give it much more thought than that.

“That’s why we love you, dear. An alchemist looks at the interior lives of things, isn’t that so?”

From a large meeting hall to our left, Taiwo’s mother, Jeannie, appeared and enveloped me in a warm hug. My embarrassment was somewhat assuaged by her comment about alchemy—and by the realization that I really had missed her. Jeannie’s short, curly hair smelled like open ocean breezes, just as it had in Mystic, and her deep brown eyes always seemed to be smiling. Though she was perhaps an inch shorter than Taiwo, she was still a little taller than me, and the silver edging along her deep purple scales gave her an air of dignity.

“And you must be William,” Jeannie continued, breaking away from me to kneel in front of my very pleased companion. Her golden robes swished around her and pooled over her knees, which I noticed she balanced on carefully: in the past year, I’d been sending her joint liniments to help with stiffness when she was in bipedal form. She told William, “Taiwo’s told me so much about you from Red’s letters. We’re so pleased she has someone to look after her.”

“It’s a full-time job,” he agreed, tail wagging.

“I seem to remember that we came here for Taiwo, not to gossip about me,” I complained.

“We can do whatever I want, since it’s my wedding,” Taiwo proclaimed with a grin. “Mom, are you done talking about the stage? I was going to take Red and William over to see Rei.”

“I’ll come with you. I need to consult with the Rises, anyway.” As we fell into step behind Taiwo, Jeannie took over the job of narrator. “Did Taiwo tell you that we’re building a platform to have the wedding at sea level? It took some doing to convince everyone of the right spot, but we’ve finally got it. And not a moment to spare!”

William shook his ears. “You’re building a platform—a stage—with supports from the sea floor all the way up to the surface? And people are going to stand on it for the ceremony?”

“Or watch from small watercraft nearby, if they like,” said Jeannie, amused. Ahead, Taiwo hummed happily. “It’s not really as difficult a feat as you might imagine. In the area we’ve chosen, the water is only thirty feet deep.”

I grinned, because I was familiar with merfolk building methods—and with Jeannie in particular, who had basically invented the “can-do” attitude. But William was having none of these reassurances. “How can you build it in time for the wedding? How could you build this camp just to use it for a little while?”

“Many hands make light work,” Taiwo sang.

Jeannie smiled. “Our family found long ago that we could build twice as fast, and indeed twice as well, if we work with the sea instead of against it. Think of it more like growing than building. Besides, as I’m sure Red explained to you, we merfolk approach weddings a little differently. We like to savor them. After the initial feast tomorrow, there will be a week of festivities before the actual wedding takes place, so we have plenty of time. Why don’t you come watch us work when you have a moment?”

“And that reminds me,” said Taiwo, skidding to a stop. We’d come full circle and stood once again at the makeshift dock that extended out into the sea around us. “Are you both going to need the charm?”

“William could use some charm,” I said, grinning down at him. “But not for underwater breathing. He doesn’t actually breathe on account of being a strange magical creature.”

“I think you mean amazing magical creature,” he corrected.

I went on as though I hadn’t heard. “And actually, Taiwo, I want to try out something I worked on back at the shop. I have it here.” I held out a coiled shell pendant, hanging from a string around my neck. From my bag—because I couldn’t go to a fancy estate without some conveniences—I pulled a vial of mint-green fluid. “It’s an undrowning potion.”

“Great,” said William. “We come here for a wedding and you’re going to celebrate by getting yourself killed?”

“I’m sure it will be alright,” said Jeannie, who looked fascinated by the idea. “Taiwo and I will be right here if anything happens.”

“I tested it out in my sink,” I said, but even as I said it I wasn’t so sure that it proved that I wasn’t foolhardy. “I just put a drop in the necklace, and then drink the rest, so that it’s both inside and outside my body. And then . . .”

I took a deep breath and pulled my goggles over my eyes. Technically they were alchemists’ goggles, outfitted with all kinds of fun features like zoom and magic trace sensing, but they’d work just fine in an aquatic situation. Provided I was conscious and could work them. Before I could doubt myself, I walked the length of the dock and dove through the bubble wall into the water.

The feeling was incredible. It was a hundred times better than just swimming. When I swam I was always a little worried about being in, essentially, an alien element. But with my potion, I was completely at home.

Taiwo beamed at me as they joined me in the water, their long blue and purple tail swirling around me. To the side, Jeannie looked on approvingly, her robes floating ethereally in the still current. William’s cold nose poked me in the rib and I laughed, then breathed in water once more. It was cool and light and freeing.

“Okay then,” said Taiwo. Their voice cut through the water in a way that mine never would; no potion could match the way merfolk had adapted to their home. “Last one to Rei’s is a rotten egg!”

* * *
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“Rei’s,” it turned out, was nearly as big as Seaside itself. In fact, as we swam up to the massive bluff topped by a mansion that might have made King Midas proud, I half wondered if we’d ever been off the estate. The Rise property sported the kinds of manicured gardens, spotless boat docks, and banners floating in the breeze that simply screamed we have enough money to buy this town ten times over. The only thing that suggested any limits to the Rises’ dominance was a white stucco wall that curved gracefully up from the beach along one side of the hill, disappearing into the distance, marking the line between normal life and the Rises’ lush grass or impossibly shimmery sand.

As the merfolk led William and I to a little pier at the bottom edge of the estate, Taiwo turned back to grin at me.

“Yeah, I know,” they said, correctly reading my expression of awe. “We’re holding the opening feast here tomorrow. It’s going to be amazing.”

“That’s if we can make sure everyone has a place,” Jeannie said, sitting on the edge of the pier to shake water off of her scaled legs.

“Mom’s just not used to having other people set everything up for her,” Taiwo explained to us with a teasing eye roll. “The Rises don’t really take the same ‘many hands’ approach to work that we do. They tend to think more like ‘too many cooks in the kitchen.’”

“What they tend toward is despotism,” I thought I heard Jeannie say. But her head was down as she fixed her clothing, and she was clearly just muttering to herself.

I probably misheard her, I thought, falling into line behind my friends. As we climbed our way up an exquisite stone path—a path probably made of stone more expensive than anything I had in my shop in Belville—William quizzed Taiwo about the magical spells on the walls and estate grounds. I let my mind wander, knowing that William would tell me everything all over again later, if it was relevant. He liked lecturing about magic.

Thoughts of enthusiastic experts made me think of Luca, and I smiled. He’d offered to write me letters from Belville, and I found I was looking forward to checking in at Seaside’s post office to see if any had arrived. Though William and I had stopped by the post office to mail a box, I’d completely forgotten to ask about letters—I was so used to not getting any, it hadn’t even crossed my mind, and William had been too grumpy to remind me. Of course, we’ve only been gone three days, I told myself, and Luca probably hasn’t even had time to write. He’s very busy, after all. Luca was Belville’s one and only scholar, a position that came with lots of duties and respect—kind of like being a town Witch. He ran the local book store, looked after the town archives, and helped anyone who needed to know something about town history.

He’d definitely have something to say about this place, though, I decided, chuckling to myself. Luca actually had a castle of his own, though it was more of a ruin. He was descended from a family of forest elves who had been cursed and eventually fled Belville. As the last one left, Luca didn’t talk about them much, but William and I had helped him solve a mystery about them the previous fall.

The path leveled out as we reached a broad patio beside the Rises’ house, and I tried to focus on the present—not on my absent friend. Taiwo, wedding, I reminded myself firmly. I wonder what Rei is going to be like . . .

I have to admit, as Taiwo glided past guards down immaculate hallways, some misgivings crept into the back of my mind. I didn’t even notice much of the house itself, because I found myself a bit worried about who exactly my friend was marrying. Taiwo loved Rei—that much was clear—but was Rei the sort of person who would be able to look beyond flashy appearances?

And we began climbing the marble staircase of a literal tower, my anxiety levels rose with us.

The spiral staircase deposited us at last onto squeaky clean tile. The room at the top of the tower was airy and bright, with windows forming a circle around the entire wall. Wherever there weren’t windows, cushions and velvet curtains piled up against the wall, and bookcases filled with art supplies lined the floor. Between the dark wood shelves and the plush green and gold accessories, the room felt very much like a cozy den. In the middle of it all, a painter’s stool sat amongst a little thicket of easels and canvases.

“Oh, Taiwo, love, it’s you!” The speaker, a slightly disheveled young man, stood off to one side. He seemed to be struggling with some cushions, which he kicked furtively to one side.

“Rei!” Taiwo descended upon their betrothed with hugs and kisses, and I looked down at William, one eyebrow raised. Sure, I’d heard him call Taiwo ‘love,’ but still—this version of Rei did not at all match the picture I’d had in my head.

Once the couple broke apart, Rei smiled at William and me—a bit anxiously, I thought. He was about my height, and he stood with perfect posture as he kept his arm around Taiwo. But his fine clothes were hidden behind a thick canvas apron splattered with paint, and his black hair was just a tiny bit too long, coming down over his ears. His skin was pale and it seemed to me that, as he turned to look up at Taiwo, there was something almost sharp about his face.

That said, his voice as he greeted us was anything but sharp: in fact, his tone was quiet and his words a little rushed, like he was shy or afraid of saying the wrong thing. “Red, William, of course,” he said, as Taiwo made introductions. “How wonderful you could make it.”

The phrase seemed a little pat to me, but William wagged his tail. “Nice view you have up here.”

“Yes, isn’t it?” Rei looked around as though he, too, were seeing it for the first time. “I come up here often to paint.”

“Often! More like whenever you aren’t absolutely needed for wedding business. Or family business,” Taiwo said affectionately, ruffling Rei’s hair.

“Oh, I’m not needed much for the family business right now, which is probably for the best,” Rei protested vaguely. “The start of summer’s always reporting season.”

“Red was just doing that,” William said, looking up at me.

This forced me to take part in the conversation, rather than suspiciously observe. A little embarrassed by my own reticence, I coughed and explained, “I own an alchemical shop in Belville. I just finished up my first year running it, so I actually went up in front of the town council for my official permits before we came. Wanted to make sure everything got done in time,” I explained ruefully.

Rei nodded along and, seeing that we had found some common ground, Taiwo stepped over to the windows. “That sounds a lot like how things are done in Seaside, too,” Rei said. “With provisional business permits for the first year, and so on. Of course, Rise Enterprises has been around a really long time. But Father always makes his yearly report to the town around this time anyway, and he’s always starting up new ventures on the side that need to be approved, too.”

“Like what?” I asked, curious.

“Trade, mostly,” Rei answered. “Shipping, importing, that kind of thing. They say Seaside’s a destination because the Rise family built the port. Recently, Father created a new express line of ships to carry passengers, too, not just cargo.”

“Shrewd,” William remarked. Then he looked up at me, one ear cocked. “Don’t get any ideas. I am not helping you ship stuff all over Beyond. Dealing with your customers in Belville is enough.”

I laughed at this, and to my surprise, Rei joined in.

“Oh, speaking of!” Taiwo exclaimed, still peering out the window, down several stories to the garden below. “I see Mom found Mr. Rise and Mara. That’s the wedding planner,” Taiwo explained for William and me.

“Strange,” said Rei. “I thought my mother was spending the afternoon with Mara going over the final guest list.”

“Well, anyway, I see them down there now, and they’re with Cindy,” Taiwo said, and again paused to explain, “Cindy’s a friend of mine doing an installation piece for the garden, just for the wedding. I’m going to run down and talk to them, while they’re all there. Do you all want to come?”

“I—I’ll go in a minute,” said Rei, uncertainly. “I just need to—clean up.”

“William and I will help,” I decided. “We’ll meet you down there.”

With a cheery wave, Taiwo was already halfway down the stairs.

In the silence, William shook himself and looked around. “Which painting were you working on, anyway?”

“Oh, um, it isn’t one of those,” Rei said, indicating the easels. “Actually I kind of had to hide it when you came up. But I have to store it properly. And if you two will promise not to tell . . .”

Without waiting for an answer, Rei reached for the canvas I’d seen him hide earlier. As he pulled it up in front of his chest, I saw what it was: a half-finished painting of Taiwo underwater, laughing, with shimmering bubbles among their long braids, and light playing off the scales of their tail.

“It’s supposed to be a surprise,” Rei said, suddenly bashful. “As a wedding present.”

“Wow.” I tugged at my ponytail, thinking, serves me right for suspecting him of some kind of subterfuge. This explains why he seemed so shifty before! “It’s beautiful, Rei.”

“I think it really shows the love I feel,” he said, brushing aside the compliment to beam at the painting again. “It’s love that makes it truly beautiful. That’s what I think, at least. I know I—I’m not as outgoing or eloquent as Taiwo, but I feel just as strongly about this—about what we’re doing. So I thought a painting would show that.”

Rei looked at us, a little breathless, like he was simultaneously surprised to hear himself confess such things and looking for our approval. As one, William and I nodded.

“Good,” Rei said, moving to stow his painting properly. “I hope Taiwo likes it. I—I’ve been a little on edge, with the wedding, you see.”

“Who wouldn’t be?” I agreed sympathetically as William and I helped Rei tidy up his paints. “Weddings terrify me. All the details, the emotions—”

“I just meant I’m on edge about this wedding, since my family tends to make drama,” Rei interrupted, his light brown eyes wide.

“That too,” I said. “Aren’t all weddings drama?”

Rei looked down at William, then up at me. A little shyly, he chuckled. “They’re not supposed to be. They’re supposed to be about love. I think, Red, that you must be a bit of a pessimist.”



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter Three: Something Old, Something New
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“I am not a pessimist,” I protested to William the next day, for perhaps the third time. “Am I?”

“Eh, I don’t know if I’d say ‘pessimist,’” he conceded. “But oblivious, yes.”

“Hey, what does that mean?” I would have swatted at him if we’d been alone, but unfortunately, we were surrounded by the height of high society.

After a whirlwind of helping Taiwo get all the wedding guests settled at the camp, helping Jeannie deliver messages, and helping Rei soothe his nerves, William and I found ourselves seated and ready for the opening feast to begin. The concept was similar to rehearsal dinners I’d been to before, but in merfolk culture, it was known as the “First Wave Dinner.” Apparently, it had been given that name because the night of eating and drinking kicked off a whole tide of wedding festivities, with one week leading up to the wedding itself, and another week of family-oriented celebrations afterward. Jeannie hadn’t been kidding when she’d said that merfolk like to savor their weddings.

“Anyway, what you should be upset about is how Taiwo keeps racing us places,” William said, without answering my question. “It wasn’t fair,” he added, as he sat in the extra-wide chair that had been provided for him at a round banquet table boasting real orchids in a room perfumed with the scent of fresh linens and fancy soup. “We didn’t know we were going to the far pier this time.”

“You’re just mad because you’re not very aerodynamic in water,” I told him before changing the subject. “Can you believe this place?”

It was a classic—and very classy—wedding feast setting. The largest of the Rises’ private piers had been converted into a banquet hall, with a graceful tented ceiling rising above us and pillars wrapped with lights and vines marking out the edges of the space. Through huge, crystal clear windows, the sea and the setting sun put on an appropriately lovely display. White linen curtains and tablecloths added a feeling of sophistication. While William and I were mingled in with hundreds of other guests at tables dotting the wide reception hall, Taiwo and Jeannie sat at one long banquet table on a raised dais at one end. With them was Taiwo’s brother, Ige, and Rei and his family: Mr. Rise, Mrs. Rise, and Moe, Rei’s adopted brother.

I hadn’t spoken to the Rises or to Moe yet. But the Rise family in general appeared to be picture-perfect. Mr. Rise, the head of Rise Enterprises, looked exactly like an older, harder, more polished version of Rei in a tuxedo; the only adornment he wore was a tie pin with a jet black stone. By contrast, Rei’s mother was all warm tones, her skin ruddy and her tawny hair flashing in the candlelight as she chatted with Moe, who looked exactly like a recalcitrant teen someone had stuffed into a suit. They all appeared to be average humans—but then, humans can hide all kinds of secrets; just look at me, with my Seer heritage.
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