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The Flying Mermaid

The Volcano Chronicles, Book 1.5

Eule Grey


For all the birds who cannot fly home


 

The Curse of Sea Mother

Sea Mother, she’s the ocean

The dams and winding river

Take not her babes,

Ignore their says,

Or all in Craw shall wither.


Chapter One

Dear Craw Advisory Board,

 

I’ll keep the introduction and credentials brief. My name is Luce. I’m the daughter of Arker Fi, the mermaid artist. I was born in central Craw and fled ten years ago, on the day the bomb exploded. I haven’t returned. How could we, when the city’s frozen in time by Sea Mother’s curse?

I’m sure you know our history as well as I. No rivers or waterfalls will flow into Craw. Not a drop. Crops and plants don’t flourish. Houses collapse. They say soldiers guard the gates, and the streets are riddled with diseases… That’s all we know.

In my opinion, the curse is fair and just. Sea Mother warned you what would happen, but you didn’t listen.

Why am I writing? Be patient, and I’ll get to it. You might say a buzzing little bee is to blame. It sped through Mainland carrying a precious message. That gift was passed from person to person, and one day, it landed at my door.

Maybe you’ve also heard the rumour? Craw is recovering. I can hardly write without jumping up and down. Recovering, I tell you!

I didn’t believe it at first, and neither did Ma. It was too wide a leap. We did what Crawians always do in times of trouble—turned to the sea for answers.

“What do you think, fish?”

There was no reply.

“Seals? Have you heard anything?”

It seems they hadn’t. But the Fi family are rather stubborn and don’t give up easily. Towards dusk, something blew in with the scuttling turtles. Ma heard it first, and then I did. It was the essence of a whisper; a promise from far away.

Sea Mother, she shall rise.

The rebirth of Craw? She’s inviting us home? I’m not ashamed to say I cried. My city that fits like skin. I want it so much, so much. Home. Home. How difficult to write that word which wiggles and squirms like a bag of snakes. It’ll never be still.

So anyway, advisors, I’ll get to the purpose of this letter. It’s about your precious advisory board. Who’re the members? Leaders who fled, is it? Rich folk who donated money to weaponry manufacturers?

Shame on you. How dare you! What gives you the right to represent Craw without inviting—begging—Arker Fi to advise you? I’m sure I don’t need to list my mother’s achievements, but I will do, all the same.

Have you seen the mermaid statues that line the streets? And the town square that’s protected by a hundred stone women, each with more majesty and dignity than you can imagine? My mother made those, as well as thousands of mermaid dolls. When the lights of Craw dimmed, what do you think those kids reached for? Your guess is correct—Ma’s mermaids.

The last mayor declared Arker Fi a forever guardian of Craw. In recognition of her work in schools and around the city. Because of her visionary art. No filthy war can delete such honour. A board of self-appointed advisors can’t pretend it didn’t happen. You know I’m right, cheapskate though you may be.

I ask you this: Can a city be born without foundations? Can there be birth without a mother? You know the answer as well as I.

I’m moving too fast. Sorry. At least we both know where we stand.

Consider this letter an application for a role on your advisory board on behalf of my mother. I won’t apologise for my boldness or beg for our rights. I never was much good with manners.

My account is a diary. It tells of the most powerful love—that of a thirteen-year-old girl. That was ten years ago. I’m twenty-three now, so I should know. If you don’t like it, you can shove potatoes up your nose.

Oh, but we climbed inside the heart of a mermaid. The very heart, I tell you. It was colder than ice and as tough as a clam shell. I didn’t think we’d survive. But then, nothing worth having is easy. You already know this. Afterwards, we were changed. The parts of us that were already strong grew as tough as mermaid pearls. The other parts? We don’t talk about those.

 

This is my story.


Chapter Two

I was born near Craw Beach and grew up alongside seals, crabs, and turtles. Every creature that lived within the waters was my friend, including those that resided within our songs and legends.

The first time I saw a mermaid? I was thirteen, as I said. In a filthy mood and dying of a broken heart. Dying, I tell you.

Ten years ago, the fighting in the city became intolerable. Ma woke us in the middle of the night with the order to leave our home in Craw central. Right that instant. Leave now!

I didn’t go easily. Would you? I was in the mood for a fight. “No way. What about saying goodbye to my friends?”

Ma disregarded my question without a thought. “No.”

It seemed to me she didn’t care, and it incensed me. “Can I leave our new address with Adu?”

“No,” she said.

“Can I fetch my books?”

“Get in the car. It’s time to leave,” Ma said.

That’s how it was. Unfair and unreasonable.

Never one to do as told, I locked my bedroom door and swore at everyone. “Go away. Get lost.”

It took Da, Granma, and Granda to talk me down from my tower of anger and entice me outside.

I stomped to the car, carrying a bag filled with my most treasured possessions but without my friends from the sea.

Everyone suffered from my bitter complaints. When Da offered me a drink, I refused.

“From a cow’s breast. Disgusting.”

Though, I grudgingly agreed to eat pastries for Granma’s sake. Truthfully, I was tired and worried. When the engine started, I soon fell asleep with my head on Da’s shoulder.

We woke to greyness and a spindly house moulded from wind and sea spray. I looked around in dismay and thought about running away.

“Where are we? I want to go home. Immediately,” I said.

Ma spoke as fast as a flowing river. Much like I did when in trouble and ordered to the head teacher’s room. “Just outside Craw. It won’t be forever. You can get to the sea through the garden gate. It’ll be all right.”

The house was a fright. A fright, I tell you! Spidery and awful. The absolute worst thing—no Adu. I looked around the empty, whitewashed rooms and realised I’d expected to find her there waiting for me. Since babies, we’ve never been apart.

“I miss her already! What do you expect me to do? How can I have a fulfilled life without Adu? I’ll die from the lack of her company. What girl can exist without her best friend?” I said often. Especially when Ma was listening.

My mother ignored me.

Da laughed and took me down the broken path that led to the beach. “Come, come, Miss Doom. See the rock pools and seals? Notice one peeping up? He’s come to say hello. And over there—beautiful sand flowers. You can bring paints and a canvas. It’s not so bad.”

“But why? Why are we here?” I said. “The trouble is miles away. Craw’s not at war. Not exactly.” Much of Mainland was at war, kindled by ancient jealousies and power-crazed leaders. The world changed when the Ansar and Skarle volcanoes blew, and refugees from two islands sought a place to live. Not every country treated them with compassion.

Ma said people grew greedy and hateful. Forgot our ancient lore that insisted on togetherness and connectivity.

War raged across Mainland. We Crawians liked to think we were made of better stuff. Steps were taken to suppress fighting. Dividing walls kept us apart, soldiers positioned at every street corner. Times were hard, no doubt, but I firmly believed it would be sorted soon. Sea Mother would see to it, just as the ballad foretold.

“Da?”

My father held my hand very tightly as if he also needed convincing. “Things are changing. It’s not safe in the city anymore, and it’s going to get worse. The Fern leader has seized control.”

I tugged on his hand and thought how stupid adults were. Craw was forever appointing new leaders, and I didn’t believe the Fern one would be any different to the others. “What about Adu? How can she stay in Craw if it’s dangerous?”

I could tell he wanted to say something. Probably, my mother had warned him not to spill. Da was a pushover who couldn’t deny me anything. Still can’t, actually!

He winced and chewed on his lip. “You’ll see her soon. Urgh. Very soon.”

Two weeks passed in a haze of direness. Ma was a nightmare. She woke early and would return at night, filthy and tired. Grumpy as a spitting cat. All she did was criticise. I don’t know how I didn’t sink into the sand and die a death of misery. The days were very tedious.

“Luce! Sweep the sand out of your room! Can’t you wash your own cup? Stop talking back.”

On the day everything changed, I’d woken early and read a few pages of the only book in the house—The Flying Mermaid. Brought from Craw central by Granma. It was a fascinating old book, handwritten in a childish scrawl and illustrated by a great artist. The pictures were bold and strikingly ugly, the mermaids frightful. Just the kind of thing I loved, actually. Each chapter told the story of how a mermaid fought off the forces of evil by using her tail and fishy skills. It included helpful descriptions of the physical act, which I role-played.

Leap and Jump.

Spin.

Flip.

The mermaids had laughable names such as Wonder-Queen, and Tidal-Glitter. How I wished Adu were there to giggle with me.

I was very fired up by the stories of bravery, but they were ridiculously moralistic, just the same.

Even the smallest person can win the war.

Leap with the waves and find the way of truth.
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