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        Drown her, drown her. Watch her go.

        Down, down to the waters below.

      

        

      
        Impostor, impostor. Seek her out.

        Find her quick, ignore all doubt.

      

        

      
        Drown her, drown her. Return where sirens lie.

        If you don’t, land dwellers may die.

      

      

      

      Anonymous, excerpt from Siren’s Last Song by L.H. Sirene

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prelude

          

          AALTO

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Aalto lingers by the entrance of his chambers, searching for a sign, for anything to alleviate the disquiet chiseled into his bones. Something doesn’t feel right, he just can’t quite put his fin on it.

      He fiddles with the moon ring on his right hand. Another ring, symbolizing a more serious commitment, will soon encircle his marriage finger. Aalto longs for simpler days—rollicking around the palace with Avarie and Mairya without a care in the world . . . He thinks about Mai. He loves her, but he isn’t foolish enough to believe their union is grounded solely in reciprocated feelings. Most betrothals aren’t. Nevertheless, loving her was more than easy because of her kindness and encouragement in the moments of his screaming self-doubt. Something that he doesn’t dare share with his family. He is the king-to-be. He can’t share his fears with anyone. But Mai’s private, listening ear makes his impending responsibilities feel all the lighter.

      And being with her meant he didn’t have to venture outside of Merelani for a bride—for reasons Aalto can’t name, he feels a calling to stay close to home.

      Everything will change after today.

      A flash of movement catches his eye just as he is about to shut the door. He floats across the Grand Foyer to see a figure with scintillant purple scales swimming to the surface.

      His heart drops, and what some may label as ‘hereditary anger,’ pulses in his chest.

      “Good Goddess. What the hell is she doing?”

      But he already knows.

      Every guard in service to the palace is too busy with the coming ceremony to notice anything awry. Now is the perfect time for mischief.

      He flies out the door and slams it shut, feeling a sense of foreboding finality.

      She’s a flighty contradiction. Avarie. A storm of curiosity and unease. He doesn’t know how she does it—dethroning her fear for courage and vice versa. All he can do is accept that Avarie is skittishly turbulent.

      A stubborn cough lodges in his throat. He fails to clear it. What is stuck there—an illness? Or ceremonial jitters?

      A song?

      Aalto prays for nothing of the sort.

      It must be his imagination, though the dread brewing in his stomach screams otherwise. Perhaps it’s some sort of solidarity with his chronically anxious twin. He worries for her, but that emotion cannot surpass his love. Nothing in this world will be more important than the sun to his moon.

      Aalto hopes that one day Avarie can remove the heavy armor of anxiety with as much ease as he does.

      For the thousandth time, he focuses on what he can control—another attempt at rescuing Avarie from harm. Whether from outside forces or the critical gaze of their father, it doesn’t matter. Aalto will always rush to his twin’s side for as long as he lives.
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      In the name of stubborn curiosity, and with a determined shimmy, Avarie bypasses the barrier concealing her watery home from poachers. The magical dome, which was invisible to outsiders, bends to her frame and allows her to drift past the outskirts of Merelani. Avarie throws a look over her shoulder, her locs spinning in a flurry as she verifies that the barrier is resealing.

      A quick glimmer from the enchanted dome confirms its closure, the sight of it soothing Avarie. Her teeth sink into her bottom lip as she continues swimming to the surface. “It’s fine. I’ve done this a million times.”

      Well . . . She’s dreamed of this moment a million times.

      Avarie knows humans like the back of her translucent fin. Sorta. It’s perfectly safe to breach the surface at this time of day. Probably.

      It would be a different story altogether if her father were to catch her outside of Merelani . . . He might not ground her—she’s far too old for that—but Bruinen’s disapproving scowl could make her reconsider going to the surface.

      For a while, at least.

      The human world is compelling to her, possessing her to ignore every rule her kind have, unspoken or otherwise. And the Denizian shoreline is so close that Avarie can already visualize its gritty sand in her hands.

      Avarie breaches the surface, flicking her long, shimmering tail as her body bobs to the sea’s dance. She remains where she is, about three mer-tails away from the pier, shoulders exposed to the open air and eyes zeroing in on the sand decorating the shore. In the distance, there’s a group of docked ships. They appear so small from her vantage point, making her wonder their true size should they come closer.

      “Bruinen would really lose it if I snuck ashore.”

      Despite her fears, the elusive world above the Merelani Sea still manages to send a ripple of curiosity through Avarie. With every fiber of her being—from the tip of her loc’d head, down to her webbed, fan-like tail—Avarie longs to know what it’s like to live in their world.

      Is it as wonderful as her books claim it to be?

      Avarie has an idea in her mind about the human world. An inkling, really, derived solely from all the land-dweller books she’s devoured. Her taste for all literature is insatiable, but human books are so much more seasoned, and numerous in quantity. Humans publish books prolifically. Merpeople? She’s lucky to read one new book a year. It’s also impossible to ignore the differences in writing—merpeople vehemently condemn humans while a small fraction of human authors craft stories of unity.

      Well . . . There’s this one human author lauding tales of harmony between their species.

      A salty-sweet scent swells into Avarie’s nose as she inhales, recentering her focus on the surrounding beauty. The water’s rhythm is calm, her tail only needing to sway a little to keep her upper half above the water. Today will be a perfect day, she declares. One impossible to omit from memory.

      Overhead, there’s a cloudless sky. The swiftly awakening sun smiles down on her, drying the water droplets that speckle her exposed, brown skin. If the sky were an exquisite canvas, the sun would be the focal point drawing the viewer in and making them yearn to know the painting’s meaning. The sun glimmers so intimately atop the water that it makes Avarie wonder if the Mother of the Sea also has some stake in the bright star.

      Avarie continues observing the vacant shore. Just one innocent touch of the gritty sand is all she desires. That, and maybe a new book.

      Crrkh!

      Terror squeezes the air from her lungs, her bravery vanishing just as quickly as it arrived. Avarie ducks below the surface, eyes closed and shoulders trembling. She curls into a ball, ignoring the absurdity of the position, as if whatever made the noise will not see her in the crystal-clear sea.

      “Father’s going to be so mad—why couldn’t I just follow the rules?”

      Crrkh!

      Avarie’s tremors begin to cease.

      Crrkh!

      Her eyes pop open. Something about the repetitive noise does not seem human. “What is that sound?”

      As per usual, curiosity usurps her fear. Avarie tentatively peeks above the water, only allowing her eyes and forehead to be visible.

      A sheepish laugh leaves her mouth as she stares at the pier, noticing how the aged wooden planks groan against each other, creating an unpleasant and earsplitting noise. Although the worry is beginning to dissipate from her body, Avarie is reminded that the mere action of exposing her face to the open air is risky.

      And breaching the shore is far worse.

      It’s foolish—forbidden to venture ashore. Merpeople experience excruciating pain when they fully flop onto dry land; their scales begin to shed one at time, like an agonizing sort of molting. The miserable sensation is carved deeply into their flesh, like a harpoon spearing an unsuspecting sea creature. It’s cruel, really, to be punished for curiosity. Not to mention, there’s an even worse outcome. If poachers were present, they would ensure Avarie never returns to the palace alive.

      That thought alone gives Avarie pause. She fidgets with the sun-shaped jewelry on her right ring finger. She flicks the ring and watches the sun jewel spin on its small metal axis. It dances in the light like her scales. It is true that there hasn’t been a poacher attack in two years. But all of Merelani knows that rising to the surface, as Avarie is foolishly doing now, can lead to casualty.

      It certainly doesn’t help that mermaids are often mistaken for sirens—those so-called sinkers of ships and killers of men. Although sirens were misunderstood themselves. The way humans think all sea creatures with long tails are alike is beyond insulting. Avarie has yet to meet a siren, but the stories she grew up with depict those groups of women as fierce protectors of the sea. They were warriors, not feral monsters bent on the unjust destruction of human life. Only cruelty could inspire a siren’s vengeance.

      Avarie cannot imagine stealing a human life when even plucking dead leaves from her garden’s plants causes her pain. But despite knowing she could be mistaken for a siren, curiosity clings to Avarie’s heart. It makes her want to resist the rules and ignore the insurmountable danger that could await her.

      Just one touch . . .

      Avarie deliberates as close to the shore as she can be without harming herself.

      The warm sand looks enticing to her.

      Avarie squints into the distance, eyeing a particular spot on the shore. There seems to be something embedded in the ground. Suddenly, as if to entice her further, a strong gust of wind blows the concealing sand away and reveals a book, its pages now flitting back and forth in the breeze.

      Is this one she’s yet to read? Or better yet, something from her favorite author, L.H. Sirene?

      Can she be quick enough to flop ashore, grab it, and retreat back into the sea without anyone noticing? Or will the instant pain of leaving the water’s safety prevent her from grabbing the book entirely?

      With stubborn determination, and perhaps a little stupidity, Avarie makes her choice, the potential of an unread book serving as the final motivator. She double-checks the coast for humans. Satisfied by her solitude, Avarie inches forward. She slides her body to the thinnest part of the shore, fingers digging into the damp sand. The dry sand farther along sings to her; it looks as warm and as inviting as she remembers from childhood. Now, if she can just stomach the pain of losing a scale, the abandoned novel will no longer be out of her reach.

      Just a few more inches . . .

      Without warning, strong hands grasp her by the tail and yank her back into the deep. Her locs and arms plume upward into a straight line as the rest of her body is dragged in the opposite direction.
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      Cries of protest croak from Avarie’s throat as she is dragged back to safety, back to the concealing confines of the Merelani Sea. Mild anger heats her cheeks. She glares downward, knowing with certainty who she will see—Aalto. Her annoying and overprotective twin. Merelani’s future heir.

      “Let me go!” Avarie shouts while wiggling like a common eel.

      “I can’t. Not while you’re being an idiot,” Aalto says. His deep voice sounds serious, albeit with an edge of humor. “I knew you’d be out here. Of all days?”

      Avarie’s typically soft voice rises an octave. “If there ever was a time, why not when the focus is all on you, brother?” She winces from the change in pitch, a sure giveaway for when she’s pulling an excuse out of her tail.

      “I want you back at the palace, Avarie. At once. There’s no time for games today. Daylight signals humans to roam freely, and their kind is not to be trusted.” Serious Aalto returns, a frown eclipsing his face and making the scar on his lip curl at a comical angle. Avarie swallows down an amused laugh. She hates when Aalto acts like King Bruinen—all seriousness and no fun. But she knew from the beginning that he would become like their father. It’s the consequence of being the firstborn.

      Avarie rolls her eyes, though a small part of her knows Aalto is right. There will be no warning when a poacher attempts to capture her, just a split second she’s not in control of. She’s better off reading the multitudes of enchanted, waterproof books already stocked in her chambers.

      Aalto continues the chiding speech that Avarie never asked to hear. “You’ve already lost one scale to dry land, sister, are you trying to lose the rest to poachers? Or did you want to get mistaken for a siren this time?”

      Avarie remembers the first and only time she ever stole a moment on land. It was eight years ago, and the experience had clung to her mind like a barnacle to a boat. The instant she sat on land, her tail erupted into an invisible, arduous fire that left her squirming and screeching at the top of her lungs. She desperately clawed her way back into the sea, but not before a scale popped off. Goddess, that short-lived adventure hurt. She had only wanted to see the place where all her favorite books had come from, but all she got out of it was a pale, discolored spot on her right hip; it’s a stark contrast to the rest of her luminescent purple scales. Still, she’d give almost anything to roll in that gritty sand once more.

      But not today.

      Today belongs to Aalto. It’s his coronation. Not a time for Avarie to bend unsaid rules. Everything must go as planned when he accepts the throne.

      Avarie’s lips lock stubbornly shut, which, to her annoyance, prompts Aalto to continue speaking. “You don’t find it silly to awaken every morning hoping that your favorite author will, by some stroke of enchanted luck, be sitting at the pier waiting for you? Why trade your safety for a glimpse of a human girl? I’m beginning to think you have a little crush.”

      Aalto’s mischievous smile burns all her remaining patience away.

      “You’re a nuisance. A menace to Merelani. You know that, right?” She glares at her brother, but her frown eventually wavers and twists into a grin.

      Aalto reaches forward and starts shaking her fin, knowing good and well that it will send her into a ticklish fit. “Mind you, I’m your favorite nuisance,” he says.

      Avarie flicks him away with her tail and laughs. “It’s truly beyond concerning that they’re letting you become king.”

      Aalto rolls his eyes, “Oh, so you want to rule instead, sister?”

      Her mouth crumples into a genuine frown. “I swear on the Sea Goddess that I have no interest in becoming queen.”

      “Right. Merelani’s shy, little sea worm. Or should I say ‘bookworm,’ since you’d rather read all day?”

      “You are a menace!”

      “What is it again—novels of girls falling in love? ‘Riveting romance that’ll shock your heart into feeling.’ That’s on the back of one of your books, right?”

      “Aalto, I love you. But you are the absolute worst⁠—”

      “Ah, ah . . . I’m not done yet.” His grin turns wicked and his eyes brighten in amusement as they descend closer to the dome. “That L.H. Sirene gets awfully steamy. Should I tell father that you’d rather stay up reading those salacious land-dweller books instead of our tasteful nonfiction?” Aalto throws his head back in laughter, which makes Avarie narrow her eyes. “For Goddess’s sake Avarie,” he continues, “I think the Royal Garden’s dying. Please pick up a plant book.”

      Her voice jumps to the highest of octaves. “They’re far from salacious! They’re—they’re beautifully composed love tales. Plus—she doesn’t only write romance. You can’t ignore the fantastical elements sprinkled in, the amazing figurative language. She handles loss and grief with so much care. It’s almost as if she’s pulling from her own experiences. L.H. Sirene is far from crude.” Avarie crosses arms around her chest with exasperation.

      “How would you know? You’ve never met the girl; she could be as torrid as they come, and it frightens me that this unknown author could lead my sister down a trail of debauchery. I better tell father this instant!”

      “Do not tell father! I’ll never receive another human book again.”

      For a second, Avarie wonders how ridiculous they must look—two members of royalty hovering above Merelani’s border and extensively discussing her slightly unwholesome reading preferences.

      And maybe that’s why she continues risking her safety. She just knows that L.H. Sirene understands her, maybe as much as her conniving brother. Maybe much more than her kingdom; they only see her as Aalto’s meek twin. But the way Sirene composes her characters, gifting them layers upon layers of depth, she just knows that she’ll see past the surface level of Avarie too.

      Aalto grabs her by the hand again, the rings on both of their fingers clinking, hers a sun and his a metal moon, a secret to the nervous nature they once shared. He dips his head to the side, locs swaying in the same direction. “I wouldn’t dare. At least one of us should have fun. But you have to promise me one thing.” He squeezes their hands together.

      Avarie notes the straightness of his lips, the lack of a sarcastic frown, and the weight of responsibility in his dead-set gaze.

      “Our dome’s surface grows ever more transparent and fragile. Father and I discovered that it deteriorates the most during the transition from midfrost to summertide, and it weakens even more every time it’s breached. The dome can’t expel nearby humans if it’s fractured. Until the Enchantress crafts a spell to render it unbreakable and keep Merelani invisible to humans permanently, please stay within the barrier’s limits. I want you to be happy. But more than that, I want you and all of Merelani to be safe.” Aalto’s stern expression softens. “You can breach the barrier all you want once it’s secure—but I’m still not letting you out here without guards to ensure your safety.”

      Avarie squeezes his hand before pulling away. She wants to ask why he and Bruinen always leave her out of the loop. She had no idea that the barrier was on the brink of collapse, or that breaching makes it weaker—but it all makes sense now. Creatures are not confined to the border, they pass through the dome just as merfolk do. It doesn’t help that the greatest migration of sea life happens when the seasons shift. Between Avarie’s excursions and all the underwater creatures, the dome could truly break.

      If she had known, she never would’ve come out here. But she speculates that Bruinen and Aalto had assumed she couldn’t handle the news—because they find her as fragile as the barrier. Avarie opts for an easier question instead of asking why they didn’t tell her: “Guards? Why multiple?”

      “Whether you like it or not, you’re next in line for the throne. We have to protect you at all costs. Oh, and the way mother would never let me hear the end of it if something happened to you!” He widens his eyes dramatically.

      “I’m hardly as important as you are.” Her sarcasm is loud, but Avarie knows Aalto can hear the faint whisper of inferiority in her tone.

      Aalto drags Avarie into a hug. The embrace soothes her acutely somber mood. “You and Mairya are two of the most important beings in my world. When I become king, what matters to me will matter tenfold to all of Merelani. You are special, Ava. I know living in my shadow hasn’t been pleasant, but I value your spirit, and your kind perspective on everything. I—I can’t—I won’t do this without you.”

      Somehow, her brother always knows what to say to silence her self-deprecation, and Avarie’s more than grateful for it.

      “Well, come on then. Stop stalling. We’ve got a coronation to prepare for,” she says with a smile before swimming alongside her brother to their home—the royal palace of Merelani.

      As they pass through the barrier, Avarie looks over her shoulder. The barrier shimmers before going still . . . But when the sun’s rays touch Merelani’s protective dome, Avarie swears that she can see an incandescent fracture. Her heart freezes. She blinks thrice.

      When she looks at the barrier again, the fracture is gone.

      Avarie decides to keep the strange occurrence to herself. Aalto doesn’t need to worry about anything else today.

      She shrugs. It’s probably fine.
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      Avarie faces the tilted oval mirror resting in the corner near her reading nook. The mirror’s outer rim is embellished with a thick trim of gold; along it are traditional Merelani jewels, their hue a deep and mesmerizing dark green. These gems of varying sizes are embedded unsparingly around the mirror’s circumference.

      The mirror is around eighteen years, like Avarie. In her youth, it loomed over her like a paternal figure, watching her with the care and pride she wished her father would bestow upon her. Now, she’s of a similar height to the mirror, with only the smallest of breaths between their individual statures.

      Oh, but her favorite space in the room is the reading nook nestled underneath her translucent coral window. The window always gives a satisfying shimmer when the sunlight penetrates through it. Avarie likes to imagine that the near see-through coral mimics what the humans call ‘stained glass.’ Her reading nook, with its assortment of books stacked haphazardly around her chambers, is her safe place.

      Avarie remembers the first time it clicked for her that letters became words, then sentences, and that sentences could be strung together into full-length books . . . Her fondness for reading has only grown with time. Avarie and her father were often at odds, her timid yet impulsive nature always clashing with his expectations of her. But one kindness he did for her was retrieving books from sunken ships, having the Enchantress waterproof them, and allowing Avarie to read for hours on end.

      The waterproofing isn’t perfect, but the Enchantress can restore the books with minimal page bleeding and tears. Avarie can’t complain. After all, she’s spent many nights with a book clutched firmly in her fingers until fatigue finally stole her consciousness. Avarie’s bed may have the highest of thread counts and the softest pillows—but the nook is her first choice for relaxation.

      Fond memories of consuming book after book bring a smile to her face. Avarie stares into the mirror, seeing the present and past duality of her ‘Self’ as she’s being dressed.

      Her maidservant, Mrs. Clara, who has been dressing Avarie since her youth, clasps Avarie’s brassier behind her back. The gaudy garment is unmistakably regal, with its green and purple jewels that were heavy enough to sink her. Yet ‘queenly’ is something Avarie can never be—that’s reserved for her mother, Cordelia. Avarie prefers a carefree lifestyle, sitting in her nook and devouring tales of love—of tragedy and comedy and horror, all of it—all day. But indulgence is not a realistic part of her world, it’s incompatible with her royal duties. Avarie could never be queen. She doesn’t want to be queen.

      Thank the Sea Goddess, she wouldn’t be, what with Aalto being the firstborn and all. But she’ll have other duties—hosting community events, maintaining the Royal Garden, and whatever else her brother will delegate to her once he’s too busy being king.

      The light amethyst scales on her body darken with annoyance. Like color-changing cuttlefish, the scales of merpeople can alter pigment. Although for merfolk, it usually happens because of sudden or heightened emotions, not for camouflage. Avarie loves her brother wholeheartedly, but knowing from a young age that she’d end up serving his every whim left her feeling dejected. And she always wondered what it would feel like to abandon all her responsibilities.

      Mrs. Clara slips a silk shawl up Avarie’s arms and onto her shoulders. It was a luxurious fabric made from the rare secretions of a pen shell mollusk. She clasps a matching chain belt dotted with authentic pearls right where Avarie’s stomach and scales meet. The layered belt has additional chains that drape down in half-moons on either side of her hips, a fancier version of the waist beads Avarie was wearing earlier.

      The mermaiden begins applying ceremonial paint on Avarie’s skin, a shimmery paste of crushed abalone and pearl. Intricate swirls, dots, lines across her neck, collarbone, and arms. Mrs. Clara avoids Avarie’s midsection, as paste is only permitted there for expectant merpeople. In an aged voice, Mrs. Clara remarks, “How grown you have become, my dear. You look beautiful. I’m sure others have noticed too. Has anyone captured your heart recently?” The mermaiden waits for a response as she removes Avarie’s crown from its glass encasement. The majestic headpiece gleams in the light filtering through Avarie’s expansive window.

      Avarie sighs. She knows that the merwoman means well, but everyone in the kingdom must be wondering the same thing too. “Not yet, Mrs. Clara. There’s hardly any merwomen highly ranked enough to wed in this kingdom. Father doesn’t take kindly to outsiders either.” Avarie remembers the first time she kissed a mergirl. The king was furious. How dare she press her lips to a commoner? That was the first time she realized how different her life was compared to other merpeople.

      Mrs. Clara laughs lightheartedly, her bob-length braids shaking along with the movement of her head. “Well, you never know, my dear. Love can ensnare you at the most unexpected, and sometimes inconvenient time.” The mermaiden affixes the crown atop Avarie’s head; her locs fall past her lower back, golden cuffs adorning some of its strands. The gold of her crown outshines the trim of the full-length mirror entirely. Mrs. Clara puts distance between the two of them and observes her handiwork. “Any woman would be lucky to have you. Now come. Let us make our way to the grand staircase for your announcement. The king would hate it if you were late, Princess Avarie.”
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      Today, impulsiveness wins again.

      Craving another moment to herself, especially after her thwarted venture ashore, Avarie makes a left out of her chamber’s double doors and disappears down a side hallway and heads straight for the Royal Garden.

      Despite Aalto’s ribbing about the state of her plants, Avarie loves taking care of them. Nothing beats getting lost in a good novel, but she’ll take tending to the garden as a close second.

      Avarie swims faster at the sight of the first set of water-resistant arches leading into the garden, a feeling of contentment propelling her tail as she passes through them. The three arches were adorned with sea roses, their black vines intertwining through each of the archways’ grooves. They are a sight to behold, and Avarie’s favorite out of all the plants.

      She loves the roses for their resilience, for the way they endure every season, and their beautiful mint hue and their mesmerizing scent that, somehow, could melt the stress from Avarie’s shoulders with one sniff. She touches every arch past the entrance, and with each passing second, disappears into her own world.

      The rest of Merelani can wait. Her plants need her.

      Avarie hums to the centuries-old coral that exist in a vast array of hues, sizes, and textures. She read somewhere that communicating with plants helps them grow stronger. Her mouth waters, daydreaming about the savory crunch of coral chips. She hopes some will be served after the coronation.

      The next garden patch is reserved for the intensely dark-purple kelp. A little too slimy for her tastes, but with a thickening sauce and a sprinkling of salmon, the stringy plant is tolerable. Avarie continues her light humming as she passes the wild stalks of seagrass. She wishes to sing, but that’s impossible. Merfolk cannot sing as they please—that’s the stark difference between them and sirens. There are only two reasons that merpeople sing: after birth, akin to a human baby’s first cry, and . . .

      Avarie refuses to think of the latter.

      On her fourth circle around the garden, she hears her name being called.

      “Avarie. I knew I’d find you here.”

      Avarie freezes in place, feeling like a merchild again. Her shoulders instinctively lift to her ears. She grasps onto an arch, dropping her nose into the nearest sea rose. Her shoulders relax.

      “Momma Cordelia, I didn’t notice your presence.”

      Her mother laughs with authentic amusement. “I know you, daughter. If you aren’t in your nook, you’re with the plants.”

      Sheepishly, Avarie turns around, an embarrassed smile pinching at the corners of her mouth. She flicks the sun ring on her finger.

      “I just needed a moment. A few seconds to myself.”

      Cordelia envelopes her into a hug and Avarie returns it without hesitation.

      “Ah. Just like when you attempted to breach the shore earlier today?” Queen Cordelia raises a knowing eyebrow.

      How does she know that?

      Damn it, Aalto.

      Avarie shakes away her chronic annoyance for her brother.

      “Momma, you know everything, don’t you?”

      “When it comes to my twins, yes. Even if Aalto—” Cordelia pauses to laugh again, “Even if your brother had not shared it with me, it’s intuition. Maybe one day you will experience that for yourself.”

      Avarie chews her lip. She’s yet to manage a thorough thought about children. At first glance, the idea seems appealing. But the reality is that she couldn’t, and wouldn’t raise a merchild without a partner. Sure, it’s possible, but it’s not a choice Avarie wishes to make. Right now, these plants and her books are Avarie’s progeny. “Maybe, Momma Cordelia. Maybe. Perhaps a discussion for another time? I suppose right now it’s time to support Aalto. It’s the most significant day of his life, after all.”

      Cordelia extends her hand and Avarie clasps it. “Very well, I won’t lecture you. I’m certain your brother already did. Let’s make our way to the Grand Foyer. We can’t start without you, precious daughter.”

      Hand in hand, Cordelia and Avarie leave the garden. Unable to resist a final glance at her plants, Avarie peers over her shoulder and catches something that looks like a flicker of lightning. If she had blinked then, she would’ve missed it entirely.

      Avarie tells herself that this irregularity from the usually serene sky and the barrier’s temporary fracture earlier mean nothing.

      It’s probably fine.

      Right?
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      “Her Royal Highness, Princess Avarie of Merelani!”

      The herald’s voice booms through the Grand Foyer, carrying upward to her and below to the crowded ground floor. Avarie’s sick of being announced first because she’s the lowest-ranking member of the royal family. She prays that the announcer and the citizens of Merelani watching her cannot decipher the fear in her eyes. Avarie wants to appear calm, composed—but she probably resembles a panicked, out-of-water fish in desperate need of rescue. She digs her nails into the railing, grasping for purchase on her reality as she guides herself to the foyer’s balcony where the thrones reside.

      Avarie nods in acknowledgment. She barely manages to prevent her crown from slipping off, her shaky hands darting up to reposition it atop her head. She sits. The ornate, golden chair sends a chill up her spine. Since her shawl only covers her jeweled brassiere, the rest of her back remains exposed. Her long, crescent shaped nails tap the armrests. She hopes the coronation passes with haste.

      The palace is massive. It has three cavernous floors and numerous rooms. But a real testament to its size is the ground floor where the kingdom’s citizens are gathering. Overhead, there’s a rectangular sunroof casting a glittering light upon excited attendees. The waiting crowd is vast and densely packed, a kaleidoscope of diversity in terms of ages, skin tones, and genders. Avarie swallows a lump in her throat and flicks her ring as an anxiety-riddled afterthought.

      It would be Aalto waiting in her golden seat had things been different . . . But instead, the pearl encapsulating her twin twinkled with life first. They were born from the same oyster, but Avarie took a little more time. Eighteen minutes to be exact. And so, she sits here, waiting for her family to arrive and for Aalto to be crowned king. She’s okay with that; the anxiety of ruling a kingdom might just crush her. But that doesn’t stop her from wishing the stigma of being secondborn would cease following her like a shark stalking its injured prey.

      The herald continues, voice laced with pride: “Queen Cordelia of Merelani!”

      Avarie’s mother floats through the entrance, chin held high, her black box braids pulled smartly into a bun atop her head, with an ornate crown as the centerpiece. It would be the ultimate blessing from the Goddess if Avarie could exude even an ounce of the confidence her mother possesses.

      “Now then, please rise if you have yet to do so.” Merpeople in the crowd below straighten their posture and tighten their attention on the balcony. Avarie rises from her seat and adjusts her crown once more. Her father expects perfection. But she’ll just have to give him her best.

      “Presenting: His Royal Majesty, King Bruinen of Merelani!”

      Avarie’s father breezes past her, his crown the most decorated of them all, encrusted with small sparkling white diamonds, and the largest Merelani jewel Avarie’s ever seen at its center. Momma Cordelia looks to Bruinen with tired, yet loving eyes. Over thirty-five years of ruling together, and now they may finally rest. It’s Merelani’s custom that the ruling monarchs pass the crown to their eldest offspring after they turn eighteen years—for it would not serve their kingdom to allow rulers to make decisions for a future they may not live to see.

      With his arms splayed wide, her father takes over the introductions. His voice, deep and commanding, booms through the packed foyer. “It is with ultimate joy that I announce my eldest, my son, Prince Aalto of Merelani! May he serve all of you well. From the members of the royal court to our villagers that do the hard and necessary work to keep Merelani thriving. May he keep us safe from the land dwellers encroaching upon our territory, who steal our beloved fish and scales for their personal gain. The weight of the crown is harrowing, but I don’t know anyone better suited to wear it.”

      Avarie looks down, disheartened by her father’s candor. She knows he doesn’t think she has what it takes to rule, but it’s even worse to hear him announce it to the entire kingdom. Her father continues, “I present to you all my beloved son, Aalto. The new reigning King of Merelani.”

      Claps erupt from the crowd and little merchildren let out gleeful screams. Aalto emerges from the opposite balcony, looking every bit the king he’s meant to be. His locs, though shorter than Avarie’s, are contorted into an intricate twist down his back. Aalto’s dark skin flashes against the gold paint on his bare arms and chest, and the golden clasp wrapped around the bulging muscles of his right arm. His straight white teeth gleam with outright pride. This is his moment, and Avarie couldn’t dream of souring it despite her complicated relationship with their father.

      Even the sun is managing to shine brightly, sending rays of hope and glee through the massive sunroof of the foyer. Aalto gives a regal bow to the crowd before swimming over to hug Avarie and Momma Cordelia, and to clasp Bruinen’s huge hands. When he leans in for the embrace, his hair smells just like hers, like freshly plucked sea roses.

      The herald appears, holding a crown atop a royal-purple tassel pillow. Aalto bends down, accepting his new crown. He then gestures to someone and out comes Mairya, his bride-to-be, passing through the mollusk satin curtains. The tawny merwoman with straight black hair and almond eyes is beaming with joy. She leans in to kiss Aalto.

      Sometimes Avarie wishes to be Aalto, to have what he has—affection from another, as well as her father’s pride.

      A longing begins nesting within Avarie’s stomach as her eyes linger on Mai—then shame overcomes her. She looks down and isn’t at all surprised that her purple scales have changed hue. Avarie only hopes that no one else has noticed. The amassed crowd didn’t make her break composure, but somehow a stupid childhood crush that won’t wash itself away, does. In more ways than one, Avarie remains second to her brother.

      Aalto and Mairya come together to lift their conjoined fingers up to the sky. What a joyous, picturesque moment. Avarie swallows down her jealousy because, more than anything, she loves her brother. It’s not his fault Avarie’s spent too many years being secretly lovesick over Mai. It isn’t his fault that Bruinen’s an unfair, distant father to her either.

      The crowd erupts into cheers again, many are waving at the couple and some are hugging each other. Servants at the banisters hoist up the Merelani flag, each enchanted cloth swaying with ease. Avarie loves to look at the flag. It encompasses so much gorgeous mystery and symbolism. From the starry night sky and the waves that meet at the dark horizon, to a slender brown hand reaching upward from the sea to cradle a single star. It’s unquestionably the Sea Goddess’s fingers reaching from the beautiful void below, signaling harmony between the sea and the world above. If only this were actualized in real life.

      Avarie places a hand to her quickly beating heart. A new era begins today. An even better one, though their parents were fair rulers. Momma Cordelia often dealt out grace when Bruinen desired punishment—though Bruinen’s stringent reign never resulted in fear or anarchy. But all that is now past.

      Avarie’s shoulders relax. She will work through her fear of public speaking and compromise with Aalto on whatever he asks her to do. This will be easy, painless, and Mairya will be there too, the future queen; the three of them grew up together, and despite Avarie’s complicated feelings, they remain close. She hopes their closeness will inspire the kingdom further.

      This day is truly shaping up to be perfect.

      Then the world above Merelani shifts.

      The sky darkens and a menacing, thunder-like boom deadens the chorus of cheers. Avarie falls back onto her throne, stunned by the lightning pulsing overhead, illuminating the dreary sky to reveal not one, but hundreds of glowing cracks in their barrier. High up and near the surface, a hulking ship appears right above Avarie’s head, suddenly visible through the foyer’s coral sunroof.

      The one-way barrier should be concealing the kingdom from anything that does not live under the sea, if she can see the human’s boat, then surely they can see Merelani as well. Then the ship births some sort of vessel. It plops into the sea and down, down, down it chugs slowly toward their dome.

      Avarie squeezes her ring so hard, the pointy rays around the sun jewel’s circumference prick her skin, drawing drops of purple ichor to the surface. She wipes the blood on her shawl and flinches at every additional flash of lightning.

      Aalto shoots her a look of knowing apprehension. She can’t bear the intensity of his gaze, so she stares at her hands before shutting her eyes altogether.

      The screaming starts after multiple flares, unleashed by the diving vessel, crash into the palace’s sunroof and burst like perilous fireworks. Coronation attendees disperse like octopi scattering after they’ve released ink.

      But all Avarie can register in her mind is that the land dwellers are here.

      Everyone in Merelani is in danger.

      And it’s all her fault.
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      The coral roof cracks and jagged shards rain down on the merfolk who had been too frozen to vacate the foyer.

      A drumming noise pulsates from somewhere far above them, reverberating in eerie waves that dance strikingly across the seafloor. It is followed by an even worse tune, that of a scratchy whistle building up, mimicking the screech of a creature screaming in abject terror. Others follow, joining the mighty instrument, crafting a symphony of high-pitched shrieks.

      The disturbing music slices through Avarie’s thoughts—it’s deep, evocative. A haunting cacophony Avarie’s only ever heard stories of. However, tales of the Poacher’s Song do not do it justice; not the way it makes her spine tingle and her pierced ears prickle, or the way it evokes a chill deep in her bones that she can’t shake.

      Avarie’s hand clenches into a fist around the fabric of her shawl, her nails piercing through the material and into the skin underneath. She watches as tension manifests all over her father’s body. The dome had come into existence long before Bruinen became king, and now it’s in peril. His mouth contorts into a gruesome snarl and his hand, which was still wielding the royal staff tightens. His broad shoulders pull back, entire body taut like the war bows in Avarie’s books. Bruinen’s tail darkens to a murderous red hue. Avarie knows he’s upset for two reasons:

      Land dwellers have threatened the people of Merelani.

      And Bruinen can’t intervene because he’s no longer king.

      Aalto eyes the surface, gritting his teeth at the massive ship that’s likely chock-full of poachers. His thick brows, identical to Avarie’s, crinkle with distaste and apprehension. Her mother’s face never falters, ever playing the role of a stoic queen. Avarie gathers next to her mother, burrowing into her welcoming arms, and whispers, “What is to be done?”

      Land dwellers have never interrupted such a monumental moment—Avarie doubts the humans even know that—but worse still, in all the Merelani literature she’s devoured, Avarie’s yet to read about an interaction between their people that ends peacefully. And humans have never gotten this close before; poachers usually attacked lone merfolk who strayed near the surface. That’s why breaching the barrier was discouraged—if you dared to go beyond the border, you could be lost forever.

      Avarie peeks out from under her mother’s embrace. They both shift their gazes to Aalto, who was caressing Mairya’s hand. Avarie clutches her mother’s forearm, and Cordelia places a hand over her frantic touch, their brown hands fitting together like otters grasping paws in the night.

      There’s a weighty silence before Cordelia speaks, “If we had time, I’d suggest your brother strategize with the Enchantress. There is nothing that powerful merwoman can’t fix.”

      The Enchantress? Avarie’s eyes widen. Of course, she can solve their problem! She has to tell Aalto even if it goes against tradition.

      Mairya squeezes their hands together, perhaps in a doting attempt to strangle Aalto’s simmering rage. Yet by his eyes alone—the storm swirling inside of them—Avarie knows the merwoman’s efforts are futile.

      As Avarie starts toward Aalto, plan brewing on her lips, he speaks. “As your new king”—Aalto makes eye contact with every remaining commoner—“I will ascend to the surface. I won’t allow measly land dwellers to poach from us or contaminate our waters. I will secure the barrier.”

      By yourself?

      He can’t be thinking that he’ll stop them alone. The ship is large enough to catch thousands of crabs and large fish; they must have a sizable group with nets and weapons!

      Avarie’s grip tightens around her mother.

      Mairya cries out and latches onto Aalto. She shakes her head with vigor as he, with tenderness, pries her slender fingers away. Aalto wraps Mairya into a hug and whispers something in her ear. Her shoulders shake, but she nods in agreement to whatever he says. Aalto removes the crown and returns it to their father. Bruinen claps a strong hand on Aalto’s shoulder in acceptance.

      “For safekeeping,” her brother states.

      Aalto dips his chin to Avarie and Cordelia before gesturing for three guards to follow him. The guards are already outfitted with sturdy breastplates, shields, spears, and helmets. But Aalto lacks the same protective gear.

      “Come,” he orders the guards, “to the armory! I will show these land dwellers that the new King of Merelani will take action, just as the former king had done.” His speech earns him an immediate nod of approval from their father.

      Aalto and the guards prepare to vacate the foyer for the armory nestled in the far back-left of the palace, just a few tails from the Enchantress’s room. Avarie’s stomach flops with nausea.

      What does Aalto intend to do?

      Body to body, limb to limb, all those remaining in the foyer huddle close. The storm above them continues to rage, and Avarie glimpses what must be a tangle of knots being thrown into the water. A net?

      Avarie expects her brother to breeze past her and go straight for the armory, but instead Aalto stops right in front of her, grabbing onto her shoulders with both hands.

      “Aalto, the Enchant⁠—”

      He shakes her and Avarie’s voice falls away.

      Like the gradual changes of a moon phase, Aalto’s face transforms into the spitting image of their stern father. “Go to your chambers. We need you safe.”

      “Let me help you, please.”

      “Now, Ava. I don’t have time to argue. I have to fix this.”

      I have to fix what you did, Avarie.

      He doesn’t say it, but the words hang heavily between them both.

      And that’s enough to make her flee the royal balcony, the sting of Aalto’s unsaid words propelling her forward. Her breath comes in erratic spurts, the walls of the palace blurring as she retreats to her chambers.

      She slams the door shut with shaky hands, recoiling as if the door handles burned her flesh.

      It’s your fault, Avarie.

      You broke the barrier, Avarie.

      “I-I didn’t mean to,” she laments in such a weak voice, she can scarcely hear it.

      Avarie’s body screams for her to collapse, but her mind compels her to swim with manic flair, from her bedpost to the window nook, back and forth like a tsunami of unbridled anxiety.

      She imagines numerous boats brimming with hungry, human eyes waiting for the chance to attack. Heavy nets diving low into their waters, scooping away innocent merfolk. Each glance toward the curtain-covered window stokes her anxiousness to new peaks, and looking at her untouched ceiling only makes her visualize the Grand Foyer’s demolished sunroof.
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