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      The soft sound of a beautiful song carried over the ocean water, welcoming a strange sense of peace that didn’t feel possible in the wake of all that happened.

      Just yesterday, my friends and I had escaped the clutches of the Sea Haven Council, who had intended to strip us of our merfolk magic and use their siren calls to compel us to forget all the corruption we’d uncovered. My father helped us escape, but council head Carson Ray had come after us. He’d intended to kill us so that his secret regarding the theft of our people’s magic would never be discovered.

      For the first time in my life, I’d summoned the supersonic scream of my mermaid ancestors. I overpowered the man who’d stolen my magic and sent sharks after him to finish him off. I still clutched the aquamarine stone I’d taken from him. The stone had shielded him from the weapon he was using to take merfolk’s magic against their knowledge.

      In the midst of it all, I lost my dear friend Delphina—the dolphin who had saved my life—and we had no choice but to leave our friends and family behind. Now, it was just Liana, Noah, Tristan, and me on a small sailboat, surrounded by an endless ocean that stretched to the horizon in all directions.

      We’d sailed through the night in pursuit of the Luna pod. This tiny sailboat shouldn’t be out this far on the open water, but our powers helped calm the waves, and Tristan’s guidance kept us heading in the right direction. I had no idea how much longer the journey might take.

      It all should’ve sent me breaking down, and it did, in a way. I mourned the loss of Delphina, and I missed my parents and my friend Christina. But at the same time, the sound of the song reminded me that I wasn’t alone in the aftermath. Whatever came next, my friends and I would face it together.

      Liana sat at the front of the sailboat, dangling her feet over the edge as her arms curled around the metal railing. Her soothing voice calmed the ache in my gut.

      
        
        Gifted powers of the sea

        Our people ruled the waters

        The landmen came with their massive ships

        And had our people slaughtered

      

        

      
        Soon we’ll witness turning tides

        When the land and sea conspire

        Once again in harmony

        Like the Gods once so desired

      

      

      Tristan stood at the steering wheel. Sunlight glinted off his muscled torso, and his long blond hair danced in the gentle breeze. “What’s that you’re singing?”

      “It’s an old sea shanty,” Liana answered. “You know it?”

      “It sounds familiar,” Tristan mused. “How does it go…? We descended into the sea depths.”

      “Ocean depths,” I corrected. I’d been leaning against the railing, inhaling the scent of saltwater as I listened to Liana’s melody. “How do you know that song? I thought it was something only Sea Haven’s people knew. It’s about our history.”

      “We share a history, Bree,” Tristan reminded me. “Up until the Luna pod and the Sea Haven pod split, we were one people.”

      “I hadn’t realized the song was that old,” I responded.

      I knew the history. Merfolk had been hunted to near-extinction by human sailors. Pods from around the globe united, finding strength in numbers, until there was only one pod left. Over two-hundred years ago, disagreements broke out over a child born of a human father and mermaid mother. Half the pod took to land to blend in with the humans, and the other half remained at sea. I’d always believed the merfolk at sea had died off, until Tristan arrived and proved otherwise.

      Noah, Liana, and I were descendants of the land pod. I’d been led to believe my whole life that our magic had been diluted through the generations until all we had left was the ability to breathe underwater for short amounts of time, communicate with sea life, and control small amounts of water. I was told the mertail, siren song, and supersonic scream of our ancestors had been lost as time went on, only to discover it was all a lie.

      In reality, the council has been using a weapon all these years to harness our magic and convert it to energy for profit. We’d defeated the man at the head of the operation, but we still had an entire council to face and a weapon to destroy, and we didn’t know where to find it. We couldn’t return to Sea Haven without the council capturing or killing us the moment our feet hit land. We needed help.

      But we weren’t the only ones who needed assistance. Tristan had come to Sea Haven in search of help with his own pod, because an underwater mining operation nearby was polluting their waters. His people thought Sea Haven could help them, but after everything that happened once the council captured Tristan, the four of us had no choice but to flee.

      Tristan suggested we return with him to his pod and gather support to defeat the council and restore our people’s magic. Then we could help negotiate with the mining company and revive the Luna pod’s ecosystem, without exposing their existence.

      Noah popped his head up from under the deck, a gorgeous smirk on his face. The sailboat wasn’t very large, but it was big enough to have a bed and a tiny bathroom in the cabin. “You aren’t going to believe what I found.” He held up a collection of cheese and crackers, along with fresh water for everyone.

      Liana scrambled to her feet. “Noah! You’re a life saver. I’m starving.”

      “There’s more down here,” Noah said. “I found a stash of beef jerky and bags of dried fruit.”

      Tristan stepped away from the wheel. “We should eat before we get to my pod.”

      The four of us gathered around a bench at the back of the boat and filled our bellies. Tristan sat on one side of me, and Noah on the other. I felt my cheeks heat as I sank deeper into the seat between them. I remembered the warmth of Tristan’s hand in mine as we ran for our lives to escape City Hall. At the same time, I thought of the way my heart fluttered when Noah inspected the cut on my palm at Liana’s grandparents’ house, before Carson captured us.

      I shouldn’t be thinking of either of them in that way right now. I nibbled on crackers to distract myself. Soon, I found myself humming the tune to the old sea shanty Liana had been singing.

      “I haven’t heard that song in ages,” Noah remarked. “My mom used to sing it to me when I was little. I can’t remember the second verse, though.”

      “We descended into ocean depths,” I started, and Liana quickly joined in. Soon, the four of us were singing the second verse and chorus in harmony.

      
        
        We descended into ocean depths

        Our home submerged so deep

        Lured sailors to their deaths

        Anchored our souls to the sea

      

        

      
        Soon we’ll witness turning tides

        When the land and sea conspire

        Once again in harmony

        Like the Gods once so desired

      

      

      “Isn’t there a third verse?” Noah wondered.

      “I don’t remember it,” I admitted.

      Liana waved her hand nonchalantly. “We know enough of it.”

      She broke out into song again, this time louder than before. We all joined in, starting back at the beginning. It wasn’t particularly a happy song, but the upbeat tune made it feel lighter than the words portrayed, and the chorus brought a sense of hope with it. Liana took my hand, and I jumped up to spin around the deck with her. It felt good to come together in song, like the music had a healing quality to it.

      Abruptly, the tone aboard the deck shifted. Tristan stiffened, falling dead silent. His blue-green eyes locked on the horizon.

      We all turned to look. It was difficult to spot at first, but far in the distance I noticed a disturbance against the surface of the sea. At first, I thought it was a large wave, then wondered if it could be a ship. Liana and Noah wandered to the front of the boat to peer closer.

      Tristan took the wheel in his hands. “We’re almost home. Hold on tight.”

      The ocean rose up at his command, and we were caught in a powerful wave as Tristan’s magic rocketed us forward. My hands curled around the metal railing to hold myself steady, and the wind rushed through my hair.

      As we came closer to the object in the distance, I realized it wasn’t a wave or a ship at all. It was an island. Jagged rocks rose out of the ocean, and the island was covered in greenery and sand. It wasn’t very large—I guessed a mile long, at most—but the island was beautiful against the backdrop of the blue sea.

      I turned toward Tristan and shouted over the wind. “Your people have been this close to us all this time?”

      “We’ve lived here for centuries, before the pod split in two,” Tristan replied. “When your people left the ocean for land, they didn’t go far, though it’s not as close as you might think. We’re hundreds of miles off the mainland now. Our magic increased the speed of the current to get us here much faster than we would by other means.”

      Liana pushed blond strands of hair from her face. “It’s beautiful. I didn’t expect the Luna pod to reside on an island.”

      “The island is a landmark,” Tristan said. “Our city is underwater, but there’s a reef around the island that supplies most of our food.”

      Noah turned to Tristan. “With a landmark like this so close to your city, don’t you run the risk of someone discovering your pod?”

      “Your council’s weapon that suppressed your powers has prevented your people from using your siren call, but the Luna pod still has the power of compulsion,” Tristan said. “We enchanted this island long ago with an ancestral song that deters anyone without merfolk blood, and we ensure our secrecy by reinforcing the magic every year on the autumn equinox. The enchantment even conceals us from modern technology, so radar and satellite images can’t spot us. To the rest of the world, our little pocket of ocean doesn’t exist. If you listen closely, you can hear the song.”

      Tristan waved his hand through the air, and the current propelling us forward slowed. The bow of the boat sliced through the water as we approached the island. Far off in the distance—past the sound of lapping ocean waves and the caw of seagulls—I heard a distant melody.

      The siren song was everywhere and nowhere all at once, reaching my ears through the sea, wind, and sky at the same time. Voices overlaid one another in a harmonious chorus that seemed to permeate deep into my bones. I looked around for the source of the voices, half expecting to find a choir of mermaids singing from the beach, but the song seemed to come straight from nature itself. I understood then what Tristan meant by enchanted. The island itself sang the song of the seafolk.

      The song had no words, but it didn’t need them. I could feel the potent energy, a prayer of protection, permeating through every note.

      I’d never heard anything more beautiful. I felt something warm ignite within my chest, like there was a part of me missing all my life until I heard the song. Tristan had said the Luna pod existed here before it split in two—before half the pod took to land and settled in Sea Haven. Which meant this song belonged to my ancestors.

      I had merfolk blood in me, and I’d restored my core—the source of my magic that had been taken from me—which meant I couldn’t be compelled away from this island like others could. The siren song moved me in ways I never thought possible.

      A tear fell down my cheek. My whole life, I believed that the siren call of our ancestors was gone. But all this time, Carson Ray had been stealing it from us—stealing this. He’d told me once that the people of Sea Haven didn’t know what they were missing, as if that fact could justify his actions. Experiencing the incredible beauty of this magic now made me hate him even more, because now that I knew what he was taking from us, I could see he was even more deeply vile than I ever realized before.

      Tristan reached out to wipe my tears. My breath shuddered beneath his touch as he brought me back to the present.

      “Sorry,” he said quickly. “I didn’t mean to make you sad.”

      “You didn’t. It’s this song… it’s so, so beautiful.” I looked up into those blue-green eyes.

      Tristan’s soft gaze locked on mine. I could swear the song grew louder, reverberating through my heart space.

      “It’s gorgeous!” Liana exclaimed.

      I turned to the front of the boat to see that Liana and Noah had moved past the beauty of the song and were marveling at a beautiful lagoon straight in front of us. They hadn’t seen Tristan wipe my tears away.

      Tristan cleared his throat. “We’ll drop anchor in the lagoon.”

      We drifted into the lagoon, and the four of us worked together to drop the sails and anchor the boat close to shore. I peered at the crystal-clear blue-green water below us, where schools of colorful fish darted from one side of the boat to the other. I’d never seen anything quite so beautiful.

      I didn’t realize my fingers had tightened around the railing until Tristan came up beside me. He must’ve noticed. “He can’t hurt you here, Bree,” he stated lightly. “That councilman of yours is long gone, and his weapon is far behind us. This is Luna pod territory, and here, you’re one of us. Do you want to see what you can do now that you’re free?”

      My heart gave a jolt in my chest. “I do.”

      Tristan smirked. “Then follow me.”

      He jumped into the lagoon, and I laughed as a big splash sprayed water droplets all over my legs. Tristan tossed his long hair back as he resurfaced. Within an instant, his pants had vanished, and his legs were replaced by a long tail covered in green scales. The scales glinted against the sunlight, shimmering a slight blue that matched his eyes.

      Tristan floated on his back and smacked his long fins against the surface of the water. “Come on in! The water’s great.”

      Liana stepped up first. “Here goes nothing!”

      She jumped into the water, and my breath caught as I witnessed her legs transform in an instant. In their place appeared a golden tail with scales that shimmered a metallic bronze. While Tristan’s tail split in two directions on the end, Liana had a singular large fin that widened at the edges. Her t-shirt had disappeared, and in its place were golden scales that crept up her torso. The scales left most of her belly exposed but created a modest mosaic across her chest.

      Her head broke the surface of the water, and she gasped in amazement as she stared down at her scales. “Oh, my god! I can’t believe I have a real tail!”

      “Liana, it’s so beautiful!” I called from the boat.

      Her eyes widened in amazement, and then she ducked beneath the surface again to test her fins out. She swam faster than I thought possible, racing from the boat to the other end of the lagoon in seconds. She circled back around, then jumped out of the water, before diving back in with a glorious splash a few yards in front of us.

      Her gleeful laughter filled the air as she ran her fingers over her scales. “It’s perfect! Come on, you guys. Let’s see what yours look like!”

      I didn’t know why, but I hesitated. It didn’t make any sense, because seeing Liana’s tail should’ve sent me rushing into the water in a second. All I’d ever known was the ocean, and having full access to my merfolk powers would only bring me closer to the sea. It’s all I ever wanted.

      Noah noticed my unease, and he graciously held out a hand toward me. “Together?” he offered.

      Taking his hand was nearly as frightening as jumping into the water, but I found myself slipping my hand into his warm palm. His touch was comforting and reminded me of home.

      “Together,” I agreed.

      Noah and I stepped over the railing, and we took the leap.

      I screamed in exhilaration for the brief moment we were falling through the air. Cool water hit me from all angles, but my scream continued growing even louder as I became submerged. I’d only used my sonic scream once, and I hadn’t really known how powerful it could be. Here underwater, my voice was as clear as it was on the surface.

      Noah’s laughter filled my ears, and I realized he was using his supersonic scream. His hand slipped out of mine, and I looked over to see a majestic cobalt tail swimming past me. I watched in awe as his tail swayed in the water, the ends of his fins splitting off in six directions.

      Noah spun around, his gorgeous tail spanning behind him. When his eyes locked on mine, his features fell. I glanced at Tristan and Liana, who were both peering through the water in bewilderment.

      “What?” I asked innocently.

      Then I looked downward to discover that my legs were still treading water.

      I had failed to summon my tail.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter 2


          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      “I don’t understand,” I said. “You all made it look so easy.”

      Liana swam over to me, her fin trailing like a sheet of gold behind her. “It was intuitive for me, but maybe it isn’t for everyone. There must be different techniques we can try.”

      I turned to Noah. His form was nearly breathtaking as I took in his bare muscled chest and deep blue scales. “How did it feel for you?”

      “I just had to think about it, and my fins appeared,” he admitted. “There must be a trick to it.”

      Tristan shook his head. “There are no tricks here. Our magic is not deceptive.”

      “Then the water must activate your tails, and I—I don’t have one,” I stammered.

      Fear gripped my throat at the thought that I may not be as magical as I believed. I wondered if Carson had been right and it was better if we didn’t know what we were missing. I’d only just discovered I may be able to access the height of my ancestral power, and now it felt like it was being taken from me all over again, even if it was never mine to begin with.

      “The water does not activate our powers,” Tristan said. “We do.”

      To demonstrate, his tail shrank and became legs again, covered by his jeans. The four of us were submerged in the ocean completely, so our ability to shift from human legs to fish tails clearly had nothing to do with the land and sea.

      “To shift is a conscious choice,” Tristan explained. “All you have to do is ask your tail to appear, and it will.”

      The instructions sounded so simple, so I didn’t understand why it seemed impossible. I closed my eyes and visualized my legs melding into one and imagined scales sprouting down my lower half. I expected to feel some indication of magic tingling down my body, but I felt nothing. When I opened my eyes, my legs were still treading water, and my baggy wet t-shirt clung to my shoulders.

      “The stories must be right,” I said. “Sea Haven’s people lost their abilities through the generations.”

      “If that were true, then Noah and I wouldn’t be able to summon our tails,” Liana pointed out.

      “My family line must be more diluted than yours,” I theorized.

      Tristan furrowed his brow. “We know Carson and his family have been lying to your people for generations. He admitted it himself. If the stories you learned as a kid were true, then you wouldn’t be able to use your sonic scream, and I saw you blast back Carson with your voice before you sent the sharks after him. Plus, you’re projecting your words through the water now, which means you can access your merfolk scream. You should be able to summon other powers, too. We’re hundreds of miles from Sea Haven, so the weapon your council used to suppress your powers all these years shouldn’t affect you now.”

      “Carson called the weapon a sea stone,” I said. “Maybe that stone left lasting effects on me.”

      Tristan ran his fingers over his chin and through his beard. “I’m not sure, but perhaps my people will have an answer. We should visit the king right away.”

      I knew that our ancestors once operated under a monarchy, so it shouldn’t surprise me to learn they still had royalty today, but it still took me off guard when Tristan mentioned a king. I realized I wasn’t sure what to expect from the Luna pod at all.

      Noah hesitated. “Is it safe to visit your pod? We don’t know the full extent of Bree’s access to magic. You said your people live deep underwater. The depths could be too much for her—too much for all of us, if Liana and I are affected long-term by the sea stone as well.”

      “I want to go,” I countered. “I’ve been in deep waters before. As long as I come up to breathe every couple of hours, it should be safe.”

      “That’s right,” Tristan remarked. “Where you come from, you can’t breathe underwater indefinitely. I’ll take you to meet our king, but we’ll go slow and stay close to the surface until we get to Luna City. If you ever feel like it’s too much, we’ll turn back to the surface.”

      “All right,” I agreed. “Take us to Luna City.”

      Tristan’s legs transformed back into a tail. “Your legs won’t be able to keep up, so you can hang on to me.”

      I tugged on my t-shirt. “This is going to slow us down.”

      I stripped off my baggy t-shirt and already felt lighter in the water. I was left in a pair of shorts and a modest sports bra. Then I kicked to the surface and tossed the t-shirt onto the boat.

      “Ready?” Tristan asked when I ducked my head back underwater.

      This was the place of my ancestors. I didn’t know if I’d ever be ready.

      I nodded anyway. “Let’s go.”

      Tristan turned his back to me, and I gingerly wrapped my arms around his shoulders. His body was warm against mine. He flicked his tail, and we sped toward open waters, reaching the edge of the lagoon in seconds. I almost lost my grip as my legs flew out behind me. Noah and Liana followed.

      Tristan slowed for a second and gently grabbed my hand to pull me closer. “Hang on, Bree.”

      I didn’t know if it was an effect of his siren call, but I could swear when he said my name it sounded like a song. Strange, because siren magic shouldn’t work on me, even if my magic wasn't at its full power. Carson had compelled me once, but he was only able to do it after he’d stolen my core and the source of my magic, which I’d gotten back.

      “Is this all right?” I asked as I wrapped my legs around his hips, then curled my arms tightly around his shoulders. I wasn’t used to being this close to anyone, but I was going to have to get comfortable with it real fast, or I’d slow us down.

      Tristan glanced over his shoulder, his blue-green gaze locking on mine. “That’s perfect.”

      Beside us, Noah frowned, but Liana winked at me playfully. Before I could even begin to process either of their reactions, Tristan had taken off again. We sped forward and out of the lagoon, bubbles tickling my skin from all angles. The ocean floor dropped off, and the water grew dark beneath us, but Tristan stayed close to the surface where sunlight still danced across our bodies. Noah swam on one side of us, and Liana on the other. The two of them had no problem keeping up, even though it felt like we were swimming fast enough to cover miles of ocean in mere minutes.

      I’d ridden on the backs of dolphins more times than I could count, but being carried through the water by a merman was a completely different experience. He swam faster and turned sharper, and he cut through the water in a way that felt like he and the ocean were one. I envied his grace and agility as much as I deeply admired it.

      Through the darkness of the ocean depths, I caught sight of a tall, rocky structure in the distance. As we came closer, the waters cleared, and I gasped when I realized the towering structure was the spire of a building set in the heart of an underwater city.

      Since I was a child, I wondered what the cities of our ancestors would’ve looked like, but my imagination could never live up to the real thing. Below us, the sunlight shone through crystal-clear waters and glimmered off every surface, making it appear as if the city itself was sparkling.

      Luna City was expertly crafted out of natural rock, with ornate windows carved into cliffsides and beautiful columns sculpted around cave entrances. Colorful coral clung to the rocks, and seaweed swayed with the gentle current. Fish in all colors of the rainbow darted through rock crevices or swam in schools that glided through the water as if the sea life was engaged in a beautiful dance. White sand stretched across the ocean floor and reflected the blue brilliance of the ocean waves above us.

      But there was one thing that caught my attention above all else, something far more beautiful than the natural structures, impeccable architecture, or colorful marine life, and that was the people. Merfolk with all different sizes and colors of fins swam from one opening in the rock to another, or traveled across the city in groups, making their swim patterns appear like natural roadways. They moved in sync like schools of fish, as if their intuition alone told them where the roads led.

      My gaze darted from one beautiful person to the next, taking in their gorgeous scales and how the colors complimented each person’s unique features impeccably. Like back in Sea Haven, the Luna pod was home to merfolk with ancestry from all over the world. Several people with blond hair shared similar pink tails in varying shades, though each person’s fin pattern was unique. Stunning women with black braids had magnificent copper tails that shimmered blue or green, while others had mesmerizing bright green tails or incredible purple scales that left me entranced. A man with dark hair swam beneath us, and I marveled at his orange and white tail with long, flowing fins similar to that of a koi fish.

      All throughout the city, people were going about their day as usual. I spotted a merman carrying a net and trading fish with other merfolk. Nearby, young children played with a dolphin. They slid down the dolphin’s tail on their bellies, then laughed gleefully as the dolphin flicked her tail upward, sending the children spinning through the water. A choir had joined together in an open area near the ocean floor, and they sang in perfect harmony while others spun their tails and kicked up sand in joyful celebration.

      “This city is incredible!” Liana exclaimed.

      Noah’s eyes sparkled with intrigue as he peered down upon the city below. “It’s really something.”

      The three of us were at a complete loss of words, mesmerized by the colors, the architecture, the people… the water. Being here filled my heart to the point I thought it might burst, because it was all my heart desperately longed for, even if I didn’t realize I craved it before now. It was everything Sea Haven could be if we restored our people’s magic.

      “We’re almost there,” Tristan said.

      We rounded a large rock structure that rose off the ocean floor as tall as a skyscraper. As we turned the corner, a magnificent formation came into view, one that had towering spires and elegant doorways carved all throughout its surface. It was more stunning than anything I’d ever seen back home, and I realized it had to be the royal palace.

      My breath caught. “Tristan, it’s incredible.”

      He peered back at me with a smile. “Welcome home.”
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      Tristan led us forward, and we approached a large archway at the front of the palace. There were no doors, but two muscular mermen guarded the entrance. They must’ve recognized Tristan, because they nodded kindly to him and let us through. The two men gave me a strange look, and I realized how unusual it must be to see someone with legs this deep underwater. The guards didn’t ask for an explanation, though, and Tristan continued forward.

      A long cavern stretched in front of us, carved from the rock. It looked a lot like a hallway, though the floor wasn’t flat, but rather rounded in a way that mirrored the arched ceiling. It occurred to me that merfolk spent all their time suspended in the water and didn’t need flat surfaces to walk on, so their architecture differed from anything I’d seen back home. Ornate frames outlined doorways that led to other places in the castle. Small holes only large enough for tiny fish to fit through had been carved out in the ceiling to let the sunlight shine through.

      As we swam deeper into the heart of the palace, the holes in the rock became less frequent. Instead, bioluminescent algae clung to the stone walls to illuminate our path. A mesmerizing teal hue filled the corridor, pulsing ever so slightly as slow water currents passed over the algae.

      I was so entranced by the glowing algae that it took me a moment to realize Tristan had slowed. At the end of the corridor stood a large opening in the rock, nearly as big as the archway we’d entered the palace through. Voices drifted out into the hall.

      “This is taking too long, King Aalto!” a woman demanded. “Tristan and the others should’ve been back by now.”

      A man with a deep voice responded. “The journey is a long one. We must give them time, Cordelia.”

      “If Tristan and the others aren’t back within the week, I’ll organize a search party myself,” a younger male voice offered.

      “You have a job to do, Zale,” the king countered. “I’ll send others if they aren’t back soon.”

      “There’s no need. I’m back,” Tristan announced as he swam into the chamber.

      The four of us stopped in the center of the room, and I unwound myself from Tristan’s back. Floating in the water seemed to come to the others as easily as standing on solid ground, but I found myself treading water to stay in one place as I observed the chamber.

      A tall window stretched the entirety of one wall. Sun rays cut through the sea and shimmered around the cavern. In front of the window stood a large scallop shell larger than any I’d ever seen. It was positioned like a throne, which a powerful-looking man with a graying beard and silver fins sat upon. He wore a matching silver crown atop his head.

      Beside him was the woman who’d spoken—Cordelia, he’d called her. She looked around my age, with golden hair that spilled over her shoulders and a pale purple tail. She must’ve been a princess or some sort of noble, because she wore a tiara embedded with shiny shells and crystals atop her head.

      The younger man, Zale, looked similar to Tristan, though his beard was a darker shade, and he had an orange tail with red-tipped fins. A dozen other merfolk who must’ve been members of the king’s council surrounded the room. They were perched upon a ledge that circled the perimeter of the chamber, observing the meeting.

      “Tristan!” Cordelia flicked her tail and crossed the chamber in a second. Her features fell as she reached up to place her hands on either side of his face to look over his injuries. Tristan still had a black eye courtesy of the Sea Haven Council, and the bullet wound on his shoulder was visible for all to see. “You’ve been hurt!”

      Cordelia’s gaze flickered to me behind him, and she eyed me up and down with a scowl. “You brought… guests.”

      Tristan gave a diplomatic nod. “There’s much to discuss.”

      Zale swam forward with an arm outstretched. “It’s good to have you back.”

      Tristan and Zale gripped each other’s wrists in a sort of handshake that was unlike ours from back home.

      The king straightened on his throne. “Where are the others?”

      He had to be talking about the men who’d made the journey to Sea Haven with Tristan, the ones who’d perished in the terrible storm. Tristan had been the only one wearing an aquamarine stone, and it was the one thing that could counteract the council’s weapon, though no one had known that at the time.

      Tristan dropped his head. “I’m afraid my companions did not make it.”

      Gasps traveled around the throne room. I could feel the despair settle in the water in the following moment of silence.

      Tristan’s voice cut through the quiet to explain what had happened. He told them how his companions had failed to summon their powers the closer they came to Sea Haven and how the council had captured and tortured him.

      King Aalto listened curiously, then gestured the four of us forward. “After all that, you’ve brought surface folk to help us?”

      “I wish it were that simple,” Tristan said. “They too have been wronged by their council, and we fled.”

      King Aalto’s gaze traveled toward my legs. “Did your council damage your tail? If so, we may be able to help.”

      The king had an intense, commanding presence, but he was also very kind.

      I shook my head. “I’m unable to summon my tail, though we’re not sure why. We hoped you might have insight.”

      The king appeared curious. “I haven’t witnessed anyone unable to summon their tail before… yet you can breathe underwater.”

      “Things are far different in Sea Haven than we predicted,” Tristan explained. “Their council has found a way to siphon their magic, and they’ve spent generations without full access to their power. We don’t know the lasting effects this has on their people.”

      “Hmph,” the king huffed thoughtfully. “What is your name?”

      I bowed my head. “Bree Waters, Your Majesty. These are my friends Liana Reed and Noah Starr.”

      The king waved his hand. “It matters not whether you can summon your tail, as long as you can help us.”

      I furrowed my brow. “Forgive me, but I’m not sure how we can help. We came to seek your assistance. We need the Luna pod’s help to find and destroy the Sea Haven Council’s weapon, called a sea stone, in order to bring the full height of our merfolk magic back to Sea Haven.”

      King Aalto leaned back on his throne. “While I’m sympathetic to your predicament, I’m afraid we cannot lend extra men until the threat upon Luna City is resolved. We have already lost good men to your council. I am not prepared to sacrifice others while we ourselves are struggling.”

      “Tristan mentioned a mining operation,” Liana remarked.
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