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Chapter 1

Solana held her breath as the familiar hands held her under the water.

Two strong hands fisted in her hair, ripping strands from her scalp as they shoved her further down. Her cheeks ballooned outward as she pressed her lips together in a desperate pucker. Futile—she had been here enough times to know that by now. He would hold her under until she couldn’t help but take a breath. But that wouldn’t stop her from trying. Maybe this would be the time she outlasted him.

Maybe this would be the time she wouldn’t be weak.

The water was warm, warm as an ocean current washed in from the summer southern seas, bringing with it exotic smells and a few tasty lost fish. But that was nothing more than a memory—she would never feel the ocean on her skin again. Her life was this pool, always the same temperature, just slightly warmer than her skin. That was his doing—he knew she liked it cool, the cool of the dark depths. There were no living currents; the water was always still except for the ripples caused by her own desperate struggles.

Long strands of her own hair waved in front of her face like dark, glistening worms. He wouldn’t let her cut it. He liked it when it tangled around her, when it wrapped itself around her neck like his fingers. Beyond the curtain of hair, candlelight flickered above the surface.

She fought as hard as she could for as long as she could. Fought the hands holding her down; fought her own body’s impulse to breathe. But she had learned by now that she could only fight for so long.

Her breath left her lungs in a string of bubbles. The gills at either side of her neck opened like flowers unfurling, despite her efforts to keep them sealed shut. Her tail thrashed against the stone side of the pool in useless protest as she took a long breath through her gills.

Her body hummed with relief, even as she screamed inside her head. She knew what was coming.

Then her gills began to burn.

The poison took effect almost immediately. The burning spread through her gills into her lungs, until she was burning alive from the inside. She could almost feel the flames licking at her innards, cooking her, reducing her to ash. But her tormentor would never be so kind as to let her die.

It spread down her veins next, into her arms and fingers, her torso, her tail. But the burning wasn’t the worst part. No, that was the twitching that began in her extremities and traveled upward until her entire body vibrated against the grasping hands. His hands tightened in her hair, holding her under, pushing her deeper. He wouldn’t let her escape the poison. The cruelest thing about this poison was that no matter how much she breathed in, it would never kill her. Not at the dosage he used in the pool when he felt like watching her squirm.

The twitching turned to shaking, which turned to wild thrashing. She wasn’t in control as her arms flopped wildly, breaking the surface to splash uselessly against the surface. Her tail shook up and down, side to side, slamming over and over against the hard stone. Each impact was agony, reverberating through the soft parts of her soft tail and up into her bones.

Her mouth opened in a silent scream. Sugary water flooded her mouth. It seemed all the crueler that the poison tasted sweet.

The hands released her. Her head crested the surface. Her gills sealed as she drew a breath of unpoisoned air into her lungs. The air down here was always stifling, and reeked of candle smoke and the mold that grew on the walls. She didn’t care. She sucked it in like it was a healing elixir.

With her head above the surface, the details of her prison were once more clear around her. The circular pool, deep enough for a human to drown in but barely wide enough to fit the length of her body. The rough stone walls with candles set into iron holders. The wet stone at the edges of the pool; the damp walls; the crawling mold. And on the walls, the knives and whips and other tools he liked to use on her when he wasn’t in the mood for the poison.

Her home. Her prison.

His dungeon.

She gulped in breath after breath, but it wasn’t enough to stop the burning. She knew from bitter experience that it would take several long minutes to fade. Worse, her body still twitched and shook, threatening to send her back under with every ripple of involuntary movement that burned through her.

Her tail slapped against stone. Her head jerked side to side, flinging water droplets off the soaked ends of her hair. She retained just enough control of her limbs to hold herself above the surface, treading water frantically with arms that constantly jerked out of rhythm.

He sat at the edge of the pool, legs tucked neatly under his body, and watched her. His fine clothes were soaked through, but he didn’t seem to care. He leaned his head on one hand as he yawned, his eyes half-closed and dark with displeasure.

Prince Castenas.

Her lover.

Her torturer.

Her former husband.

His hair gleamed yellow under the candlelight, like he was made of flame. The dim light made his skin look waxy, like he was unreal, a constructed thing. A monster from some children’s tale. Up in the sunlight, he looked like a hero out of legend, a statue brought to life, a god. Down here, she could see his true self.

A pity she hadn’t seen it before she had married him.

She couldn’t believe she had once kissed those lips willingly—the same ones that now curled in a sneer as he looked down at her. It felt like a dream she could only half remember. Like another lifetime. A life when she had known the feeling of waves on her skin and sun in her hair and the tender kiss of a man she had thought loved her.

He let out another yawn, and tapped his mouth theatrically with his hand. “You’ve grown quite dull, you know. In the early days, you could hold your breath for longer and longer each time. Now it seems you’ve reached your limit—or else you’re simply not trying anymore.”

There was no point in trying, not when he would hold her under until her gills opened no matter how long she held out. There was no point in trying, and yet she did anyway, because she was that determined—or that stupid.

She might have told him all of that, if only she could speak.

She trembled, sending little ripples out toward the edges of the pool. A smack of her tail sent a splash of water up onto Cas’s lap. He barely seemed to notice.

“I can’t even increase the dosage anymore,” he said with a pout. “Not without risking permanent damage. That means all I get for my efforts is watching you put on the same show you’ve put on for me dozens of times.”

Solana thought it was more like hundreds.

Her tail finally slowed, then stopped. Her arms ceased their trembling, coming back under her full control. Cas used to savor the last of her twitches with his eyes; now he didn’t even seem to be watching. He gazed at the candles on the other side of the pool, deep in troubled thought, pondering his own boredom.

She grasped the side of the pool and heaved herself up until her forearms rested on the stone. There she held herself, hands in fists, neck a tense line as she kept a wary eye on Cas. She clung to the stone and hugged the side of the pool with her body as if it could save her life. It couldn’t—there was no saving her—but it would spare her more pain. If she could just keep holding on.

Her tail jutted straight down, pressing up against the stone. Her head sagged; she struggled to hold it up. Her breath came in short, silent gasps. One more cruelty of the poison—the exhaustion it left her with afterward. The frantic movements it forced her body into burned through her body’s supply of energy until there was nothing left.

She needed sleep. But she slept underwater. If she let go, if she let herself sink, she would breathe in another dose of poison through her gills, and the cycle would begin again.

The poison would take hours to dissipate on its own. She would need to cling to the side of the pool the whole time. She knew from experience how badly her eyes would burn by the end of that time, and how her head would feel like it weighed as much as all the stones of the castle combined. By then, the candles would be dead, leaving her in absolute darkness.

She met Cas’s eyes and made the gesture for writing—one palm facing up, rigid, fingers together, the pointer finger of the other hand scribbling an imaginary line across it.

He looked at her with feigned confusion. The candlelight deepened the small frown between his brows. There was no confusion, not really. He knew what she wanted. He just wanted to make her work for it.

She widened her eyes and parted her lips slightly in an expression of supplication. His lips curled upward at the edges. “I don’t know,” he said. “Do I really want to hear what you have to say? You’re normally not very happy with me on these nights. And I’m quite enjoying the peace and quiet down here, away from all the hubbub of the castle.”

Her eyes went wider. She looked up at him imploringly. Please.

There was nothing important she had to say to him, not tonight. It was less about the words and more about the act of writing them, and of having them read. Of being heard.

“Well,” he said, drawing the word out deliberately, “maybe at least it will be something amusing. You haven’t provided me much amusement so far tonight.”

He walked to the shelf that held the brands of various sizes. At the corner of the shelf was a stack of paper, and a few sticks of charcoal, like artists used for sketching. He brought her one of each and set them down on a dry part of the ledge.

He went back and grabbed a small towel. She held still while he patted her arms carefully dry with the cloud-soft fabric. He moved on to her fingers, curling each one in the towel, squeezing slightly before letting go.

From the outside, it might have looked like a gesture of care.

As long as the person watching didn’t know how much she hated the feeling of being dry. It felt like her skin was going to crack open. Like she was going to wither like the petals of a dead flower and crumble to dust.

But she had to keep the paper dry if she wanted to write.

Why do you keep coming back when you’re bored with me? she wrote, and tried not to think about the alternative—being trapped alone in the pool, in the darkness, forever. Nothing to eat but whatever fish happened to swim through the underground grate that opened once a day to freshen the filthy water. If anyone bothered to open it anymore once Cas was done with her.

He leaned down to read what she had written, and tapped his chin. “You know, I’m really not sure. It hardly seems worth the trouble anymore.”

You could let me go, she wrote, and held her breath.

He barked out a surprised laugh, like the idea was preposterous. “And figure out how to haul you down to the beach? What makes you think you’re worth the trouble? No, when I decide I’m done with you for good, I’ll just kill you. Simpler that way.” He eyed her like he was sizing up a cut of meat. “In fact, I’ve been considering it for some time now. The novelty wore off years ago.”

She hesitated before responding—but really, what did she have to lose now? If he was going to kill her anyway, why not say what she wanted to say? Whose fault is that? she wrote. If torturing me bores you, it’s because you don’t know how to keep it interesting. My sisters always warned me men never understand how to keep the spark of marriage alive.

This time, his laugh was one of delight. His eyes lost their sleepy look. “You were never this sharp-tongued when we met!” he exclaimed. “I didn’t know you had it in you.”

What can I say? You’ve turned me bitter.

He grinned as he read her words, showing his teeth. Then his smile faded. His eyes lost their brief spark of life. “This show of spirit still doesn’t make you entertaining enough to hold my attention anymore. If you thought it would save you, you were—”

A sharp knock on the stone door cut off his last word.

Cas’s lips thinned in annoyance. He glanced over his shoulder, freeing her from his gaze. “I’m busy,” he snapped. “I thought I left orders that when I was down here, I was not to be interrupted under any circumstances.”

“I’m sorry,” came a querulous voice from the other side of the door. “But this matter—”

“Under any circumstances,” Cas said in a tone that made Solana shiver. It was a tone she knew well. It was a tone that promised pain.

“The matter is urgent,” the voice persisted. “I was ordered not to return until I had delivered the news to you in person.”

Cas cursed under his breath. “Put yourself away,” he hissed to Solana under his breath. “Under the water. So you won’t be seen.”

She glanced down at the water, which glimmered orange with reflected candlelight. It looked innocent. Peaceful. Like home. But the poison still lurked under the surface. Would Cas linger with the messenger until she couldn’t hold her breath anymore? He might, just to torment her.

But one sharp glance from him was enough to tell her that whatever happened if she didn’t obey would be worse. She had plenty of scars from all the times she had questioned that look in the past.

She sucked in a deep breath, let go of the side of the pool, and ducked her head underwater.

The groan of the stone door opening was distorted by the water. She opened her eyes, but could only see a suggestion of wavering shapes—one silhouette that was probably Cas, and another on the other side of the door, which Cas had opened only the barest crack. He didn’t want anybody to know what—or who—he was hiding down here.

Cas’s voice, too garbled for her to make out what he was saying, but the displeasure in his tone was clear. The other voice was deferent and solemn. When the messenger was done speaking, Cas’s voice changed. His tone turned as solemn as his visitor’s.

Solana hoped something terrible had happened.

She heard footsteps retreating, and the groan of the door shutting. A click as the deadbolt slid back into place. Still, Cas didn’t free her. The consequences if she raised her head before she was allowed would be terrible. More terrible than the poison.

He didn’t even need his hands to hold her in place anymore.

Her lungs burned. Her gills ached with the need to open. She couldn’t take it anymore. She exhaled—

And those strong hands hauled her up by the hair. She breathed in air instead of water, not even caring about the pain in her scalp as more strands of hair ripped free.

As soon as he released her, she clung to the side of the pool, panting. Cas’s face was stone, his eyes downcast. He didn’t even seem to take his usual pleasure in her desperation.

“I have just received news,” he said in a heavy voice. “My father the king has passed to his eternal rest.”

She motioned for the towel. He dried her quickly, without his usual sadistic precision. Her fingers were still a little damp when she grasped the charcoal stick; she took care to touch only the edges of the paper, which wrinkled with the moisture.

I’m sorry, she wrote.

And she was—although not for Cas. She remembered the king only faintly, from that brief bright time when she had thought she had found her true love and her true home. The king had smiled when he had given his blessing to their whirlwind marriage, although his eyes had wrinkled with concern.

She hadn’t had much chance to get to know him after that. But he had always seemed nice enough.

Cas read what she had written and gave a solemn nod.

Then he threw his head back and let out a burst of delighted laughter.

“You’re sorry,” he chortled. “Sorrier than I am, I’m sure. It took the old man long enough to give up that hairy, wrinkled old flesh. I was beginning to worry the dosage of Nerissa’s herbal mixture was too low.” He shot a grin toward the closed door. “This is the best news I’ve had in a long time.”

When he turned to her again, his eyes glowed with a new spark. “You know, I think I’m in the mood for a bit more fun after all. In a matter of days, I’ll be crowned king. We should celebrate.”

He grabbed her wrist, yanking her sharply off balance. When her tail came up to steady her, he let go of her wrist to grasp the small fins at the end, leaving her arms free and flailing. She caught herself against the side of the pool, her tail helpless in his tight grip. She couldn’t pull away, not without the risk of tearing the fragile fins.

He pulled the end of her tail up out of the water. The scales began to dry out at the first touch of air. She shuddered.

He stroked the fins lightly, then moved up to the thicker meat of her tail. Her tail muscles rippled with revulsion.

“Something shiny for Nerissa to wear at the coronation,” he said as he plucked off a glittering scale. “Only the best for my soon-to-be queen.”

As the pain hit, Solana threw her head back and opened her mouth in a soundless scream.


 

Chapter 2

Before

 

The human city lay scattered across the shoreline like a glittering pile of jewels. The sun shone down on multicolored roofs—the sun, so vibrant up here, its light undiluted by layers of cold and heavy water. Dawn’s rosy pink cast all the buildings in a hazy, dreamy light. And in the center, the castle—the castle! Like some frothy dessert, its turrets rising up like swirls of whipped cream, the sunlight twinkling off the white stone like a sprinkling of sugar.

Even this early in the morning, the city teemed with life. Humans hurried down the sloping streets, tiny specks turned into gems by their brightly colored clothing, rubies and emeralds and sapphires talking and laughing and rushing to their work. From this far away, on the small outcropping of rock, Solana couldn’t hear anything they said, but she imagined their bright and cheerful voices with no hint of the darkness of the depths in them.

Up here in the pink of the dawn, how could anyone be anything but happy?

Solana closed her eyes, tilted her head to the sun, and let herself dream of a joyful sunlit world.

But she quickly opened her eyes again, peering past the boats on the harbor, hoping for a glimpse of what she had come here to see. Who she had come here to see. It was silly of her to hope—he only came down to the docks occasionally. Most days, the only people out by the water were sailors loading or unloading cargo.

But when he did come, it was always at dawn.

There was no sign of him today. Only dark-haired and rough-handed sailors shouting to each other in voices too faint to hear. She was about to duck under the water with a sigh when she saw it—the gleam of polished armor. No one but the royal guard tended to their armor that lovingly. There they were, marching two by two down the central dock. And with them…

A flash of blond hair. And although she was too far away to see his face properly, she thought she saw a flash of a heartstopping smile.

Prince Castenas.

He walked to the edge of the dock, pulled off his shoes, and sat with his legs dangling into the water. His guards stood behind him, straight-backed and stone-faced. He kicked his feet lightly, sending up small splashes. She could get a real glimpse of his face now, and there it was, that small and secret smile.

She wondered what he was dreaming of.

He tilted his chin up, gazing out toward the horizon. He turned his head toward the rocks in the distance—toward her. She slid off the rocks and beneath the waves in a hasty dive, and swam toward the depths, toward where she had come from. But then she stopped. She wasn’t ready to go home yet.

She would never be ready to go home.

She stared down into the murky underworld where her father ruled with iron fist and iron trident. Icy dread curdled her stomach.

She did a backflip and poked her head up above the surface again. Her heart pounded with the risk.

She treaded water, tail swaying side to side to keep her afloat. She stared out at the docks. There he was, squinting out at the rocks, toward where she had been.

Had he seen her?

She stayed where she was, even though she knew it was too risky. Watching him watching for her. She longed to duck her head underwater where it was safe. She longed to call out to him—or swim to him. What would it feel like to swim under those dangling legs, the scales of her tail rubbing against soft human skin? A pleasant shiver ran through her.

His skin would be as warm as sunlight.

He squinted out at the rocks once more, shading his eyes. Then he rubbed his eyes and turned away.

Solana let out a breath of relief—or disappointment.

She would have to be more careful next time.

She was so tired of being careful.

But even coming this close to him was a risk. And she wasn’t brave.

Then wiry fingers grasped her ankle and yanked her underwater. She spluttered and spat water as her body switched from breathing air to breathing through her gills. She thrashed against her attacker, flinging her tail out clumsily behind her. The attacker evaded easily, and pulled her further down in the process. Within the space of two heartbeats, her back was pulled tightly against the attacker’s body, with a skinny but strong arm wrapped around her neck. The attacker pressed the arm tightly against her gills, leaving just enough slack for her to breathe. The threat was clear.

“Spying on the humans again?” an exasperated voice sighed in her ear. “I thought we talked about this.”

Solana went limp with relief as she recognized the voice. Solana’s sister Sariah—better known as Riah to anyone who valued their life—released her grip.

Riah was everything the sunlit world wasn’t. She was hard and sharp and muscled, her skin dotted with scars and shaded the porcelain white of someone who had never seen the sun. Her tail was a glittering green, the color of poison, of death. Her eyes glinted green to match. She had a deadly beauty, one that could hypnotize an attacker long enough for her knife to find their throat. Especially because her knife hand was faster than any Solana had ever seen.

Unlike Solana, she looked the part of the daughter of the dread Mer-King. There was nothing soft about her.

Right now, those green eyes were regarding Solana with disgust she didn’t bother trying to hide. “Don’t you remember your fighting lessons at all? What was that pathetic tail whip? If I were an assassin, you’d be dead.”

“If you were an assassin, you wouldn’t have gone after the king’s least-favorite daughter,” Solana pointed out.

“You would have his favor if you worked to earn it. As it is, you barely worked to save your own life just now.”

Solana did remember the fighting lessons, even if she didn’t remember much of what she had learned there. Mainly, she remembered how badly they had gone. How she had been all flailing arms and thrashing tail. How the other students—most of whom had been half her age—had giggled behind their hands. It hadn’t taken long for the instructor to wash her hands of Solana, even knowing it would risk the king’s displeasure to expel the princess from her class. Even the king’s threats hadn’t been enough to convince her to take her worst student on again.

Solana had accepted the truth long ago: she wasn’t suited for fighting. She was meant for gentler pursuits. Art. Music. Admiring handsome princes as they sat on the docks in the sunshine.

If only her father had come to the same acceptance.

Solana had once had a hobby of crafting art pieces from discarded items from the human world. Cheap baubles thrown into the sea made beautiful decorations, of course, but she also utilized less obvious materials: pieces of broken pottery, scraps of old clothing. It had been more than a hobby—she had begun to consider it a vocation, and herself an artist. She had even dreamed of showing her pieces to her father, and proving to him that she was capable of something, even if that something wasn’t fighting.

Until her father had followed her to her hidden cave one day and discovered her pieces for himself.

He had destroyed them all as she watched. Every single one. When he was done, he had left her in the wreckage of her dreams without so much as a backward glance. As if she wasn’t worth even a single look from him.

“What were you doing up here again, anyway?” Riah asked impatiently, breaking Solana out of her increasingly morose reflections. “What do you find so fascinating about those creatures? Just the look of them—ugh! Those legs. Like a tail split in half.” She made a face.

Solana opened her mouth, then closed it again. She shook her head. It was pointless explaining the draw of the human world to her sister. Riah, a true daughter of the king, was a creature of the depths. She wouldn’t understand Solana’s yearning for a world where she could feel the sun on her face. A world where the buildings glittered like gems, where people smiled and laughed and didn’t guard their backs all the time. A world where the king lived in a confection of a castle and was loved by his people instead of feared.

“What do you want, Riah?” she asked instead. “Why are you here?”

“Not me,” said Riah. “Our father. He’s looking for you.”

The dread was instant, cold and thick and dark like the bottom of the sea. “Then what does he want?” she asked, trying to sound like it didn’t matter. Trying to sound like he was nothing but an annoyance to her.

Trying to sound like she wasn’t afraid.

From the curl of Riah’s lip, she didn’t succeed. Her sisters had no patience for her, the runt of the litter, youngest and weakest. And Riah had the least patience of all.

“He has a job for you,” said Riah.

The dread filled her veins with the chill of the depths. She missed the warmth of the sun. “What kind of job?”

“Something that will toughen you up,” said Riah, not bothering to hide her skepticism at the thought. “To help you learn what’s expected of a ruler.” She paused. Her voice softened just enough to make Solana think she had misjudged Riah—her scorn, her skepticism. “I agree with him. You need this.”

“I’ll never rule,” said Solana. “I’m the youngest.”

“While the king is still alive, we’re all expected to do our part,” said Riah. “Not swim around daydreaming and risking the disgusting humans catching glimpses of us. And after his death… well, you’ve heard the stories of our father and his sister. There were only two siblings in that generation. There are five of us, each of us against all the others. It will be bloody. You’ll either fight and win and rule, or die.” She stared into Solana’s eyes, the green of her gaze unexpectedly intense even this far underwater. “If you want to live, you need to learn.”

Riah looked away at that, her eyes dark, the lines of her face angry. Angry at Solana? But why would she be angry at the thought of one less potential rival for the throne?

Then anger faded to sadness on her sister’s face, an unaccustomed softness. Maybe Solana had gotten it wrong. Maybe, despite her impatience and her contempt, Riah was fond of Solana in her own way, in her dark saltwater heart. After all, wasn’t it Riah who had sniffed out what Solana was doing in the cave, months before her father had discovered her? She had never told on her. Instead, she had warned her to stop her forays into art, or at least to hide her creations more carefully before her father found out what she was up to. And she had been right, in the end.

“It doesn’t have to be that way,” said Solana. “All the fighting and death. We can work together, the five of us. If we choose to.”

Riah gave a long-suffering sigh. “Maybe if we were humans. That’s not how it’s done in the depths.” Her voice sharpened. “And whatever you do, don’t ever let our father hear you talking like that.”

If we were humans. A sharp stab of longing shot through Solana.

If we were humans. If we were glittering creatures of light, all smiles and laughter and joy.

If only.

“Tell him you couldn’t find me,” said Solana. “I’ll deal with the consequences later, when I see him. Please.” She knew, somehow, that whatever those consequences were, they would be better than whatever job he had in mind for her.

But Riah shook her head. “You need this, little sister,” she said, and smacked Solana’s arm lightly with a playfulness that was out of place on her. “You need to try to learn. Just try. Whatever you think, you are part of this family. You have what it takes to rule. It’s in your blood.”

Solana lowered her head miserably. Her hair billowed out around her. “I don’t,” she said. Why could no one understand that? Blood or not, she wasn’t meant for the depths.

“Come on,” said Riah, and swam swiftly downward. She didn’t look over her shoulder to see whether Solana would follow.

She didn’t need to. Solana was already swimming after her. She didn’t have the courage to refuse.

Down. Down. Away from the light, away from the warmth of the surface. Down into the cold, dark depths. Solana’s vision changed, picking up the heat of the living creatures that swam past, the anglerfish with their lantern lures, the circling sharks with their razor teeth. Everything gave the two of them a wide berth. All sea creatures shared a deep instinct to avoid the merfolk. And those with enough brains in their heads to do more than eat and sleep and reproduce knew the royal family was to be avoided most of all.

As they swam, Riah snatched a slow-moving eel out of her path before it could flee. She popped the squirming head into her mouth and bit it off with a crunch. When she grinned, bits of flesh were caught between her teeth. Solana looked away. Her stomach was too unsettled to eat.

What did her father have in store for her?

It took all too short a time to reach the palace. Tall and vast, it looked like a living thing, jagged black coral stretching knife-edged tentacles out in all directions. The coral emitted an eerie green glow the color of Riah’s eyes.

Her father’s palace was no glittering confection. It was a greedy beast. It was poison.

The guards in their scaled armor gave them nods of acknowledgment as they swam through the front gates. No one questioned their right to be there. Everyone knew the daughters of the king, and no one would dare question them.

Riah led Solana into the courtyard, with its gardens of swaying carnivorous plants, its statues of warriors and kings. One statue showed a past king holding a spear aloft, draped in the entrails of his enemies. Another portrayed a queen with a pronged blade held at a pleading enemy’s throat. The statues had always made Solana shiver. The moss that grew over the stone did nothing to soften the statues’ appearance; instead, it only made them appear more lifelike. The fuzzy green moss became the queen’s hair; slimy red algae became a thick sheen of blood.

One hungry plant stretched a translucent pink tendril out toward Solana’s tail. She shrank back. Riah batted it away with the back of her hand, and it wilted, curling into a shy spiral.

At the center of the courtyard stood a plain stone pole. Unlike everything else in the yard, it was unadorned. It was only a simple pillar of thick stone, worn smooth by time and use, its surface stained red with old blood.

A terrified merman was chained to the pole.

His eyes went wide at the sight of the two sisters. He quivered against the stone as his mouth opened to emit a wordless plea. Like everyone in the depths, he knew who they were. And like everyone in the depths, he knew the stories of the viciousness of the king’s daughters.

Solana wanted to be sick.

It wasn’t just the sight of the man, with the long scabbed-over cuts down his naked chest and the raw terror in his eyes. It was that his terror was directed at her. When a man looked at her, she wanted his eyes to shine with awe at her beauty, and soften with affection. She wanted him to look at her like she was the sun. But she was a creature of the depths, where the sun didn’t reach. And this man, like all men, looked at her like she was a poisoned blade striking at him in the dark.

The water rippled against her skin as a new figure swam into view from behind one of the statues. Unlike the man tied to the pole, this man did not keep his chest uncovered because he had been stripped of his armor, but because he felt he had no need for it. Thick scars crisscrossed his bare skin, evidence of the battles he had survived. His long hair undulated through the water in time with his thickly muscled tail. He bared sharp teeth as his piercing green gaze moved from the prisoner to Solana.

Solana didn’t know who he seemed more displeased to see: the terrified man, or her.

“She came as soon as she heard you had need of her,” said Riah.

The Mer-King shot Riah a skeptical look. “I’m sure she did,” he said, his voice thick with sarcasm. “And where did you find my wayward daughter?”

“Practicing her tail whips,” said Riah. “She’s getting quite good.”

Solana fought to keep her surprise off her face.

This time, her father’s response needed no words. He let out a sharp, unkind laugh as his gaze swept over Solana.

“This man,” he said in the low growl that was capable of sending any of the merfolk to their bellies to prostrate themselves with their faces in the sand, “was one of my soldiers, tasked with eliminating the rebels to the east. He attempted to abandon his unit and flee my kingdom. He is a deserter. It is your task, my daughter, to deal with him as we deal with all deserters.”

The man cringed away from the king’s voice, straining against the chains that held him in place. The chains waved in the current, which moved softly in the rhythm of her father’s words, as if even the sea itself obeyed him.

Solana looked away from the prisoner. But that left her looking directly into her father’s eyes. She lowered her gaze. “You should choose someone more suited to the job. I’m not…” She left the rest of the sentence unfinished. She wasn’t what? Strong enough? Vicious enough? Cruel enough? She wasn’t enough, she knew that much.

She never had been.

Her cheek erupted in pain as her father slapped her across the face. “You are my daughter,” he said, grasping her chin between thick fingers, “but do not think that gives you the right to question me.”

Solana couldn’t find her voice. She only nodded. Whether she had initiated the movement, or whether her father had pulled her head up and down in a semblance of a nod, she couldn’t say.

He released her chin with a sharp jerk. “You need to learn, my daughter. It’s past time. Make this man suffer. Make his screams echo far beyond the palace. And mark his suffering on his body, so that when we display the body outside the palace, anyone who sees will know the cost of defiance.”

The cost of defiance. Those words didn’t just apply to the terrified prisoner, whose eyes had rolled back in his head as he moaned in fear. They also applied to her.

He pressed something into her hands. She shuddered at the slick feeling of the eelskin leather handle, and the weight of the metal chain that hung off it. The chain was heavy enough that a powerful strike would move it through the water with force and speed, even against the current. It was heavy enough to make somebody bleed.

She looked down at the whip. Her stomach roiled.

She would almost rather her father would use it on her.

Almost.

“This will make a fine start,” her father said. “From there, your sister can advise you. Her creativity in these matters is impressive.”

Solana didn’t ask Riah what her father meant. She was sure she didn’t want to know.

But… no one could force Solana to use the whip against the prisoner. If she dropped it, or held it out to her father without a word, they did not have the power to compel her movements. Her sister could lecture her with biting contempt. Her father could shout at her with a roar that shook the foundations of the palace. But no one could make her hurt this man.

No one but herself.

But here was the truth of her, the truth she had known deep in her bones the day she had stood by without a word and let her father destroy all that was precious to her: she was too gentle for this world, but too much of a coward to resist its demands.

She swung the whip.

The strike was weak, but it connected. The barbed tip bit into the prisoner’s flesh. Blood billowed out from the wound like smoke as he threw his head back and howled.

The water tasted of his blood. She imagined herself breathing it in through her gills, taking it into herself: her violence, her shame.

As she watched the cloud of blood dissipate, as she prepared to strike the helpless man again, she made a silent vow to herself.

Just once, she would overcome her weakness. Just long enough to free herself from the depths.

She couldn’t stay here.

She would find a place where she belonged.


 

Chapter 3

The darkness of the dungeon wasn’t like the darkness of the depths. In the depths, there was always life: the movement of the currents, the sounds of swimming and swaying and growing things, the glow of ever-present sources of heat. In here, there was no life. There was only the dark, and the dead stone of the walls, and the circular current she herself made as she swam in tight circles.

No beginning and no end. No escape, no matter how far or how fast she swam.

She swam anyway.

The water was warm enough to feel stifling against her skin. It pressed against her and seemed to clog in her gills. She had been born to the cold of the depths. She had thought she longed for warmth, back when she used to make her clandestine trips to the surface. Now she knew better.

She couldn’t escape the heat. She could never cool down. The faster she swam, the worse the heat under her skin became, but slowing down didn’t help either. It only made her more aware of how trapped she was in this tiny pool and its unnaturally still water.

It was the stones. They heated the ocean water that came in through the grate every day. She could feel it spreading up from underneath the pool. A fire Cas kept lit under there, maybe, in a level of the dungeon even lower than this. It had to take effort to keep the water warmed all the time. But he did it anyway. He did it simply to torment her.

If he didn’t come back, at least maybe the fire would go out.

She had been swimming in darkness for days. Four days, by now? Five? More? She had no way to count other than the servants who came once a day to open the grate, and she couldn’t be certain they hadn’t skipped a day. Maybe it had been two days since they had come, or three. Her growling stomach certainly felt the lack of fresh fish. And she only got cooked food from the kitchens when Cas himself brought it and fed it to her bite by bite.

In the early days of her imprisonment, Cas would visit her once a day, sometimes more. Then it became every couple of days, and she was grateful for the respite. But despite his boredom with her, his visits had never been less frequent than that. Until now.

He was the king now, or soon to be. Perhaps he simply had no more time for her.

Perhaps she would finally be allowed to die.

The thought filled her with relief and terror in equal measure. She wanted the pain to stop… but despite everything, she wasn’t ready to die. She swam faster, faster, her fins brushing the warm stone of the pool’s bottom.

Then, through the layers of water that churned with her movements, came the heavy groan of the stone door.

She stilled. Then, slowly, she crept upward. High enough to see over the lip of the pool from under the surface. Not high enough to be seen.

Her heart drummed inside her chest, an erratic rhythm of anticipation and dread. She hadn’t been left to die. But if her visitor was Cas, in a few moments she might wish she had been.

Distorted voices filtered through the water. “You get a peek at the coronation today? All them nobles lining up to kiss the prince’s pasty cheeks?”

“Got to call him the king now,” answered a second voice, higher and reedy. “And no, I was on stable duty.”

“Lucky you. I’d rather muck out stables than clean up after that lot. The horses are cleaner.” The speaker let out a hoarse guffaw at his own joke.

It was the servants, come to open the grate. Her heartbeat slowed. They had still been coming every day… so far. She sank back to the bottom of the pool, away from their eyes. She hovered near the thick metal sheet that covered the grate at the bottom edge of the pool, and waited for it to roll away. Her stomach growled.

“Hey! You down there!” Something broke the surface above her with a soft plink. It drifted through the water and past her nose. A pebble. They liked to throw things: pebbles, old chicken bones, sometimes worse.

“You know how it works,” the servant continued. “You want fresh water, show us your pretty face.”

Sometimes, when they were in a hurry, the servants did their job without making demands of her. More often, they liked to play. They lacked Cas’s cruelty, but their games were a different kind of torment. Only a select few of the castle servants knew about her, and possessing secret knowledge went to their heads. They thought it made them special. Entitled.

She would have to give them what they wanted eventually. But she delayed, lingering at the bottom, her circles slow now.

“Don’t you want some nice juicy fish?” The servant’s voice was clear even from down here. He must have been leaning down toward the water, trying to see her. “You know what it costs. Just a quick look. No need to be shy.”

“Does she actually eat the fish raw?” asked the other one. He must have been new to this duty.

“I’ve seen it,” his companion confirmed. “Chews them up while they’re still alive. It’s a good thing fish can’t scream.”

“Her teeth must be sharp, then. Like a shark’s.”

“Who knows? I’ve never seen ‘em. She keeps quiet. And when she’s eating, I prefer not to look too closely.”

“You think the prince is brave enough to…” The newcomer’s voice trailed off, but Solana could imagine the obscene gesture he was making with his mouth and hand.

“Well, how else are you supposed to do it with a mermaid?” A coarse laugh. “And he’s the king now, remember?”

“She’s still not coming up,” the newcomer complained. “I want to get a look at her.”

“We’re leaving,” the man with the lower voice called in a singsong voice. “You can get your fresh water tomorrow. If the new king isn’t too busy to remember to send us down here.”

Solana swam to the surface with a kick of her powerful tail. She crested the surface to see two men staring ogle-eyed down at her: a stocky man with a mustache, whose face she had seen before, and his rail-thin companion with hair like straw and teeth too big for his mouth.

The man with the teeth gaped at the sight of her. “She’s real,” he squeaked. “I thought this might be some kind of prank.”

“She’s real, all right,” said the mustached man. Then, to Solana, “Give my friend here one of your little flips. Show him that tail of yours.”

This was the game, and if she didn’t play, she didn’t eat. She leapt out of the water, corkscrewed in midair, and dove back under the surface before bobbing her head up again.

The man with the teeth goggled. He leaned forward, wobbling perilously.

If he fell in, she wouldn’t lift a finger to save him from drowning.

He righted himself. “If she’s that willing to do what you say,” he said to the mustached man, “you ever thought about asking for something else?” He gave his hips a few obscene thrusts, leering down at Solana.

“Thought about it, sure. But didn’t you just say she’s probably got shark teeth in there? Not worth it.” The mustached man walked to the lever set into the wall and grasped it with both hands. He held Solana’s gaze, a small smile on his face, like he wanted her uncertain about whether he would actually pull it. This, too, was part of the game.

She gave him the worried look he wanted. Please, her eyes said.

He grinned at her and pulled the lever. From below, metal squealed against metal as the plate that covered the grate drew back. The water moved. A hint of life at last. She swam to the bottom of the pool and pressed her face up against the thick metal bars.

She couldn’t see any light from outside filtering through the ocean. It must have been night. But the ocean smelled like home. It tasted like home, like fish and bitter algae and a spicy current rolling in from the west. Her skin prickled with pleasure as cool water flowed through the grate, easing the stifling warmth.
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