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For anyone who has ever felt like a Monster
and for all those fighting the True Monsters out there














  
  
Introduction




This book is my “Little Book That Could.” Throughout its development, it changed forms many times—fitting considering the shapeshifters you’ll meet within its pages. Between this collection’s restless shape and both global and personal chaos—I broke my arm in February 2025, which set me back months—there were moments I despaired whether this manuscript would ever get completed. All of my books are a labour of love, but I’ll add that this one was also a result of spiteful determination.

Despite the obstacles it’s faced, I’m so happy with what this book has become: a place to explore the darker side of human nature without getting sucked into its chasm. A place to grapple with anger and questioning, to reach for hope and mercy. 

For me, short stories and novelettes offer a platform for me to explore and experiment with high emotional impact and velocity. In the lesser time constraints of a short story, you can push the envelope, poke your reader a bit without worrying they won’t follow along for the duration of an entire novel.

Therefore, some of the stories in this book may be on the darker side. This collection includes monsters on all sides of the spectrum—those who deserve the name, those misunderstood by others around them, and those striving to overcome some twisted part of themselves. You’ll find retellings of Sophocles’ Antigone, Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet, Hans Christian Anderson’s “The Little Mermaid,” and other pieces of literature, folklore, and myth—some more obscure than others.

For this book in particular, my hope is that all those who feel broken and damaged and misplaced in a world ruled by extremes can find solace in these pages. These stories may delve into the dark, but my desire is for them to also highlight the strength and beauty of love that flourishes even when it is surrounded and swallowed by that darkness. Love that can inspire a dream for better things in the midst of despair.

Love that can walk the edge of a knife—and triumph in the end.

~ Beka Gremikova











  
  
Author’s Note




A few notes about the formatting of this collection: 




	This book follows Canadian spelling conventions, so there will be “extra” or rearranged letters in some words, i.e. “favourite” rather than “favorite,” “theatre” rather than “theater,” as well as other differences. There may also be slight spelling differences depending on the story. For example, I will switch between using “among” and “amongst” depending on the voice and nature of the piece. These are not spelling errors; these editorial decisions are intentional on part of the author.


	Each story features a beautiful banner designed by Melanie J. Morgan. The banners hint to the genre of the story, with the ghostly banner representing stories with a darker, spookier atmosphere; the planet header representing science fiction narratives; and the coach and rose banner representing the more traditionally fantasy tales within this collection. This way, if you prefer one genre over another, or are in the mood for a certain type of story, you can more easily find a tale to suit your tastes.


	These stories are suitable for an older young adult or adult audience (think a PG-13 movie rating). They are not recommended for young children. While none contain excessive content, many tackle mature themes. Following is a brief content advisory—if you don’t want spoilers, you can skip the next paragraph.


	Please be advised that the following stories contain tragic endings—“The Edge of a Knife,” “Every Bone in the Body,” and “Golden Child”—while the stories “Rats in the Grain” and “Echo Among the Stars” deal with themes of child abuse and neglect. 














  
  

The Edge of a Knife
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Tonight, I will turn human for the second time in my life. And for the second time, it might just kill me. 

“Are you certain you’re strong enough for this, Serena?” Ariadne’s dark eyes watch me over the pot that burbles between us. The sea witch’s black hair floats around her grim face, her features lined with worry beyond her years. Her tail—as black and shining as her hair—lashes against the sand below us. Scales drift from her lithe body, scattering like the tears humans shed when they mourn.

I stare down at the frothing liquid, where the starfish-crimson strands of my hair float alongside the bright threads that belong to my younger sisters. My aunt’s large cauldron is a swirling stream of broken shells, shining pearls, and thick tresses; unlike most sea witches—whose spells require the magical essence found in a mermaid’s voice—she prefers to use hair. Though its magical essence is fainter, the locks from five of us should offer enough power for Ariadne’s spell.

The spell that will enable me to chase after our youngest sister—our little anemone—and bring her home. If I fail, when morning dawns, she will die.

“I have to be.” I brush my fingers across the satchel slung at my waist, comforted by its familiar woven texture. Even if the thought of its contents makes my fins flutter and my chest ache. “You know I can’t allow Lesa or any of the others to risk themselves.” As the Sea King’s eldest daughter, I refuse to let my younger sisters throw the rest of their long lives away for this mission. Though my three-hundred-year lifespan is slowly dwindling and my magical essence fading, I still have enough left in me to complete this quest.

I cannot undo what must be done.

Ariadne sighs, dragging her whale-bone spoon through the simmering sludge. “I just don’t understand how Sulia could even fall for a human in the first place.”  

I pluck at a loose thread in my satchel. “They have their own charms, I’m sure.”

Gentle, calloused hands stroke my face, tuck my hair behind my ear. A low, murmuring voice floats around me, as soothing as the whisper of the sea.

I blink away the memories, banish them to the past where they belong—two hundred years ago, when I was a child who didn’t know any better.

My aunt scowls. Though she is close to my age, the expression makes her seem so much older, her features far more gaunt and lined than a mermaid’s should be. “You needn’t defend them, my love. We all know what the humans did to you.” She stirs the mixture faster, her tail slashing the seafloor. “The nerve of them to try to force you to marry that fisherman—” 

That fisherman. Heat creeps into my cheeks. The truth batters the back of my teeth— screaming, raging to be released. But Father begged me to keep silent, to protect my younger sisters with lies. 

And what good would revealing the truth now do? It does not change the fact that my youngest sister needs me. It does not change the fact that what love has bonded, only blood can break. The spell that ruined my life two hundred years ago is my sister’s only hope of survival now.

So I swallow the words I want to say. “At least Sulia’s mistake is a prince,” I say lightly. “Appropriate for royalty such as ourselves.” After Sulia’s disappearance, Lesa—the next eldest after me—went on a scouting mission to track her down. Not only did she find our baby sister, she learned the entire sordid story: of how Sulia had rescued a prince from a storm; how she then snuck away to a different sea witch and bargained her voice for legs to chase after the man; how the prince had ended up falling for another woman instead.

Ariadne sucks in her cheeks. “No human is worthy of merfolk.”

“Agreed.” Another, deeper voice—full of strength and melody—echoes Ariadne’s sentiment from the entrance to her grotto. We both turn to find the Sea King himself shouldering through the doorway. His crown of bones glints in the eerie yellow-green glow of the light-eels that nest in Ariadne’s lair; the jewels that adorn it have been snatched from mortal shipwrecks. “And a man who must choose between a mortal and one of the merfolk and chooses a mortal is always a fool.”

I bite my tongue so hard I taste blood. As always, I cannot say what I wish, must gulp down the words burning my throat. I do not want to argue, not when this may very well be our final conversation, as much as I might wish otherwise.

Ariadne bows at the waist as he approaches, her gaze on his fins, which are tipped with poisoned barbs. Scales the colour of seaweed dot the Sea King’s muscular tail. Light-eels scatter when he drifts too close, gathering in a hissing cluster in the corner of the grotto, though, despite his menacing appearance, Father is the last merman who would ever harm an ocean creature.

As he draws nearer, I can’t help but notice the large patches of missing scales on his tail, the seafoam-white that streaks his blue-green beard. His eyes, once a serene, gleaming turquoise, are now dull and glazed. While his millennial lifespan—which is given to those who accept the title of Sea King or Queen—is drawing to its close, Sulia’s troubles have also left their mark. Most of our kind return to the seafoam without a hint of mortality in their form, melting away with the merest whisper until all that remains are their voices in the currents.

Such voices wrap around us now—the soft, murmuring cadences of my elder sisters’ spirits. They hum quietly in the background, their presence a bittersweet comfort.

Father stops before me, arms crossed over his chest. “Ariadne sent word to me of your mission.” His fins flick back and forth, stirring the ocean around us.

“Y-you mustn’t mourn me already. You must believe I’ll return.” I try to keep my tone light and cajoling, attempting to convince us all my words can be true. 

“Your mother never did,” Ariadne says flatly, an echo of the thoughts Father would never utter aloud.

I bite my lip. Immediately her expression softens; she darts around the cauldron and her hands catch mine. “I will never regret your mother’s decision,” she says fiercely. “Never, never, never, my sea-child. But it’s because of what she did that I’m so loath to see you leave.”

“As am I,” Father murmurs, resting his hand on my shorn head. His palm is rough from years of toil in our kingdom’s famous underwater gardens, yet also gentle from centuries of guiding child after child through the turbulence of merfolk existence. “You should have worn my crown, Serena.”

My breath catches. If I accepted, the role would offer me seven extra centuries of life. More time with my sisters, a chance to continue Father’s legacy—perhaps even have children of my own... 

Father must notice the wistfulness in my expression, for he smiles sadly. “It’s what your mother and I wished so dearly for you.” His voice breaks, and he sounds so worn and sad that my tail curls in anguish. My father has lost so much over his long life; I must bring Sulia home so he can pass on to the waves in peace. The resolution straightens my spine, banishes all thoughts of assuming his crown.

“And it’s because of what Mother did for me that I cannot leave Sulia to die.” My chest burns, aches with the memories that have haunted me for the centuries since my own near-fatal mistake. “To die because the man you loved will not return your affection is one of the saddest, loneliest fates a sea-child can face.” 

The other is to grieve alone, unable to tell anyone—even your closest loved ones—about your deepest hurt, the pain that has trailed you almost your entire life.

“I know.” Ariadne sounds resigned, her words as listless as seaweed snarled in an undertow.

“And what of your sisters?” Father demands, his hand sliding from my head. The currents around us skim over my shortened hair, and I imagine my long-deceased sisters placing their phantom hands on me just as Father had. “They were waiting outside when I arrived. Do not tell me they are going as well.”

I pat his arm. “They will be there to bring Sulia back. I will...” I swallow, trying to ignore the press of the satchel against my hip. “I will endure the danger in their place.” I nod to the potion bubbling away in the pot, its contents giving the sea an acrid flavour.

Father’s lips purse, but he does not protest. He must realize that I have weighed all the options and there is no other course.

Before either he or Ariadne can question me further, I retreat towards the potion pot. “Is it ready?” 

Ariadne trails me, her head bowed. Without a word, she squints into the cauldron, sighs, then strains the concoction into a bottle and presses it into my hands. Father joins her and, together, they rest their palms on the crown of my head. I can still feel the currents’ soft, cool pressure, too.

“May the sea protect you.” They murmur the opening lines to the ancient merfolk rite of war. “And, should you perish, may your voice return to the currents.”

The words swirl through the waters around us, and I swear I hear my sisters echo them, singing their own benediction over me. The currents skim my skin, my scales, as though imparting me to their immortal memory before they curl away, their haunting voices now nothing more than a resounding wail. Chills skitter down my spine.

If I die above, will my voice come back to the sea after death?

Did Mother’s?

I clutch the potion bottle to hide my trembling fingers. “May our voices unite in the currents after death.”

Ariadne kisses my forehead, and Father embraces me, his whiskers tickling the top of my scalp as I tuck my head under his chin. But I don’t allow myself to linger. 

When I feel my resolve start to crumble, I curl away from them towards the doorway. Its whalebone frame gleams at me, as familiar as that of my own chamber in Father’s coral palace. This doorframe has been etched with carvings of jellyfish and sharks, a gift from my eldest sister to Ariadne when the sea witch and I were only children. We’d spent many an afternoon enthralled with the etchings, telling each other stories about them while Ariadne’s mentor chided her for neglecting her magic studies.

I glance back to find Father and Ariadne watching me, holding onto each other for support. I offer them one last smile, then rub my fingers along the grooved bone as if I can commit the feeling of this place to memory, as if I might carry that memory beyond even death.

Then I slip out of the grotto. Beyond my aunt’s coral garden, alive with tiny, fluttering fish and anemones, my living sisters have gathered.

Their eyes gleam in the waning light, and their shorn heads match my own. For almost three hundred years, I have led our group, welcoming each of them as they entered the wide seas of the world, watching out for them, teaching them everything I know. Guarding them with every drop of blood and brine in my body, as my eldest sister did for me during her lifetime. They are my legacy, my loves, my last gift. The soldiers who fight by my side.

As I glide towards them, they stretch out their arms to welcome me. For a moment, we remain there, hugging each other in the safety of our sea. Then we take each others’ hands and rise to the surface. The last thing I hear before I break into open air is the low, mournful keening of the currents.


      [image: ]Cool evening air brushes across my face, drying the saltwater on my skin. The sky blooms with bright coral colours that smudge the rippling water around me. Music drifts along a ruffling breeze, a joyous human melody that echoes from a ship not far away.

The royal vessel floats like a snail shell, cresting wave after gentle wave, and ornate sconces cast a warm, cheery glow across the bright blue streamers that flutter from the rigging and masts.

“Is that the place?” I ask as my sisters and I release each other and fan out across the surface.

Lesa pops up next to my elbow and squints at the ship. After a moment, she nods. “This is the ship I spotted Sulia on a few nights ago.”

“When she was weeping,” another sister, Ula, murmurs. “Over that prince...”

“Iker.” Lesa mutters his name like it’s a curse, her lips curling to reveal flashing teeth. 

“Why would she weep over a man who didn’t choose her?” Ula wraps her pale arms around herself, her tail lashing against mine. She exchanges a worried glance with the others while dread stirs my stomach.

Lesa shrugs helplessly; our other sisters shake their heads. None of them have ever been in love. What little they know of my past—of my own foray into the human world—has kept them from ever being curious about mortal men.

Except for Sulia. Sweet Sulia, so much like me... 

I wish I could assure them that Sulia’s tears mean nothing, but for a mermaid to shed tears like a human is a grave matter indeed. It may mean she is too mortal to return to us—or too heartbroken to wish to do so.

I know that feeling all too well.

“Are you all right, my shark?” His voice is low and gentle, as gentle as the calloused fingers that trace my skin.

I swipe at the tears stuck to my cheeks, rubbing my hands against my coarse brown dress. Even though I cannot speak, I still cannot hide my feelings from him, for he can see the distress in my face. When we first met, I was in mer form, and while we didn’t understand much of each other’s spoken tongue, he’d quickly learned to read my expressions.

His lips thin; his dark eyes flash. “Has my mother been saying things again?” He flops beside me on the front stoop of our tiny hovel, wrapping an arm around my back. I lean into him to rest my head against his shoulder.  Then, reaching into my pocket, I withdraw the scrawled note his mother left for him and hand it over.

Though it’s a short letter, it takes him a few moments to read it; reading and writing are not his strong suits. Then he curses. “Have you read this, my shark? Do you know what it says?”

I nod. I cannot read human script, but his mother had proudly told me what the note contained when she pressed it into my hand and ordered me to pass it along to her wayward son. “You leave, or I will kick him out of the family business,” she’d hissed, her dark eyes glittering in the blaze of the afternoon sun. 

Without the use of the boats and nets that belonged to his family, there would be no more fishing for my fisherman. He was too poor—and too ungifted a fisherman—to start out on his own. He was far better at repairing nets and relied on the strength of his brothers to reel in the catch. Together, they kept their family afloat. But they did not truly need him...and now she might as well have been tossing him to the black-and-white death whales that haunted the seas, all because he’d chosen me—a stranger she mistrusted and feared—instead of a village girl.

His grip tightens around me, and he draws me against his chest. His heartbeat thunders in my ears. “Does she wish me to starve?” he growls. “This—it’s my livelihood!” 

 His panic heightens mine; I look out to the sea, suddenly sick for home. Longing for my mother and father, my aunt and my sisters, crashes over me and threatens to drown out all other emotions. But the sea witch I’d turned to in place of Ariadne had also warned me—the only way to return to the sea is through the blood of the man who bonded me to the land.

And I cannot kill him without ripping out my own heart.

So I cling to him, catching his face in my hands and crushing his lips to mine. 

My fisherman holds on for as long as he can, chasing away my fears with a soft, hungry mouth that whispers promises of safety, of comfort, of children.

But his mother keeps her word and bars him from their boats. What’s worse, she turns the rest of the village against us so he can find no other work. Each day he grows more gaunt, his kisses more desperate, his tears hotter and saltier.

Then the day arrives where he can delay no longer, and the same hands that once cradled me to his chest cast me out onto the sand so that he might return to repairing his family’s nets.

I collapse on the shoreline, weeping. The gulls echo my cries across the rippling water while the moon gleams sadly above.

That night, one of my older sisters finds me. Though I cannot speak, she understands what has happened after one look at my face. And one night later, Mother arrives swathed in white, a dagger clutched in her hand.

She strides across the sand, spine straight, chin lifted, as I stumble after her, arms outstretched in a silent plea.

Then our tiny hovel echoes with screams, so many screams.

His. Mine.

And there’s blood, everywhere. Splattered across the floor, our tiny cot. I can do nothing but scream, my heart in shreds, my existence shredded to ribbons. Mother tackles me to the ground. I thrash, but she’s stronger, heavier, pinning me in place. She smears his blood across my legs. Blood that burns, blood that turns my skin back to scales, blood that returns the voice to my throat... 

She carries me out onto the sand, staggers through the dunes. All the while, I scream, spit at her, fight to return to my fisherman, as if I might sew him back together. Mother murmurs in my ear, but I cannot hear her over the shrieks of the gulls and my own wrath. We reach the shoreline and she flings me back into the waves. There, my sisters catch me, drag me flailing and shrieking below the surface.

Mother never returns.

“Serena?” Lesa wraps a steadying arm around me. “Are you all right?” 

A strangled laugh chokes my throat, the past clinging to me like seaweed tangled around my fins. It took me twenty years to forgive my sisters for their part in my fisherman’s demise and my rescue, twenty years before I accepted that Mother’s intervention had saved my life...and twenty years to acknowledge that, as much as I’d loved my fisherman, I had not truly wished to die separated from everyone I loved—and everyone who loved me.

But the memories smear a new, disturbing question inside my mind. “Do you think—do you think Sulia will hate us?” I whisper.

My sisters gasp in unison. “Of course not. How could she?” Lesa rubs a hand over my arm, as though to ward off the chill that snakes its way through my limbs. The others all murmur their assent, thronging around me like curious sharks.

Their words do not have experience to bolster them, but I pretend they could be true. The pretence lends me the strength to draw the potion from my satchel and, as my sisters watch wide-eyed and breathless, gulp it down.

Fire erupts in my throat; I choke, doubling over as agony blazes through my body. Someone stuffs a seaweed rope between my lips to smother my screams; Lesa keeps hold of me so I don’t plunge back underwater. For a few brief moments, my world is nothing but the piercing ringing in my ears, the fire in my arms and tail, and the tang of brine as my teeth and tongue gnash against the seaweed in my mouth.

Then, as quickly as it came, the pain fades and the world returns to focus. The waves ripple around us in a muddled expanse of colour-smeared darkness; I now tread water with the same pair of lean, muscular legs that once carried me from the sea and over sandy dunes to tumble into that humble fisherman’s bed.

 Despite the passage of time, my body remembers how to swim without a tail, even with the white gown that now clings to my skin, courtesy of the spell. I strike forward, propelling myself with smooth, powerful kicks that cut soundlessly through the water. My sisters fall in alongside me, curling around my swimming form like seals. It unnerves me how easily I’ve slipped back into human shape and patterns.

As we near the ship, I spot a few brightly-dressed nobles swaying on the upper balconies, arms clasped around each other. A woman’s giggle tickles my ears, and my hackles rise. Prince Iker’s new bride, perhaps? 

But the sound is lost as low, soft music swells and drifts around us, a frail imitation of the beautiful melodies of the merfolk. If the humans are dancing, the wedding ceremony is already over and the time for the bride and groom to withdraw from their guests—and my time to save Sulia—will be nearing.

Before we get too close, I turn to my sisters. “May I have a moment alone with her before...” I lift the flap of the satchel, revealing the dagger hidden within.

“Of course. Splash when you’re ready for us.” Lesa hugs me, then she and the others vanish below the surface, leaving barely a ripple behind.

I face the ship, which looms over me, nearly as large as our coral palace at home. Twenty fishermen’s huts could have fit inside this boat. Thankfully, Lesa arranged for Sulia to meet us on the lowest deck, so I needn’t worry about searching her out.

But I do wonder if this is how Mother felt on her quest to rescue me—like a lone shark suddenly surrounded by a pod of the sleek death whales that hunt them. Like no matter what the shark does, it cannot possibly win against such overwhelming odds.

I grit my teeth and focus on reaching the lowest deck, which sits close to the surface of the ocean and is free of any railings. It seems the humans fear no direct attacks from the sea.

The platform is deserted, except for a lone young woman who sits there, her fine blue gown bunched around her thighs, her long, lean legs draped over the side so her toe-tips brush the water. A black leather notebook lies on her lap. One hand fiddles with the dark blue streamer braided into her thick golden hair. The other drums its fingers against the deck, as though she’s counting down the hours to her death, when her human body will give out and crumble into dust.

Without her mermaid form, Sulia cannot even dissolve into seafoam and return to us.

Ducking underwater, I swim right up to her and pinch her toes, reminiscent of an old game we used to play where I’d tug her fins before she chased me through the palace.

Sulia gasps, squeaks, and lunges for me, nearly toppling overboard. I break through the surface to steady her, pushing her back and dragging myself on board. She flings her arms around my neck, her entire body trembling, and I stroke my fingers through her hair. For a moment we just sit there as she weeps quietly.

So she has missed our family, just as I did all those years ago when I abandoned my sisters for the world of men. When I learned that no matter how much I gave of my heart and my body to a human, there would always be a part of me that belonged to something else and would always long to return to it.

Finally Sulia leans back, blinking, and dabs at her tears with the hem of her sleeve. Her gaze falls on my legs, and she stiffens. She points at them, then to my shorn hair, her eyes wide and demanding, the question obvious.

I tuck a stray curl behind her ear and speak to her in the Mer-an language. “We didn’t want you to be alone in your final moments.” It’s not a lie, and I pray she won’t sense there’s more to the truth. If she’s anything like I was, her heart still belongs to this prince, still yearns for him and would gladly dash itself in pieces rather than allow harm to befall him.

Such fools, we mermaids be. 

A shuddering sigh escapes her, and she leans against me. I tuck her head under my chin, allowing myself one more moment to hold her—one more moment to pretend that I’m not about to destroy the man she holds dear.

She wraps her arms around me, settles her head against my chest as she did when she was a child. Tears sting my eyes; my throat closes. I kiss the top of her hair.

Indignation burns through me. How could Iker not love my sweet, trusting sister? How could her mer-born beauty not triumph over some mere mortal woman? 

And yet, I know why. My nearly three centuries have shown me that humans, just like mermaids, cannot be snared or caught or shaped.

Sulia sighs and reaches for her book. I open it to find pages upon pages of scrawl, all written in Mer-an—all addressed to Iker. My heart pangs. “You tried to tell him?”

She nods, tracing the words with quivering fingers.

“Oh, my sweet anemone.” I brush my hand over her sticky, tear-stained cheek. “I’m so sorry.” I want to scold her, want to tell her that if she’d turned to me, I could have told her humans cannot read our language any more than we can read theirs. And while my time in human form had helped me understand their spoken tongue, even if I’d regained my voice during those days I’d lived on land, I likely wouldn’t have been able to speak the language very well.

But I don’t want to fill these moments with tension. I want to share only warmth, to share only comfort, to share only love—so Sulia may have a moment’s peace before the pain to come.

And that desire pushes the next words from my mouth. “You know the story of my fisherman?”

She stiffens, leans back with narrowed eyes. Like the others, she would have heard how my fisherman entrapped me, how his family attempted to force me to marry him.

“The story isn’t true,” I whisper.

Her jaw drops. She raises her hand to press it against my cheek, gazing at me closely. Her touch is gentle and warm. I blink rapidly, suddenly feeling so old, so tired, so sad. Heaviness shrouds my body. “I—I loved him.” My throat closes. “I loved him, but he didn’t—couldn’t—choose me. But that doesn’t stop us from feeling what we feel, and I just want you to know, my anemone, that I understand.”

Sulia’s eyes well; silent tears stream down her cheeks. Then she throws her arms around my neck and weeps—immense sobs that wrack her entire frame. I hold her, and she holds me, and we sit in our grief together as the humans rejoice above us.

All too soon, the last strains of their music fade away, and the dancers fall quiet. The vivid colours of the sunset have been replaced by an abyss-blue sky dotted with stars and a glowering moon. I attended only one human wedding during my misadventures on land, but as Sulia releases me, the crumpled expression on her face confirms my suspicions. The bride and groom are withdrawing.

It is time.

I hit my feet against the waves, splashing seawater.

Sulia shifts to stare at me as though I’ve gone mad, but I only tilt my head towards the ocean. “Don’t you remember? You arranged to meet with all of us, our little anemone.” Her gaze follows my gesture, and her breath catches. She falls into me, shoulders shaking with silent sobs as our sisters rise from the ocean, the moonlight glinting across the fine hair of their shorn heads, their eyes tender and shining.

I give Sulia a tight squeeze and kiss the top of her head. “We all want to say goodbye,” I whisper. 

This time, Sulia does slip off the boat to bob in the water, arms reaching, tears trickling down her cheeks. Our sisters crowd around her, drawing her into the waves, keeping her afloat even as their fingers trace soothing patterns into her skin. They embrace her in a melodious clammer of voices, stroking her hair, patting her cheeks, murmuring over her dress.

Lesa raises her head, staring over Sulia’s shoulder at me. I press a hand to my heart, and she nods in understanding. If something goes wrong, she will lead the others in a retreat.

I rise, wincing at the pain that stabs my legs, and slink away into the heart of the ship. After a few wrong turns—and near misses—I find the uppermost deck. 

When she encountered Sulia earlier in the week, Lesa learned that the wedding itself would take place on the higher decks with the guests sleeping in the lower cabins. Sulia had written out everything for Lesa, lamenting about the gorgeous bridal tent surrounded by flowers, the huge tables set with an oceanic feast.

I find the remnants of everything Lesa described in her scouting report. The upper deck lies deserted of dancers, the tables wiped clean and standing empty until tomorrow’s breakfast;  even guards do not linger, no doubt wishing to give the prince and his bride privacy.

Just like with the lower deck and its lack of railings, this simple oversight will be their undoing. These humans do not know our lore, do not understand the danger of a woman swathed in white with water dripping from her hem. This far out in the ocean, they believe themselves safe from any assassin.

It nearly makes me pity them.

But I pity—and love—my sweet anemone far more.

Seawater drips from my skirt as I cross the deck, crushing flower petals and dried seaweed strands—likely strewn by well-wishers as part of the wedding ceremony—underfoot. The quiet laughter of my sisters echoes from the sea, soft enough to belong to any errant guests still milling about the lower decks.

The bridal tent stands in the middle of the deck, hemmed by tall crimson flowers with a thick, heady scent that flips my stomach. My fisherman once brought me these blooms, murmuring shyly that they were believed to bring children to the womb.

A few steps away from the tent, I stop and strain my ears for any noise, but all seems still and quiet within. 

My heart begins to thunder in my ears. 

I poke my head through the flap.

The sickly sweet scent of those cursed flowers assaults me. More petals have been tossed across the floor of the tent, many of them now lying limp and trampled. Covered lanterns dangle from the bedposts, casting a soft glow over the man and woman tangled together in the bed. His arms are wrapped around her while her dark hair spills across his chest.

Their breathing is deep and even, a harmonious melody that Sulia never could have understood. That even I still do not understand. Like us, humans have their own song, their own ways, and it is impertinent to think we can harness their kind of wildness to our own desires.

I wish I had understood this two hundred years ago. I wish Sulia had confided in me about Iker so I might have shared this hard-learned knowledge with her, so I might have protected her from a creature that did not need a net to ensnare us, did not need to be evil to bring about our downfall.

My throat tightens, my breathing slows. Chills race through my limbs and skitter across my skin. Slowly, I withdraw the dagger from my bag, the blade gleaming in the moonlight that creeps through the crack in the tent flap.

I hate these humans. I hate the woman who lies with the man my sister loves. Hate the man—no, upon closer inspection of his smooth face, he is just a youth, barely older than Sulia—for not understanding the nature of Sulia’s affection, for not knowing the truth.

For being innocent.

The woman sighs in her sleep, snuggles closer to her husband.

Tears sting my eyes. I cannot hold them back. They course down my cheeks and settle on my lips, as salty as the kisses I once enjoyed from my fisherman.

“I’m sorry.” I mouth the words—words I have carried in me for centuries—in silence. I’m sorry, strangers, that you must fall prey to this hungry magic. I’m sorry, strangers, that I must choose my sister’s life over yours. I’m sorry, my fisherman, that I no longer remember your name. I’m sorry, Mother, that you had to die for someone who still mourns the man you killed to save her.

My hands shake.

Blood, and so many screams, and—

Mother’s face, pale and fierce and shining, her human eyes gleaming with tears as she pushes me into the waves. Arms snatch her, drag her back, and a blade slides through her—

I suck in air, shaking with sobs, but I cannot stop to mourn, cannot stop to grieve.

Out there, Sulia waits in the waters, so close to returning home. So close to reuniting with Father before he passes. 

Sulia, Sulia, Sulia. My little anemone. There’s no time for me to hesitate, to regret, to go back. 

I cannot undo what must be done.

My blade plunges down.


      [image: ]Everything happens in a blur. The woman wakes just as I attack; my ears ring with her screams even after my blade has done its work. The sickly sweet reek of the flowers overwhelms me; bile creeps up my throat and I retch across the floor. Through it all, only one thought claims my mind: Sulia. Sulia, with her golden hair and sweet smiles. Sulia, who needs the blood I’ve smeared across my hands and collected in the potion vial.

I tumble from the tent, conscious of the stirring in the cabins below, the thudding of human boots against wood. I must hurry before the wedding guests arrive again—and this time, their faces will not gleam with joy or glad tidings for the bride and groom.

Blood drips from my fingers, seeping into the deck. Pain lances through my legs as I race down to the lower level; Sulia has abandoned our sisters, scrambling back onto the boat and out of their snatching reach. She runs towards me, hair flying behind her, eyes wide and questioning.

She stops dead when she sees me. Her gaze drops to my hands, to the blood that drips from my fingers with every step.

“Sulia,” I whisper. “I’m so sorry. But what love has bonded, only blood can break. It was the only way—”

She shakes her head, retreating, shoulders shaking.

I cannot stop the tears that sting, burn, fall. “Sulia!”

She staggers away from me, all the way to the edge of the boat. Our other sisters congregate behind her, arms outstretched. “Sulia,” they whisper, and their voices are a hushed, ethereal murmur. “Sulia, sister, beloved.”

But she doesn’t reach out to them this time. A shudder ripples through her body, and she wraps her arms around herself, still shaking her head, as though she refuses to believe what her mind is telling her.

That I’ve become a monster to save her.

That the man she gave up so much for—her heart, her life, her family—is dead.

When she looks at me again, her lips are curled back, her eyes blazing.

But I cannot undo what has been done.

And will not undo what must be done.

I advance, limping now, but moving as quickly as I can. My legs nearly buckle and my arms feel as limp as seaweed.

An anguished moan breaks through Sulia’s lips, but she cannot retreat any further without tumbling into the water.

“I’m sorry,” I sob as I reach for her. She snarls at me, her teeth clamping down on my arm. Pain shoots up to my elbow, but that is nothing compared with the thought that by the time she’s forgiven me and loves me again, I’ll be gone. Even if we both make it back to the ocean, even if I accept Father’s offer to make me Sea Queen, Sulia would hate me for the next twenty years. And if I don’t become Sea Queen, she’d still hate me…and I’d only have a few months left to live before I became nothing more than seafoam and a ghostly voice in the currents.

I’m the only one mourning, and I have not the time to do even that properly. Soon, the humans will be upon us.

Ignoring the sting where her teeth sink into my arm, I shake her off and grab her legs. She kicks my face, and for a moment my vision blurs as agony explodes in my skull. Behind us come the echoing shouts of men, the thunderous pounding of their feet.

I spit out blood and a few teeth onto the deck, tears still streaming. But I snatch at Sulia’s legs again, locking onto her ankles, and rip her feet out from under her. She hits the deck with a gasp. I must have stunned her, because she doesn’t move.

I dump the vial of blood onto her legs, smear it across her too-smooth human skin, rub it into the flesh. Sulia struggles to sit up, to lash out, but now several of our sisters have hauled themselves up onto the boat, tails and all. They catch her wrists, pinning her down.

Sulia’s legs begin to shimmer—and then the skin cracks. Scales burst through the thin, jagged veins that score her legs, wrapping around her skin until the flesh disappears beneath a layer of sharp, shiny, shark-blue scales.

Sulia’s thrashing now, but her strikes are not directed at me. Her entire body convulses, and now that the spell is broken and her voice returned, her shrieks tear through the night. I throw myself across her, doing my best to ensure she doesn’t hurt herself as the transformation tears her apart and shapes her back together.

Boots slam against the deck right above ours, and panic prickles across my skin. There’s no time left.

“Go!” I rasp at Lesa. She and Ulu drag Sulia by her wrists while I shove at Sulia’s body with what little strength remains in my limbs. The events of the night—and my three-hundred-year lifespan—have caught up to me.

Sulia hits the water with a splash. She struggles against our sisters, screaming and thrashing, spitting curses.

“The next deck!” one of the humans shouts from above.

Lesa gazes up at me, her eyes wide. “Serena—” Her voice cracks. “Serena, the humans— you have to get in—”

I lift my bloodied hand, swipe it across my leg. As I suspected, nothing happens. “What love has bonded, only blood can break." I tell my sister. "Her transformation was tied to her love for him. His blood will not work on me.”

“No!” Lesa stretches out her hand as though she wishes she could haul me into the sea, but Sulia bucks in her grip and she has to use both arms to restrain our wild anemone. “Serena, please—what about Ariadne? Father? Us? You could have been queen! You could have lived—”

“That’s enough!” I snap, dragging myself across the deck to the edge of the water. “It’s my time, and I would do it again for any of you. No crown is worth the life of my sister.”

Lesa’s face crumples, and she stares at our struggling Sulia, her lips curled back in a way that suggests she’d like to feed her to a death whale.

“Lesa.”

Her lips tremble. “Yes, Serena?” 

The words feel heavy on my tongue; I push them out, the effort flattening me against the deck. “Take care of her,” I croak. “Take care of them all. Guard them with all the blood and brine in your body.”

Lesa’s mouth presses into a thin line. Then she tilts her head in acknowledgement before barking out an order to the others. Together, they draw Sulia close and drag her below the waves, her shrieks slowly suffocated by the sea.

I watch the ocean until not even a ripple remains. I pray Sulia will heal—or, if not heal, at least come to acknowledge that her life is not less important than her feelings for this prince. I pray someday she will understand that tonight may have broken her heart, but it has also saved her. I pray that she will forgive me for the choices I had to make, the choices that stripped her of a chance to make a decision regarding her own fate.

Vibrations thrum through the boards under my cheek.

I manage to raise my head enough to glance over my shoulder.

A cluster of wedding guests throng behind me, led by a trio of men with spears, their lips curled back over their teeth in expressions that remind me of my sisters’: angry, grieving, confused. “Who are you?” one of them demands, and his voice cracks, his gaze trained on my blood-stained bare feet.

“I’m—sorry.” I don’t know how to speak enough of these humans’ language to say everything else I long to. I want to tell him that I wish things might have been different, that I wish the sea did not demand blood of those who belong to her.

A cold wind brushes my face, scattering chills across my skin.

He stares down at me, his eyebrows raised in astonishment. “You’re sorry?” He draws a sword from the sheath at his waist. It glints in the moonlight. “You sneak aboard our ship, attack our prince and his bride, and you’re sorry?” 

Another soldier storms towards me, stooping to grab my head and yank it back. His red-rimmed eyes bulge; the sour scent of wine wafts into my nostrils. “Who sent you?” he snarls.

Behind him, someone is weeping—an older, dark-haired woman who crumples to her knees, hitting the deck with a thump. “Why?” she sobs. “Why did you kill my son?”

“Your Majesty, you should not have come,” the first soldier murmurs. 

My eyelashes flutter, strength seeping from my limbs. I wish I could explain, wish I could make them understand that the love they feel for their prince is the same love that courses through my veins for my sister.

But I can only groan when the second soldier’s sharp fingernails dig into my scalp. Then other hands heave me to my feet; my legs tangle in my blood-soaked skirts, though it doesn’t matter. The humans keep my sagging frame aloft, carrying me towards the soldier who waits with the glinting sword.

Panic flares across my skin in a cascade of gooseflesh. But even as they parade me towards my death, I cannot help aiming a secret smile down at the bloodied boards.

Because my sister has been saved. She will love again, swim again, live out her three hundred years in the same safety I’ve known almost all my life. She will grow to understand the swelling, overwhelming love of the sea and all that live within it. She will realize, one day, that we never give up on our own—even if they’ve given up on us.

I cannot undo what must be done, and I have done all that I could.

The humans force me to my knees, then crunch my face against the deck. Blood pools and drips from my nose, its stark scent mingling with the briny air. I close my eyes, picture Father and Ariadne in her grotto, coaxing the light-eels from their hiding spots; Lesa and the others dancing together, safe within the protective embrace of the waves. My ears strain for the calming, rippling whisper of the ocean, the cries of the seabirds as they awaken for the dawn.

The hands that hold me tighten their grips; one man gulps. The executioner must be raising his sword.

I suck in a gushing breath, choke out a giggle as truth settles over me. Even if my voice wanders forever, cut off from the currents of my people—even if I may be a single shark surrounded, nothing but prey to creatures with more teeth—I have won. 

I do not even hear the hiss of the blade when it falls.
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