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Chapter 1: In Which Mabel Sinclair Goes to Sea
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Cliffshire, along the coast of Barthan

April of the Year 306 of the Barthanian Republic (B.R.)

Every woman in the room, except Mabel, was in love with Malcom Sinclair. 

She knew her arrogant oaf-of-a-brother better than anyone. Sitting on a silk-padded chair at the edge of the small ballroom, she contemplated how to ruin his chances with the women in matching, lacy ball gowns. It was a rescue mission, really, to save them from the sweet-spoken lies Malcom sold with his charming smile, tall frame, and sweeping, dark red hair. 

Mabel sighed and switched which hand she rested her chin on. She was always amazed her elder brother could tell the young women apart. Their hair had the same set of ironed curls pulled into a bun, and their gowns only varying by color. The cut and drape of the skirts or curve of the bodice should be sculpted to the woman, instead of how these women were crammed into their dresses. No one was apparently bold enough to tell half the women they resembled overstuffed sausages. 

“Maybe I should,” Mabel whispered. 

However, being so rude would just infuriate her mother further. Mabel never meant to let honest words slip out at inopportune times, but there were moments when it was necessary. Like during tea today, when no one would tell Mrs. Flemham how the pearls on her hat, hanging from behind a stuffed red cardinal, looked like bird droppings.

Once Mabel had spoken, Mrs. Sinclair covered her horror with false laughter and patted her arm. “My daughter has such a unique way of seeing things.”

Given how several respected women at the tea table eyed Mrs. Flemham’s hat and tried not to giggle, Mabel didn’t think her observation was unique.

But Mabel found it best to horrify her mother only once per day. So she kept her silence as other young women strutted past in variations of the same gown.

At least she wore a unique dress, made in close collaboration with her father’s tailor. The narrow blue pinstripes complemented her light-blue eyes and didn’t accentuate her dark red hair. Her hair called enough attention on its own. The dress’s lines ran along her slim, seventeen-year-old frame, designed to give her a hint of curves where she had little. Though, her mother had scoffed at the lack of layers of skirts, saying, “How can you catch the eye of a young man when you look like a child?”

Surveying the room, Mabel was the only sophisticated woman there. Her friend Hazel was not as vapid as some women, but still giggled every time a handsome young man spoke to her. The rest of the women mimicked porcelain dolls in their infantile lace, powder, and paint. 

Not that Mabel’s sophistication mattered much with this crowd. She’d grown up with most of the young men in their polished tuxedos, watching them laugh and joke with her brother. Knowing the exploits Malcom and his friends boasted about after parties like these, she preferred remaining forgotten in her chair.

A hush fell over the ballroom and all men seemed to turn their heads at once. Stunning was an understatement as a woman in her early twenties strode in. Her golden hair gleamed, her blue eyes sapphire-like as the candles reflected on the dark blue satin of her gown. It had a full, sweeping skirt, the fabric gathered as if the sea were forming around her. Mabel stretched up, trying to see past others along the edge of the room, seeking a better view of the finely made clothing. 

This woman knew how to dress, and Mabel wanted to learn from such a master.

Malcom’s grin was bright as he broke from the crowd of women around him and strode to this newcomer’s side. 

“Madame Cassandra.” He held his arm out to her. “I was afraid you wouldn’t come.”

“I made a promise.” She took his arm with one hand and unfurled a gold fan with the other. “And how could I miss this opportunity to see you again?”

Malcom’s smile broadened as he raised her hand to kiss it. As his gaze turned away, a shadow of disdain rose in Cassandra’s eyes. It was just a moment, but it sent a chill down Mabel’s spine. 

At least, though, she seemed the only other person in the room who saw through Malcom.

Cassandra’s warm but thin smile returned as Malcolm led her deeper into the crowd. All men in the room forgot the females beside them as their gazes followed this statue of a goddess come to life. As the evening wore on, men crowded around Cassandra, preening and posing, their voices growing louder as if that would charm her. The women migrated into clumps, each group taking turns glaring jealously. Mabel strolled along the room’s perimeter, observing how deftly Cassandra faked a laugh or stroked Malcom’s arm, keeping full control of him.

Mabel froze as Cassandra’s blue eyes focused on her. Staring straight back, Mabel hoped her gaze said, What game are you playing at?

Cassandra gave Mabel an appraising look before turning to laugh delightfully at Malcom’s latest attempt at being clever. Mabel narrowed her eyes. Something about this woman didn’t sit right. Though, Mabel was impressed by whatever game she was playing. All she needed to do was figure out the game.

“Isn’t it horrible?” Hazel came to Mabel’s side and took her arm. “I was just getting Stewart Bafford to notice me, and she walks in. It’s as if I don’t exist.”

“None of us exist,” Mabel said. It was eerie how the men followed Cassandra with such blind devotion. The woman was skilled at drawing attention, but the men were nearly hypnotized. “Not with her in the room.”

“Who is she, anyway? I haven’t seen her in Cliffshire before.” Hazel looked hopefully to Mabel. “Your brother seems to know her.”

“I don’t think he does.” Mabel sighed as Malcom laughed loudly at something Cassandra said. “They might have met before, but nothing more. He would have bragged for days if he knew her.”

Hazel leaned toward Mabel. “Do you think you can get her to disappear? Make one of your clever remarks, maybe? It’d be a great service to us all.”

Mabel glanced at her friend. “I’m only rude for honesty’s sake.”

Hazel gestured toward the crowd of men. “Then honestly tell her she’s ruining the evening.” 

Biting back a laugh, Mabel said, “Hazel, be patient. Given Malcom’s lack of quality, I doubt she’ll return to ruin another night.” 

She squeezed her friend’s arm before continuing her circuit of the room. 

The men’s attention on Cassandra only worsened as the hired quartet began to play. A few other couples joined Malcom and Cassandra in waltzing across the small dance floor, but the men kept knocking into each other as their gazes tracked Cassandra. 

Dancing fizzled out as women turned down their chance to make a fool of themselves. Hazel looked to Mabel with a silent plea, as if there was something she could do.

The reprieve Hazel asked for came as Malcom and Cassandra slipped out a side door. Something about the glance Cassandra took to ensure no one was watching made the hair on the back of Mabel’s neck rise. Glad to be an invisible slip of a girl, she stepped out another side door to the garden. 

Her efforts would likely only bring her own embarrassment if she found Malcom and Cassandra kissing somewhere. However, something felt off as she followed the sound of giggling, along with Malcom saying, “Why do you tease me? Don’t you know all I want is to kiss you?”

“Not yet, my dear.” Cassandra’s voice was smooth as silk, and she let out a flirting laugh. “Soon, you’ll give me all I desire.”

Mabel came around a set of hedges as Malcom and Cassandra left the grounds. They crossed to the harbor and strolled along the private docks. Mabel followed, keeping to shadows. 

“That is my family’s small yacht.” Cassandra pointed with her fan. “Do you want a tour?”

“Does this include a look inside the cabin?” Malcom tried to land a kiss on her cheek, but Cassandra was a step away before his lips could reach her.

Mabel tracked the pair as they walked to where the yacht was moored, the hull gleaming in the moonlight. It looked light on the water, with a single sail and small cabin. 

“What a beautiful night for sailing.” Cassandra looked up at the stars. She tugged at Malcom’s arm playfully. “You’ve told me what a fine sailor you are.”

Mabel rolled her eyes as Malcom puffed up his chest. “The best in town. I even won a sailing competition last month.”

Cassandra laughed with delight and clapped her hands. “Oh, such greatness you so often speak of.”

“Would you like to see me sail?” Malcom gestured toward the harbor. “One turn around the cove?”

“Just you and me?” She playfully tapped his nose. Malcom stared at her with eyes longing for a kiss.

“As it always should be.” He kissed her hand before helping her onto the yacht. Humming to himself, he set the rigging and unlooped the rope holding the vessel to the dock. Taking his post at the helm, Malcom looked ahead and began steering the small yacht away from shore.

Mabel crouched as she hurried down the dock. Whether Cassandra or Malcom was planning something, it would be better if someone else was on board to help the victim. Or, if both were innocent, she’d jump out and scare them when Malcom finally got his kiss. He’d be furious, but it would be fun.

Pulling up her skirts, she leapt and grabbed onto the back of the yacht. She hung with her knees curled up and the hem of her dress dragging in the water. Once she climbed onto the yacht, she tucked herself under the tarp covering the dinghy.

“Do you know what beauty is?” Malcom had one arm around Cassandra as he guided the boat along the familiar curve of the harbor. 

“I’ve never had anyone dare explain it to me.” Cassandra had a dryness in her voice. Mabel bit back a giggle at the quiet sarcasm. “What is beauty, my dear?”

“It is the moonlight as it caresses the curve of your neck.” Malcom leaned his lips closer. 

“I’m told the moonlight often does that.”

“It is the starlight reflected in your eyes, even after dawn, when the stars have disappeared.”

“If I’ve so many little dots in my eyes, I may need to see a doctor,” Cassandra said with a laugh.

Malcom’s voice purred as he said, “It is the perfect curve of your waist.”

He began to pull her into a kiss, but Cassandra pushed him away and tapped her finger on his lips.

“Concentrate on sailing. We’ll get to such things when the time is right.”

Pulling down her hand, Malcom said, “The time is now.”

He grabbed her by the shoulders and tried to pull her against him. She brought her elbow between them and shoved him back with far greater strength than Mabel expected. Malcom laughed as he fell against the side of the ship. Mabel gripped the dinghy’s oar, ready to assist Cassandra.

“One kiss is all I ask for.” Malcom grinned as he pushed off the wall and shoved her against the cabin.

“Mr. Sinclair,” Cassandra said as she pulled a handkerchief from her pocket, “before we engage in exercising our lips, can I give something to you?”

“If I accept it, will you give me the greater gift I seek?”

“You will have more than you’d ever expect.”

Malcom held out his palm and Cassandra placed a golden bauble on it. He glanced at it with a laugh before tossing it in his hand. As the bauble flew up, Cassandra caught it in her handkerchief. Mabel’s eyes widened as her brother shrunk, transforming into a fat toad. He hovered in the air a half-second, his now bulbous eyes panicked. Cassandra caught him in her hand and walked to an unlit lantern hanging from the cabin. She patted his head with a finger. 

“This form matches your character far better, Mr. Sinclair.” She set him inside the lantern and shut the door.

Mabel’s heart pounded as she stared at her brother.

Part of her wanted to laugh, considering how well he deserved it.

However, he was also now a toad. Which was far past impossible.

As a panicked ribbitting echoed from the lantern, Cassandra took the helm. “Don’t worry, Mr. Sinclair. Your kiss will come in time.” 

She switched a gold lever on the helm. A gleaming light ran along the rigging as the sail drew tighter, taking full wind and pulling the yacht faster toward the open sea.

Mabel gripped the oar. It wouldn’t be long before the yacht was too far for her to swim back to shore, and who knew where Cassandra was taking them. She rolled out from behind the dinghy, oar in hand, and dropped into a crouch. Her pulse thudded as she carefully approached the golden-haired young woman and raised the oar. Cringing, she swung as hard as she dared, which was not as hard as it needed to be. 

Cassandra caught the oar, her blue eyes glaring coldly at Mabel.

“I thought I heard someone jump on the yacht.” She yanked the oar from Mabel’s grip. “You’re his younger sister. Mabel Sinclair, wasn’t it?” Gesturing with the oar, she said, “I’ve no business with you. Go on and swim to shore, if you wish.”

“Where are you taking my brother?” Mabel said, trying to have more courage than she felt.

“Your chances of swimming are becoming less, and I’d rather not lose the dinghy. I recommend you go.” Cassandra tilted her head. “Though, who designed your dress?”

She prodded Mabel’s side with the oar, motioning for her to turn around.

“I did, with my father’s tailor,” Mabel said as she complied. The shore was disappearing quickly. She was a strong swimmer, but the distance was growing swiftly. And she’d have to leave behind her dress. Another could be made, but she rather liked this one. 

Also, there was the matter of her brother sitting as a toad in the lantern. 

“Whose idea was the drape of the pinstripe?” Cassandra said. 

“It was a collaboration.” Mabel’s brow furrowed. “My brother may be an oaf, but he doesn’t deserve to be a toad. If you give him to me, I’ll tell no one what happened tonight.”

Cassandra raised an eyebrow. “And who would believe your brother was turned into a toad?”

Mable grunted. “I’d still say you kidnapped him.”

“Me?” Cassandra blinked innocently. “The heiress all the men fawned over tonight? Kidnap anyone? Who would believe it?” She gave Mabel a clever grin. “Especially coming from a teenage girl?”

Mabel glanced at her before keeping toward the lantern on the cabin. Cassandra grabbed Mabel’s collar and yanked her back easily. Mabel’s feet kicked in the air as Cassandra pushed her onto the bench next to the helm.

“We’re too far from shore to send you back safely,” Cassandra said. “You may as well sit. If you cooperate, I’ll make sure you return home.”

“With my brother?”

“I’ve far more important uses for your brother.” Cassandra waved a dismissive hand. “Your parents are likely better off without such an odious young man.”

“He’s still my brother.”

“Did you use padding to accentuate your hips in the dress?”

Mabel glared. The questions about her dress were only a distraction. “Where are you taking him and how did you turn him into a toad?”

“Your dress is an unusual style and is far better than what other women were wearing tonight.”

“Where are you taking Malcom?”

“Where I need to.” Cassandra reached inside the cabin and pulled out a large wooden box. Opening it, she said, “Have you designed other dresses?”

Mabel folded her arms. “I am considering myself being kidnapped and will not answer any other questions.”

“Then I don’t see a need to explain where we are going.” Cassandra pulled out a set of golden wires. They unfolded to look like a weathervane as she attached it to the base of the helm. She then pulled out a pearl half the size of her head and set it in an indent. 

Cassandra hummed as she ran two fingers over the pearl and yellow lines of electricity ran along the golden wires. Mabel’s eyes widened further. This could not be real.

“Where are you taking us?” she said.

“I’ll trade an answer for an answer.” Cassandra reached up and adjusted the wires. Mabel fell back against the cabin as the boat lurched forward and sped across the sea at an impossible speed.

“I have designed other dresses,” Mabel shouted, her palms flat against the wall.

“We are headed toward Marveth.”

Mabel stared at Cassandra, the name meaning nothing. “Where?”

As she sat on the bench next to Mabel’s, Cassandra pointed in the direction they were headed. “Marveth. It’s off the sea bordering Castallar.”

“Castallar is at least a week’s sailing from here,” Mabel said.

“It is, when not using magic.” Cassandra rested her hands in her lap as if they were having a nice chat. “Are you interested in designing dresses as a profession?”

She looked to Cassandra. “Will you just give me my brother and let us go home?”

“I think it’s clear we’re past the point of going back.” Cassandra pulled at Mabel’s skirt, admiring its drape. “You’ve an excellent eye for shape and a clear talent. I’d like to see other designs.”

Yanking her skirt away, Mabel said, “You kidnapped my brother and me! Why does my dress matter?”

“I did not kidnap you, Miss Sinclair. You stowed away on my vessel.” Though Cassandra’s appearance remained the same, her eyes had the weight of someone far older than twenty. “We are headed to a place where fashion is in high demand. If your talents are what I think they are, I could help you build a profitable business.” 

“I just want to go home.” Mabel wasn’t sure if Cassandra’s magic or her focus on clothing design was stranger.

“As I said, that will be arranged.” Cassandra leaned toward her. “But I learned long ago to not let an opportunity pass me by.”

“I’m not going into business with someone who kidnapped my brother.”

“Do you want to bring your brother home?”

Mabel nodded. This was all too strange. Maybe she should have stayed on the dock.

“I have a business arrangement that I need to use him as payment for,” Cassandra said.

Mabel’s mouth hung open. “You’re selling my brother?”

“Which means you could buy him back. But you need the right currency to do so.” Cassandra gestured at Mabel’s dress. “I have connections and can arrange for several acquaintances to commission outfits. One or two commissions should be enough to trade for your brother’s return. A few more, and you should have passage back home.” Cassandra smiled. “Never let it be said I am without kindness.”

Mabel stared at the woman. She was definitely mad. “What are you trading my brother for?”

Cassandra looked off into the distance. “After many years of searching, I think I’ve found the secret to correcting the spell keeping me from my true love.” She pulled a locket from underneath her dress and opened it. A young man of Castallan origin stood beside Cassandra in a wedding portrait. “There is my Arturo. Isn’t he handsome?”

“You’re married?” Mabel shouted.

“Of course.” Cassandra looked at her as if this were obvious. “Why do you think I wouldn’t let your brother kiss me?”

“Because he’s an oaf!”

Cassandra laughed lightly. “I normally don’t share quite so much of my plans, but I have a feeling about you, Miss Sinclair. If you will learn to trust me, I think you could be quite helpful.”

“I’m not helping you sell my brother.”

“There are only two ways to save your brother,” Cassandra said. “You can buy him back, or you can help me steal.”

Mabel shook her head. “You truly are mad.”

“I’m sure I appear to be.” Cassandra leaned her elbow on her knee and rested her chin on her hand. “Miss Sinclair, do you think you are clever enough to steal from mermaids?”

“What?” Mabel watched the electric lines and glowing pearl orb before looking at the toad her brother had become. “Mermaids are real too?”

“Of course they are,” Cassandra said. “Because I am one myself.”

Mabel found herself staring at her captor’s legs. “You don’t look like one.”

“My legs cost me much, Miss Sinclair,” Cassandra said. “And now there are some who hope to steal them from me. If you want to save your brother, I suggest you help me.”

A numbness filled Mabel’s head as she prayed this was a dream. However, she doubted it was. Instead, the most likely answer was magic and mermaids were quite real, just like how her brother was now a toad. Grabbing him and jumping off the yacht wasn’t an option, nor was trying to overpower Cassandra.

Deciding to take the only remaining choice, Mabel muttered, “How do we steal from mermaids?”



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 2: In Which Antonio Cortez Leaves for the Navy
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Dorona, port city along the cost of Castallar

Antonio Cortez grinned as he carried the pair of long paper boxes down the cobblestone lane of Dorona, his home city stretching across the valley and hills beside the sea. Sofia Gutierrez rose from her porch steps, her white dress with red embroidery flowing around her, her smile mirroring Antonio’s. He had spent hours making the dress for her and it matched her beauty perfectly. Reaching the porch, he held the boxes with one arm as he used the other to twirl her before he gave her a kiss.

“Mama and Papa are just finishing breakfast,” she said with an excited giggle. 

Antonio took in her dark brunette hair and brown skin a shades darker than his own. She was truly the most beautiful girl in all of Castallar.

“How do I look?” he whispered.

“Handsome and impeccably dressed as always.” She brushed his shoulder.

“But do I look respectable?” He swallowed. “I want your papa to see me as a man.”

“You are nineteen and shipping out with the Navy tomorrow.” She kissed his cheek. “How could he not see you as a man?”

Still, Antonio sweated as Sofia opened the door, bringing him into the house smelling of cinnamon and fresh tortillas. She squeezed his arm before stepping into the small dining area. 

“Mama, Papa, Antonio Cortez is here. He wanted to speak with you.”

“Tell him to come back when he’s done with the Navy in two years,” Mr. Gutierrez grumbled in his gravelly voice.

“He has going away gifts.” Sofia gestured toward the common room. “Please, Papa.”

“He’s a nice young man,” Mrs. Gutierrez said. “We can give him a few minutes to say goodbye.”

“I don’t think that’s what he’s come for.”

Antonio’s stomach clenched. He had come for far more than to say goodbye. He and Sofia had discussed it yesterday as they sat on the breaker wall overlooking the harbor, his arms around her as they watched ships roll in and out, including some of the newer steam ships with their spouts of white smoke. He had felt more confident of it when he helped her sneak from her room in the evening and they had gone dancing. As their hips moved in sync to the rhumba and salsa beats, he focused on her brown eyes and bright smile. Dancing with her eased his fears of entering the Navy as he dreamed of their future.

The only obstacle between Antonio and his hopes was Mr. Gutierrez and his broad, short frame. 

Mr. and Mrs. Gutierrez entered the living room. Antonio stretched himself up, his height taller than most men. It was not enough to balance Mr. Gutierrez’s girth.

“I’m needed at the firm in half an hour.” Sofia’s father glared at Antonio. “What do you want?”

Forcing his smile to remain, Antonio laid out the boxes on the sitting table. 

“First, I wanted to thank you and Mrs. Gutierrez for opening your home to me these past six months.” 

The words were polite, but it was a lie. The first five times Antonio had called on Sofia, Mr. Gutierrez had shouted him away. However, after a month of Antonio sneaking Sofia out her window to go dancing, Mrs. Gutierrez had convinced her husband it was worth allowing Antonio in so he could be watched.

“Sir, you have asked me dozens of times what a seamstress’s son can do to provide for your daughter.” Excitement ran through Antonio as he opened the first box. “I thought it best to show you my craft.” 

He raised a bright yellow dress, Mrs. Gutierrez’s favorite color, and held it out to her. One of his mother’s wealthier clients had cancelled a gown but already paid for the fabric. After he pleaded, his mother, Leticia, let him use it and the final result was worth the effort. Especially with the embroidery he had added on the ruffled sleeves and skirt. 

The dress had taken many hours, even with him sneaking away where he could hide and use his magic. Antonio kept his powers hidden just as his late father, Manuel, had always told him. No one else believed in magic, and Antonio couldn’t frighten them. Even for him, it was strange to watch the needle glow as it sewed in and out of the fabric on its own. But it helped him quickly create these mosaics of colorful thread.

Mrs. Gutierrez gasped and took the gown. “It is beautiful.”

“It is ridiculous,” Mr. Gutierrez said. “A child’s dress. My wife is more sensible.”

“And for you, sir.” Antonio opened the second box and pulled out the bolero jacket sized for Mr. Gutierrez, designed for his boxy frame. He laid out the jacket on his arm, making sure to show the red, white, and yellow embroidery on the sleeves designed to complement the yellow dress. Then, he pulled out the matching pants, also showing the embroidery.

“And where am I supposed to wear this circus outfit?”

Antonio kept his smile. “During Carnivale night, or out to a fine restaurant. Wherever you and Mrs. Gutierrez wish to look your finest.”

“Did you cover it with all this thread?”

“I did all the embroidery.” Antonio motioned at the sleeve. “If one of the wealthiest customers ordered this, it would cost―” 

“And what could you have been doing?” Mr. Gutierrez grunted. “Looking for real work, like a man?” He pointed. “The Navy will teach you to sweat and think for a living instead of patching threads.”

“This is real work,” Antonio said. “I’m going to save my money while in the Navy and come back and open my own shop. As I see the world, I’ll collect fabrics and see styles this small city has never seen, and everyone will want the clothing I make. I will be poor at first, but, if I work hard and get my clothing in the right hands, I will be able to provide a good home for your daughter, sir.”

“You will provide nothing for my daughter.”

Sofia came to Antonio’s side and took his hand. “I love him, Papa and―”

“Who said you could love this boy?” Mr. Gutierrez’s face swiftly turned red. “I should have pounded him in the ground when he first came by. He is a dreamer and will leave you penniless in the street, and you will come to me to beg for food for your children.” He pounded a fist against his chest. “My daughter will marry a man with a good income who can give her a proper home. Not you, boy. Now go on your ship.”

“Sofia and I’ve spoken,” Antonio said. He would stand as a man, even if the answer was already obvious. “We’ve promised ourselves to each other, and, with me leaving tomorrow, we hoped we might have your blessing to marry today.”

Mrs. Gutierrez pressed her hand to her chest as her face paled. “My niña is only sixteen.”

Taking the opportunity of Mr. Gutierrez’s furious silence, Antonio said, “I have nothing now, and she will need to live with you while I’m away. But we have already decided to be husband and wife. Why not begin now, and I can travel with the comfort of knowing I will come back to the woman I love? Our home will be small when I return, but I will do all I can to provide for her and make her happy.”

Antonio put his arm around Sofia. “I love your daughter. Please. Give me the chance to build a life with her.”

Mr. Gutierrez grabbed the two paper boxes on the sitting table and whacked Antonio with them. Antonio pulled Sofia into his arms and turned his back to her father to protect her. While Antonio was stronger than most men, punching his future father-in-law, even in self-defense, seemed unwise.

Weeping, Sofia held him tight. If only he could have waited to leave till after her eighteenth birthday. Then she would be an adult and could marry without her parents’ permission.

“Mama has offered you a home.” Antonio kissed Sofia’s cheek. “Remember that.”

“Let go of my daughter!” Mr. Gutierrez grabbed Sofia by the shoulders and yanked her from Antonio’s arms. Antonio was strong enough he could have held her, but that might also hurt her, so he released the girl he loved.

“Mama! Please!” Sofia yelled as her mother grabbed her and held her in place.

“Your father has spoken,” Mrs. Gutierrez said, cradling her daughter. Antonio’s heart broke as Sofia sobbed.

“I love her, sir.” Antonio moved to step toward Sofia, but Mr. Gutierrez landed his thick fist against Antonio’s jaw. Next Antonio knew, he was half-lifted off his feet and carried out the front steps. He shouted as Mr. Gutierrez tossed him into a mud puddle. 

“You are banned from my house!” Mr. Gutierrez spat at Antonio. “Never come near my daughter again.”

Sofia’s weeping tore at Antonio as it echoed from the window. He had doubted Mr. Gutierrez would say yes, but this was harsher than he had imagined.

“I will be back in two years,” he yelled through the open window. “Once I get off that ship, I will walk to this door, and I will claim Sofia.”

Mr. Gutierrez slammed the window shut, breaking one of the panes of glass. He glared at Antonio. With a grunt, Antonio relented and marched away.

__________________

After winding from the newer, larger homes of middle-class bulls like Mr. Gutierrez, Antonio jogged his way to the tighter packed apartments and shanties where he had been raised. The smell of the sea and fresh fish filled the air as he walked through the ramshackle neighborhood, some of the shacks having been built on the rubble of others. There was a brightness and liveliness as he passed through the market and waved to shopkeepers and friends he had known his whole life.

He came to his mother’s shop and home, samples of her skill hanging outside alongside a faded sign with prices. He smiled at the panels of wood he had replaced and painted in the past few weeks, brightening the small building. It had been sweaty work, but the result was bright and would help his mother while he was gone.

At least he had accomplished one thing before leaving for the Navy.

A deep disappointment washed through him, and he stuffed his hands in his pockets. Dreaming of marrying Sofia had helped him escape thoughts of the dreary life he was about to enter as a sailor. Now, his heart was doubly heavy. He kicked a rock before winding to the back alleyway and the small yard just behind the shop.

“Didn’t say yes?”

Antonio glanced at his eldest half-sister, Luisa. She held a basket of clothing next to her round belly carrying her second child. 

“I showed him my best work.” Antonio shook drying mud from his embroidered coat. The fabric was worn but he had tailored it to accentuate his lean build. “He has no vision.”

“You have too much of it.” She ruffled his hair. “Just like Papa.”

Antonio pushed her hand away. He wished his father, Manuel, hadn’t died five years ago, when he was fourteen. Today would have been easier if he could have spoken with his father, gotten his steady advice. He could just see Manuel storming into the Gutierrez home and defending their way of life. 

A knot formed in his throat, picturing his father standing and holding a beam on a broken ship under construction right before the ship collapsed. Thirty men had been saved, but not Antonio’s own papa.

Since then, Antonio had to stand in his father’s place for his mother and two older half-sisters. They managed well on their own, but he still had duties. Those would be harder to meet while trapped on naval ship.

At least he only had two years to serve instead of the seven his father had signed up for.

“What happened, Antonito?” Luisa shook out a skirt and hung it from the laundry line. 

Antonio grunted before dropping onto a stool near the back stairs. “What is wrong with our way of life? It is honorable work, and everyone needs clothing.”

“Not everyone’s clothing needs the embroidery and ruffles you like to add.”

“Every person deserves to dress grandly at least once.” He held out his hands, gesturing at his outfit. “All of my clothes are cast-offs, but I have found ways to polish them.”

“And everyone walking by cries out, ‘What is El Emperador Antonio wearing today?’” She gave him a mock-stern look. “I don’t think they let you embellish your uniforms in the Navy.” She raised her eyebrows. “Or are you going to embroider the sails?”

“Steam ships don’t have sails,” he muttered as he folded his arms.

His other half-sister, Juanita, leaned out the back door. She gave a mock-pout. “Did Emperador Antonio not carry off his princess?”

She broke into snickers and Antonio groaned. 

“You are three years older than me. Where is your prince?” he said.

She gestured toward the harbor. “Somewhere on a ship. He’s going to arrive and come to this shop to repair his clothes. He’ll take one look at me and carry me off to some beautiful island he secretly owns.”

“The only man who can afford that is likely a pirate,” Luisa said with a laugh. “What about Paulo? He’s been bringing you some very nice fresh fish these past few weeks.”

“The fish he smells like as he carries them across the city in his cart?” Juanita snorted. “I’ll take a man who at least smells decent.”

“My Fernando reeks of sweat when he comes home from repairing ships, but he’s not bad after a quick wash.” 

Waving her hand at Luisa’s belly, Juanita said, “We all can see you enjoy your husband.”

“You’ll find your own man too. And stop fancying after all the handsome ones. Fernando’s not the best looking of men, but he works hard and treats me well.” She nodded to her two younger siblings. “And his family is generous to us. It’s very kind of his mother to be planning Antonio’s farewell dinner tonight.”

“I just wish Sofia would be there,” Antonio muttered as he slouched. “Two years without her will be a lifetime.”

“Then go like a grand hero and steal her from her window,” Juanita said, biting back a giggle. “That will surely please her parents.”

“Don’t encourage him.” Luisa looked to her brother. “Antonito, she will either write to you or not. If she does not, you are lucky you’re not married to her.”

He met his eldest sister’s gaze. “I love her and will my whole life. That will never change.”

Juanita reached over and squeezed his cheek. “Until you get on shore and see a woman for the first time after months at sea.” 

He pushed her hand away and stomped up the back stairs. Reaching the top, he said, “I love Sofia Gutierrez. We will write to each other each week, and the minute I return, she will be my wife.” He pointed. “You will see.”

He grabbed the door to try to slam it open, but the door was locked. His two sisters giggled at him as he fumbled for his key and unlocked it before storming inside. 

He crossed the small living area stuffed with a couch and table. To the left were his mother and Juanita’s own narrow rooms. On the right, was the linen closet, with the bottom shelves removed to make room for his cot. He opened the door and pulled out one of his other three suits.

Entering the small bathroom, he washed his face before glaring in the speckled mirror. His mother deserved better than this small home. Her work was excellent and deserved higher prices. He would make sure she had something better when he returned. 

Tears came as he leaned against the door. “I don’t want to go. I don’t belong in Navy.”

But he had the conscription letter and two years of required service ahead of him. If he did not go, he would be put in prison. If he ran off after starting training, he would be shot for deserting. 

The sailor’s life was not for him, but he had no choice. His only hope had lain with marrying Sofia and having the comfort of knowing she would still be his when he returned.

He changed out of his mud-spattered clothes and combed his hair. The care he took to smooth the wave of his dark locks would be mocked once he was a sailor, but he would maintain his sharp looks. He might not have much, but he could manage that.

“Antonio?” came his mother’s voice.

“I’m cleaning up. I’ll be out in a moment.” 

He wiped his wet cheeks and blew out some air to try to gather himself. His mother had already wept too many times the past few weeks as they talked of him leaving. His sisters might tease him, but they would miss him. And he would miss them too. Even when they ruffled his hair and pinched his cheeks like he was still nine.

Stepping out, he forced a brave smile. His mother’s worn face gave him a sympathetic look. “Her father said no, didn’t he?”

For all his attempts to hold composure, he broke into tears again as his mother opened her arms to him. He embraced her and kissed the top of her head.

“I will make a better life for us,” he whispered.

“Of course you will.” She kissed his cheek. “You are my Antonio and are meant for great things.”

__________________

Antonio laughed with his friends and family as they crowded together in the small back yard of Luisa’s in-law’s home. It was a joyful time, his tears from earlier broken by old stories and jokes being swatted back and forth. 

With another cry of, “To Emperador Antonio, the next ruler of the sea!” his friends left to drink in his honor, and he walked his mother and Juanita home. 

He took in the starlight along with the lights of the ships on the water. Despite the smallness of their home, he loved this city. He loved the shanties around him with the busy market shops and the people with little of their own willing to give everything to help another. He loved the beaches, where he often had gone swimming with his father and sat talking for hours afterward. He loved the row of outdoor clubs where music played, and he could dance half the night if he wanted. And he loved Sofia, who was likely lying in her room weeping for him.

That thought brought a sharp pain, but he kept his smile and pushed away his own sorrow as he arrived in the apartment above his mother’s shop. There, he talked with his mother and sister late into the night.

The conversation lulled, all three of them knowing they should go to bed. Antonio pulled from his pocket a bent photograph of Sofia.

“Two years is a long time,” he said. 

His mother carried over the wedding photograph of her and his father. She looked far less worn by the years in her lace, white dress, a sweet joy in her eyes even while standing stock still for the old-style camera. His father stood in his naval sailor uniform, looking as handsome as Antonio remembered, his cheekbones even more pronounced than Antonio’s. 

“I was a new widow, Juanita barely born when I met your papa,” his mother said while sitting beside him. “I didn’t mourn my first husband much, considering he was a drunk and was murdered by his partner in a smuggling run gone wrong. Still, I wasn’t ready for a man as stunningly handsome as Manuel to look at me with a warm spark in his eyes.”

Juanita smiled sadly. “Papa always said, ‘Meeting my Leticia was like seeing a star had fallen from the skies.’”

“You’re still just as beautiful,” Antonio said with a wink. He grinned, loving when his mother spoke of his father.

“I’m over twenty years older and forty pounds heavier.” His mother turned to Juanita and pointed. “And Paulo might smell of fish, but he’s a good man with the same spark in his eye.”

“Juanita’s waiting for a handsome pirate.” Antonio laughed and Juanita bit back a smile, trying to look angry as she hit his arm.

Their mother gave them a tired look before continuing, “I was charmed by him, though how could anyone not be charmed by Manuel Cortez?” She sighed with a soft smile. “I was afraid to give my heart again after how cruel my first husband had been. Still, for two years while he was on a boat patrolling the nearby harbors, my Manuel would come by the shop every few weeks. He’d find excuses to stay a few hours, by fixing things my first husband had neglected for years, or just standing at the door chatting with me. After I began to soften, he’d play with Luisa, running with her and getting her to giggle, or he’d mind you, Juanita, as you’d get bigger and be a menace as you learned to crawl and walk.

“So, my heart broke when he came to me after two years of me trying to pretend all that was between us was a dear friendship and told me he was being transferred to a different ship far away. He’d be gone his last two years of service.” She wiped tears from her cheeks and Antonio gripped her hand as his own cheeks were wet. “We’d never kissed till that day, when he proposed to me, but I knew I loved him and was glad to marry him a few days later, with his captain doing the honors.” 

She looked to Antonio. “Two years, even with writing letters every week, was a long time, but I was the anchor keeping him steady on hard days at sea.”

Antonio looked at the wedding photograph. “Sofia is my anchor. I only wish I could leave with her as my wife, as Papa did with you.”

“Maybe it’s better you’re not.” His mother rested her hand on his. “Because Manuel also left me with you, though we didn’t know it yet. And you were a small terror on two limbs by the time he came home. I don’t know if I was more relieved to have him home because I loved him or because he could help me mind my three children.”

Juanita smiled even while wiping tears from her face. “I loved playing with Papa, and how he’d swing me around so I could pretend to fly.”

“When I marry Sofia,” Antonio said, “I’ll be as good a husband and father.”

“You will be that way with whoever you marry,” his mother said, her brown eyes meeting his. “I think Sofia’s a pretty girl, but the pair of you are young. You’re entering a much bigger world and might change, or you might meet someone.”

Antonio shook his head. This wasn’t the first time his mother had said this. “I love Sofia. She is my true heart and I’ll come home to her.”

“I’ve no doubt of what you feel,” his mother said. “But be honest with your heart. If your love starts to fade, listen. If your love stays true, then you’ll be sure of your choice.”

“I’ll always be true to her, as Papa was to you.”

His mother put her arm around him and kissed his cheek. “My life has been blessed by a good husband and three good children. I hope your life can be just as happy.”

Antonio embraced his mother. “I will make a better life for you, Mama. I promise.”

She rubbed his shoulder before releasing him. “It is an early day tomorrow. Go sleep and we’ll say goodbye in the morning.”

He hugged Juanita. “I hope your handsome pirate comes for you.”

She giggled and kissed his cheek. “You’re a fool but a good man, Antonito.”

He held on to her a little longer before entering the closet he used as a room and lying on his cot 

However, worries kept sleep far from him.

After a restless hour, he sat up. Perhaps there was one worry he could have better peace with before he left.

With his mind determined, he dressed quickly and crept out the back door before sprinting across the city, the night still warm despite the early morning hour. He grabbed a handful of small rocks and tucked them in his pocket before climbing up to the roof across from Sofia’s window. Crouching there, he tossed the pebbles toward the window frame, creating a tap. His pocket was nearly empty and his heart sinking as he tossed the second-to-last rock. As he reached for the final one, Sofia pushed out the windows.

Grinning, Antonio stood and waved. Her face was worn by tears, but she broke into a warm smile and waved back. He motioned for her to wait, and then, as he had many times since meeting her, he jumped the gap, catching his fingers on the roof’s gutter. Sofia moved out of the way as he slid his feet through the open window and dropped into the room.

“Shh,” she whispered. “Papa is listening.”

Antonio kissed her, the tenseness in his shoulders easing as he held her close. She truly would be his anchor.

“I made this for you.” He handed her a small package wrapped in paper. “I was going to give it to you if we got married today.”

He kept his arm around her as she opened it with an eager smile. She held out the fine silk handkerchief, embroidered with a map of the sea around Castallar.

“I will kiss it every night.” She held it to her breast before pressing her head against his shoulder. He rubbed her back as he held her. 

“I wish Papa had let us marry today,” she said.

“Be patient and look for me in two years,” he said. “Even if I have to take you from this window, we will be married.”

Her gaze lowered. “I long to be married, but, listening to Father, I do worry.”

Antonio kissed the corner of her forehead. “I will return from sea.” He pulled his sketchbook from his pocket and flipped it open. “And, when I am home, I will make for you the perfect dress for the wedding. It will―” 

She placed her hand over the drawing before closing the sketchbook. “We need to talk of more serious things than your little drawings.”

A pang hit Antonio’s chest. Her attention often wandered when he tried to show her his sketches of clothing he planned to make. Once they were married and he began his tailor shop, she would understand. 

“These sketches are the path to our future.” He tapped the sketchbook. “Once people see the clothing I make, they will ask who designed it, and we’ll have the whole city coming to us. It will take time, but we will succeed.”

“There are other professions.” Her eyes were worried. “You can write and do numbers. Perhaps, when you return, you can get a clerkship, or―”

“Be patient, Sofia, and hold to our dream.” He tucked his sketchbook in his pocket before taking her hands in his. “Do not let your father’s doubt cloud your vision.”

“Two years is so long.” She released his hands and went to her nightstand. There, she pulled out a square, palm-sized box. “I bought this for you a few days ago, to help you remember me.” 

“I need nothing to help me but am glad to have it.” He grinned as he opened it to find a locket containing a lock of her hair and her portrait. “There could be nothing more beautiful.”

“I shouldn’t have, but―” Her cheeks reddened a bit as she opened another drawer and pulled out a silk nightgown. It was made of soft fabric, and he began picturing how it would rest on her curves. He shoved aside this thought, tucking it away for their wedding. Yet, her pleading eyes turned to him. “I bought it for tonight.”

He took it from her and folded it carefully before placing it between her hands. “I will long to hold you as you wear this, but it must wait.”

“What if―” Her large tears fell, and his heart ached. “What if you don’t come back and we miss―” 

“Then remember this kiss.” He pulled her close and pressed his lips to hers, letting himself caress her back as his other arm held her around the waist. “And dream of it each night until I return.”

He kissed her softly again before going to the window. Looking back, the sorrow in her eyes pulled at him. Forcing a grin, he said, “I love you, and I will return.”

He jumped from the window, catching the roof on the neighbor’s house and pulling himself up. He blew one last kiss before hurrying back toward his own home. In his hand, he clutched the locket, holding the symbol of the promise between them.

He would keep it, and, when he returned home, he would marry the woman he loved.
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Chapter 3: In Which Mabel Attends a Merfolk Festival
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Marveth, home of the Marvethan Merfolk Clan

“Stay at my side,” Cassandra said as she led Mabel through a dim tunnel. “This place is extremely dangerous for humans. Do not eat or drink anything. And keep an eye on your brother.”

Walking down a set of stairs carved into stone, Mabel wondered if she should have stayed on the yacht, keeping watch on the barren island. Although, the echo of violins and laughter coming from deeper in the caves marked this a lie.

Maybe Cassandra was mad and was going to murder Mabel. That seemed a more real possibility than mermaids, despite the enchanted yacht and her brother sitting as a toad inside the lantern. 

Her eyes widened as they came to a glistening door covered in seashells and Cassandra knocked three times. It rolled aside, no hand touching it. The stone room beyond appeared empty until ripples ran across the pool at the center. A tanned, dark-haired woman rose from the water, her pronounced cheekbones similar to Cassandra’s.

“Good evening, Isabella,” Cassandra said as she entered. “Is everything prepared?”

“It is, Mother, but you are late again.” The woman gave her a tired look while moving to the edge of the pool. She pulled herself up to the side, revealing a long fishtail where her legs should be. Mabel tried not to stare while her pulse quickened.

Apparently, merfolk were real.

And this one was Cassandra’s daughter, though she appeared nearly the same age. 

Mabel wasn’t sure which fact was more bewildering. 

“Being late makes for a grander entrance.” Cassandra picked up a tri-corner hat sitting on a shelf and handed it to Isabella. “And is far more fun.”

Glaring, Isabella pulled on the hat. Mabel jumped as Isabella’s gleaming fishtail shifted into legs while a ballgown formed around her. 

“Who is the girl?” Isabella rose to her newly-formed feet and assessed Mabel with a wary glance. She tilted her head. “That is an unusual dress.” 

“Isn’t it interesting?” Cassandra gestured. “Look at the angle of the pinstripes on the bodice. She designed it herself, with the help of her father’s tailor.”

“Why did you bring her?” Isabella focused on Cassandra. “You know how dangerous it is for humans here.”

Cassandra raised her lantern. “This is her brother, who is a toad whether in human or amphibian form. He is tonight’s bait.”

Isabella’s eyes narrowed. “Did you change the plan again?”

“We should never be predictable when High Witch Randala is involved.”

“Of course not.” Isabella stepped inside and picked up two small cages filled with about a dozen frogs each. She handed Cassandra one of the cages. “Shipwrecked smugglers are getting harder to come by, with these steam ships puttering about. Next time, it will help if you can supply your own entry fee.”

Cassandra lifted the cage, analyzing the frogs inside. Mabel felt the amphibians staring at her, pleading to be set free. 

“I’ll do what I can,” Cassandra said, “but having to move to hide my lack of aging is wearing and takes so much effort.”

“You have many estates on land. I thought you had a regular rotation.”

“I have a plan, but there’s the trouble of getting rid of perfectly good servants and finding new ones who know to not ask questions.” She glanced at Isabella. “And there’s the new business manager Arturo hired, Mr. Hedley. He’s competent but does not trust me.”

“He may have some wisdom in that.” Isabella tapped the lantern holding Malcom. “If he does give you real trouble, a few hours as a frog may inspire him to be more cooperative.”

“I tried,” Cassandra said with a sigh. “But he’s too clever and was warned by Arturo.”

Isabella let out a small laugh. “A reminder that while Father loves you, he knows you well.” 

Cassandra shot her a glare. “Are you here to help me tonight or not?”

“I will help distract Eduardo and the High Witch as promised.” Isabella’s face grew more serious. “Let’s pray it is enough.”

“It is only one step out of a thousand but will help both of us.” Cassandra motioned toward the tunnel. “Are you ready?”

Mabel stood by the door as the pair of women, or mermaids currently wearing legs, strolled down the tunnel, their walk elegant. As she followed, Mabel glanced back the way she and Cassandra had come. Perhaps she was forgotten and could sneak back to the yacht.

“Miss Sinclair, do stay with us,” Cassandra said, her voice friendly. “You never know what’s wandering these tunnels. One wrong turn, and you’re a squid’s dinner.”

That was as unpleasant a prospect as following Cassandra and Isabella. However, if Mabel wanted to rescue her brother and escape the island, following them was her best path.

The stone stairs shifted to a transparent crystal before leading to a pair of engraved, silver doors gleaming in the ambient light. Laughter and chatter echoed from beyond.

Isabella tapped the doors. A porthole slid open, and a man glanced out, only his eyes visible in the slit. 

“Do I see a beautiful pair of sisters?” He laughed. Mabel tried not to roll her eyes. Apparently, people were just as false among merfolk as those at home.

“Oh, Reginald, you know I’d prefer to age a little,” Cassandra said. “But my daughter does look lovely, doesn’t she?”

Isabella unfurled a fan and fluttered it before raising her cage of frogs. “May we enter, or shall we stand here and be flattered more?”

“The pair of you do provide the finest of views, however, I imagine you would rather enjoy tonight’s pleasures.” He looked to Mabel. “I see you’ve brought a human girl.”

“You know me,” Cassandra said. “Always bringing unique entertainment.”

Isabella gestured at Mabel, a dryness to her voice as she said, “She designed her own dress.”

“A fashion artist?” Reginald squinted. 

“She’s a young woman of great promise,” Cassandra said. “May she join us?”

“Of course.”

The porthole closed and the doors opened as if they had no weight. Cassandra motioned for Mabel to come to her side and touched her arm while whispering, “Stay wide-eyed and do not join any games.”

Mabel glanced at her before putting on a gawking expression. “Will this do?”

The corner of Cassandra’s mouth rose. “It will do very well.”

They walked through the gilded doorway and Mabel had no trouble staring wide-eyed at the ornate, open hall. Gold was everywhere, crafted into statues and elaborate decorations on balconies and chandeliers. Beneath the glass floor passed several broad fish tails attached to human torsos.

Apparently, merfolk spent quite a lot of time on their hair and clothing. The mermen and mermaids wore shirts or bodices made of gleaming skins, their necks drenched in pearls and jewels. Most mermaids wore elaborate hats atop pillars of hair adorned with starfish, shells, and glittering jewels.

“One fun game,” Cassandra whispered, “is to guess how many are wearing wigs.”

Nothing in this massive room appeared fun to Mabel. There were many wondrous things, but she felt sick, a prickling along her back warning of danger.

They walked down the lush, red carpeted stairs to the main floor. Merfolk glided through the water beneath the glass to raised pools ringed by short, marble walls. Each wall was used as a gaming table, merfolk on one side, human men and women on the other. On the gaming tables sat individual cages holding frogs, lizards, birds, and other small creatures. It sent a chill through Mabel as she watched them being exchanged for bets. 

Mabel wanted to run over to each of the tables, hit the humans, and wake them up. How they could flirt and laugh with the merfolk was beyond her understanding. Danger filled the air, yet no one else appeared to notice. 

As they crossed the floor, several women in gowns and wearing tri-cornered hats smiled at her and offered sweet-smelling drinks. Based on Isabella’s hat, these were mermaids too. Other humans, whether in fine suits or patched sailor uniforms, drank freely, laughing more with each sip. The transformed mermen and mermaids watched her with predatory eyes and Mabel moved closer to Cassandra. At least she was a threat Mabel was familiar with. 

“Mother! Isabella! I’m so glad you came!” A merman pushed out from one of the pools and pulled on a tri-cornered hat. As he shifted out of the pool, his outfit transformed into a dark suit molded to his broad shoulders and his fish tail transformed into legs.

“I’m surprised Eduardo is acknowledging you,” Isabella whispered as she smiled at her brother. 

“What do you think he is plotting?” Cassandra said.

“Something to stop whatever you’re plotting.”

His grin was broad but false as he came and kissed both women’s cheeks. His gaze turned to Mabel, and he smiled while baring his teeth like a shark. 

“Who is this delicacy?” He approached and reached for her hand. 

Mabel wanted to step back, but something about the intensity of his eyes held her in place. She jumped as Cassandra swatted Eduardo’s hand. 

“She is a protégé,” Cassandra said. “And barely past being a child.” She gestured around the room. “There are finer vintages of human females here tonight.”

“She is a beauty in the making, then.” He bowed to her. “I am eager to meet you again, Miss―?”

Mabel’s tongue pressed to the tip of her teeth, starting to say her name, but stopped. There was something unsettling keeping her mouth shut.

“What of the males wandering?” Isabella took her brother’s arm. “Any admirable specimens?”

“Of course, but Vivian’s already hunting them. We may have our bond, but you know how she is.”

“Take me to them. You know how she loves competition.”

Eduardo gave Cassandra a wary, knowing glance, but guided Isabella away. 

“I often don’t understand how he is Arturo’s son,” Cassandra breathed as she took Mabel’s arm. “Child, in the future, be more careful what yachts you jump on.” 

“Can I just have my brother?” Mabel whispered, holding closer to Cassandra. “And go home?”

“If my fate were not tied to this exchange, I would.” Cassandra placed a guiding hand on Mabel’s shoulder. “Stay with the plan and I will have you home by morning. All of this will become a strange dream.”

Cassandra led her to a side room with another marble-lined pool. She tapped the lantern holding Malcom against a bell hanging near the door and a low tone filled the room. 

“Tap that sconce,” Cassandra whispered while pointing, “and the servant’s tunnel will open. Go right and follow it straight no matter what. Hide on the shore until I come with my yacht.”

Mabel nodded, recounting in her mind the plan Cassandra had walked her through on the yacht. Hopefully, it would work, and Cassandra would take Mabel and her brother home.

Several towers of hair rose from the water followed by three mermaids who appeared less than pleased to see Cassandra.

“The halfling came,” one said, looking to the others. “Do you think she kept her word?”

“One man, fresh from shore,” Cassandra said holding up the lantern. “When do I not keep my word?”

The three mermaids all glared at her, as if asking if she really wanted an answer.

“What of this child?” The mermaid with deep brown skin tilted her head. “That dress fits your form well, girl. Who designed it?”

“I did.” Mabel’s voice squeaked out. She had never expected merfolk to be so intrigued with fashion. Either they were, or they were saying it to gain her trust.

“She is an artist worth noting,” Cassandra said. “I think we shall see much of her designs.”

The mermaid with a purple tower of hair moved toward the lantern holding Malcom. She sniffed the air and grinned. “He smells fresh.”
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