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Ah, mermaids.

For the citizens of Breadcove Bay, it’s hard to put up with the mermaids, but it would also be hard to be without them. The mermaids—and, more specifically, the land walking merfolk—play unique roles in the civilization. 

The mer traders bring in the most amazing, jaw-dropping finds—typically for reasonable prices—but the warnings parents give their children about mer voices and mersong at night exist for a reason. 

The mer teachers are insightful, if you can get them to share what they know with humans, yet they are also condescending and firmly secure in their own superiority. 

Merfolk are attracted to beautiful things, but sometimes from the human perspective the mer taste can be questionable—even gaudy. 

It might seem as if mermen are more arrogant than mermaids, but the mermen would probably argue that the mermaids are vainer and a lot more complicated. 

Breadcove Bay wouldn’t be what it is without its merfolk influence. 

Meanwhile, across a vast ocean and on an entirely different continent, the Agratican civilization has their own relationship with the mers. With the significant difference that the merfolk are a main power in their own split metropolis: Aquatica City, located half on dry land, and half under the ocean. This unique city plan allows for an unusual level of flexibility for mixed-blood families. 

Though Aquatica City is one of the major hubs for trading on the Agratican continent, and the mer traders certainly do a brisk trade in Breadcove Bay and elsewhere, the merfolk tend to be tight-lipped about trading information between civilizations: They don’t love to tell the people of one continent anything much about people from elsewhere, even if some of their own number do travel widely. 

Maybe mostly because they feel secrecy gives them a trade advantage. 

The first three stories of this book are about the mermaids’ interactions with citizens of Breadcove Bay. 

For more on the Luminator, see the short story “The Supreme Tea of All Teas.”

The second set of three stories in this book are about the mermaids’ interactions with Agratica. 

The last mermaid story in this set is a chapter from my book Dari: Dragons Rising.

When I was growing up, for a few years I shared a room with a younger sister. 

It became our habit at night for me to entertain her with bedtime stories about fantastic worlds of magic and beautiful princesses that lived in many realms—water, land, and sky. 

I’m sure some of that old storytelling impulse eventually worked its way forward into these and other stories. 

She’d listen wide-eyed. Wanting to know: what happened next?

And the next night: And what happened then?

I can still remember, strikingly, the set-up of our room—her bed across the room from mine, furniture between the beds clearly demarcating my side of the room from hers. A barrier that helped keep peace between our differing temperaments.

The stories of those evenings were a thing that crossed the barrier as if it wasn’t even there. 

Cheers,

R.S. Kellogg
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by R. S. Kellogg

With fingers trembling and freezing within her red gloves, even with the boost of all the heat her internal nature could provide, the Luminator struggled to get the door open on the small split-level cottage built on the rim of Sapphire Lake, a ten-minute walk from the edge of Borealis University. 

A cold fog was thickening her thoughts, which currently flowed along like a muddy stream. Though she shook her head, she could not clear the thick, congested feeling. 

There was something unnatural about this cold. 

The scent of the freezing forest and lake smelled overly frost-bitten, as if the snow sprites had not just nibbled on the edges of reality but had actively chomped down hard, and refused to release their prey. Everything had a look and a feel tinged with grayness like frostbite, and edged in white. 

Great trees standing tall around the lake postured as if they were the giants who actually owned the place, and the Luminator would have been glad to let them have it entirely. A couple of enormous pines grew close enough to the cottage that the branches—heavy with snow—nearly brushed the cottage’s side. 

The Luminator had reflected the first time she’d seen the place that the cottage had been nestled into an existing gap as well as possible—but there hadn’t been much of a clearing there to begin with.

The builders had probably not taken any trees down to widen the gap for the cottage, which had probably been a wise move. 

This part of the woods was typically especially wild and unusually awake. 

Even the trees could have opinions. 

But today, the usual alertness of this place had also been replaced with the same sleepy, sluggish feeling. Which was so out of the ordinary that it contributed to the sense that something here was wrong. 

Despite being wedged in between trees, the side of the cottage that faced the road didn’t need to be wide to begin with, as the upper-level rooms went in a straight line all the way back, and the lower level was located below the lake. 

The upper half of the house suited the occupant when she chose to use legs and entertained land creatures; the lower half was for when she chose her tail. 

The Luminator’s breaths hung heavy on the late afternoon air: a cloud with each exhale. It was so cold the air caught in her lungs. Her black hair was tied back in a thick ponytail that left her ears exposed beneath her hat, so they were also freezing. Tiredness made her body sag with the depletion she felt whenever she faced the rare temperature below the range which she could happily tolerate. Her feet within her thick winter boots felt completely numb; her knees ached. 

Her fingers were shaking harder as she futilely knocked against the door, as hard as she could, for the third time. She noticed that the noise this time was softer than the first two times she had knocked—and that her strength was fading. She felt as if she were wasting away—as if only the warmth of her heart and core kept her alive, and even that seemed to be dulling. 

It was so rare for her to be frozen out like this, even in extreme cold, that it hadn’t crossed her mind to consider it a possibility when she’d bundled into her warmest things, thrown a couple of items into her robe’s pockets that may come in handy, and hurried out to check on the cottage. 

If she’d realized it would be this cold before she’d left her workroom, she may never have come. Usually even the coldest days around Breadcove Bay gave the Luminator little trouble—she was, after all, a being birthed from fire. But today, on the fourth day of a terrible cold snap, the Luminator struggled to grapple with even such simple a matter as the frozen door. She couldn’t feel her hands. Her face felt like a frozen mask, and she could feel a cough coming on from deep inside her lungs.

Not good. 

Not good. 

She sensed downward into the ground for the great heat below the surface, seeking to call up reserves of warmth to support her, but something below the ground here was slippery like oil and disorienting. She pulled her consciousness right back up into herself as soon as she realized that whatever barrier was there wouldn’t let her through. 

There was no additional heat to be had. 

So there wasn’t much time. 

If fuel of her internal flame were to start sputtering—if it risked going out—the Luminator could be looking at the end of herself. 

Even in her cold, muddy thinking, she had enough of a sense of self-preservation to be careful. She could spare perhaps two minutes more at the door, and then if she failed to open it, she must turn back for her own sake, and pray that she could make it back to her workroom in time, and that the cottage occupant would survive somehow on her own. 

The front of the cottage smelled like icy wind. There was no wood smoke, and no sign that the cottage was currently inhabited. It was so blastedly cold, even for Breadcove Bay, that the Luminator suspected interfering magic.

Against the dull thud of her own heartbeat, the Luminator thought that hopefully, hopefully, the occupant of the house had decided to choose the lower half of the house and port away before the current cold snap had descended to its worst. 

—This despite the fact that the rest of the university staff hadn’t seen the teacher who lived in the cottage for three days, and despite the fact that the Luminator’s own inner spark, which she trusted beyond everything else as a guide, had screamed to her that she must do something when Shanning—another fellow teacher—had stopped by a half-hour earlier to mention the teacher’s absence. 

They’d looked at each other, and Shanning had half-heartedly offered to come, but they both knew he wouldn’t survive this kind of cold as a human.

It had been egotistical of her not to consider whether it might be too cold for her as well, really.

The fastening of the cottage door still wouldn’t budge, frozen stiff. 

She dropped her hands away from the door, helpless, head drooping. Then, the memory nudged her of the handful of small items which she’d shoved in her pocket before she’d left. Perhaps one of them may be useful. 

Digging through the large side-pocket of her robe with clumsy fingers, she pulled out a length of red twine. 

It there was an element of interfering magic to the deep cold of the day, perhaps this might help. 

As quickly as she could manage with her stiffening hands, but still carefully, the Luminator wrapped an end of the red twine around the latch. 

Then she breathed a fire word aloud: an unbinding. 

As if it had been a knife slipping across warm butter, the door eased open, creaking mightily and leaving water sliding down the door and dripping into a puddle across the floor as it went. 

Thank the sun. 

The Luminator threw herself into the cottage with a burst of energy fueled by rising fear—she must find out if the cottage was empty, and she must find heat—and she slammed the door shut. 

Her ears pricked at a deep crackling sound as the edges of the door immediately froze shut again. 

Shivering heavily, the Luminator realized she’d just committed herself to staying in the cottage until the end of the cold snap, probably: she couldn’t expect to unseal the door again and make it across the distance over to the campus and keep her remaining warmth. 

The trouble was that the interior of the cottage seemed to be just as cold as the outside, if not colder. 

Frost covered the walls of the little front room, and the fireplace had what looked like a foot of snow in it. 

How had that even filled up? Shouldn’t there be a way to block it at the top?

The Luminator wrapped her arms around herself to retain more heat and moved quickly across the blue rag quilts on the weathered boards of the front room floor and through the gap in the floral curtains that divided the first room from the next room beyond. 

The second room was a kitchen. Everything tidily arranged, with pots hanging in a neat line on the wall, and dishes stacked on a shelf. The table was clear except for an unlit lamp and a tidy stack of books next to a tidy stack of student papers. The dishes in the sink had clearly been abandoned before they were cleaned—with food still frozen in place on the plates. Looked like the remains of fish and potatoes for two. 

Which meant someone had been a guest in the house for the most recent meal. 

The Luminator shook her head. With everything in the house so chilled, it would be difficult to track how old the food on the dishes might be. 

She wrapped her scarf around her neck a little more snugly, and moved through the far doorway of the kitchen, aware that there were two more rooms above water—two more places that she could check. 

If her friend wasn’t in either of those two spaces, the Luminator would return to the kitchen to see what warmth magic she could conjure to keep herself alive until the cold snap fell. 

The next room was the bedroom, with a full cozy-but-empty bed, and a closet filled with a few teacher’s robes and some simple dresses. Only two pairs of shoes on the floor. All very tidy, the bed cleanly made. 

Impatient now, the Luminator crossed this room quickly, sparing only a glance to either side of the tidy bed to be sure that nobody had fallen and frozen on the floor in here. 

Finally, she reached the last curtained door, which would lead her into the last room. 

The last room was a strange room for a strange house—a combined bathroom and powder room, with a toilet, an enormous ornate tub, and a dressing table; yet also a transition room, with stairs that led down into the lake side of the house, which as near as the Luminator had heard from the descriptions was actually something more along the lines of a cave. 

The Luminator pushed through the curtain into the last room, planning to do a quick check before she’d retreat into the kitchen, where she’d planned to start up the stove and get herself, at last, warm. 

But as soon as she arrived in the room, and the shock of even-colder air in the space, she stopped, heart pounding. 

It was an eerie space, with strange light. The room was lit only by the high windows, and by the luminous seashells that Maryssa had mounted to the walls of entrance that went into the frozen lake, giving the coloring of the room a strange green cast to it. 

Maryssa the mermaid lay unconscious in the tub, her face pale with a cast of blue, her head tilted back at an angle. The water of the tub was frozen. The flippers of her great tail extended out of the tub like a sculpture, with a thick sheen of ice coating every inch of her great blue fins and the scales of her tail. Her face looked contorted in pain, eyes clenched shut, nose wrinkled. Her fingers were in a frozen grip on the edges of the porcelain tub. 

“Oh Maryssa,” breathed the Luminator, and instantly regretted opening her mouth as now her tongue and throat felt cold—this room was noticeably colder than the rest of the house. Probably because the watery entrance to the lake side of the house was frozen solid and emanating a heavy chill. 

It was like being in an ice house.

She felt her inner spark dim even more. 

The Luminator took an instinctive step backward, toward warmth, obviously she’d gotten here too late and she must hole up in the kitchen until things warmed up outside. 

Her foot crunched against a patch of snow that she hadn’t noticed. 

A faint cracking sound in the tub drew her attention.

And Maryssa’s eyes opened. 

The look she gave the Illuminator was shocked and dazed. 

The Luminator nodded at her, as if to say, “Oh, good. You’re alive!” But she didn’t dare to open her mouth again in the frozen room. Instead, she retreated backwards, quickly, feeling her inner spark growing wispy and faint. Back through the cozy bedroom, back to the kitchen. She tied her twine around the controls of the stovetop, and dumped a tiny spark of her own flame to serve as a pilot light. 

The stovetop roared to life. 

Fire. 

Finally, fire. 

Her native element. 

The Luminator peeled the gloves back from her hands, leaned forward, and stuck her hands into the fire, plunging them deep into the flames. 

Ah. 

That felt better. 

The rest of her body shuddered in a massive shiver as she realized exactly how cold the rest of her had gotten.

The cold at her core was tenacious. She had to shake her shoulders and stomp her feet to get it to start to break its hold. 

She let the fire soak into her skin.

The part of herself that was a little bit human stepped aside. 

And the part of herself that was a flame elemental drank in revitalization. She felt the fire caress her like a concerned lover, soaking deeply into the bones of her hands, filling her blood with a life-giving spark that began to course through her system, bringing fresh new vitality up through her arms, and to her great heart, which lit up like a torch being refueled, and poured fresh new heat into her secondary fire below—her soul spark. 
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