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      A Mom’s Choice Awards® Gold Recipient

      

      “Pulses with action right from the start in a unique tale with a magical setting and a fun plot with lots of twists and turns. The characters are wonderfully quirky and well-developed... Electrifying... much like the Percy Jackson and Harry Potter series.”  — Readers’ Favorite, ★★★★★

      

      “Aquatic and exotic; a fun and fast-moving tale of friendship.” — Kirkus Reviews

      

      “Imaginative and colorful, Alessia in Atlantis is a page turner from the very first moment.” — The Children’s book review

      

      "For young readers looking for a new fantasy world in which to get lost, Alessia in Atlantis may be just the ticket… A cute, creative, and occasionally scary world full of magical creatures and mysteries just waiting to be solved." — IndieReader

      

      “Alessia’s magical journey to the lost city of Atlantis… will enrapture middle grade fantasy readers.” — Booklife (Editor’s Pick)

      

      "Thrills, friendship, ... an intriguing underwater adventure." — Foreword Clarion Reviews ★★★★
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      Alessia had not expected Herior’s fourteenth birthday party would involve quite so much grand larceny.

      Sure, she hadn’t attended many birthdays. Where she’d grown up in Scotland, she’d been the school weirdo. Her empath power could make her cry over any random kindergartner wetting his pants because she felt their embarrassment as her own. No one there wanted to be friends with such a drama queen.

      And even though she’d made a great group of friends underwater here in the air pocket state of Atlantis since she’d arrived almost two years ago, they’d skipped quite some birthday parties on account of being busy saving the world.

      An eerie, high-pitched croak of a laugh echoed from inside the derelict, seaweed-covered building that stood before the five friends. A few small balconies dotted its façade like barnacles, but there were no nasty grindylows in sight—neither on the balconies, nor behind the building’s broken windows.

      “Come on guys, let’s go in. I can’t take this rotten egg smell anymore,” Kella said, looking even paler than normal as she swatted away the stinky steam rising from the swimming-pool-sized jacuzzi in front of the tower.

      “I’m with Kellsypoops on this one,” Herior said, smacking a hand down on her shoulder as she rolled her eyes at the nickname, the corners of her mouth twitching. “The whole of Seagrass-City, including the grindylows, was intrigued by the birthday festivities in the central square. That was the whole point of slipping out of my party to do this. But if we’re gone too long, people will wonder where their favorite birthday boy is!”

      By ‘do this’ he meant the robbery. They were going to get Alessia’s late father’s trident back from the grindylows. Alessia had stupidly given it to them, even though it was her most prized possession. And now her villainous mother had told Alessia she needed the trident for some nefarious plan, so they had to steal it back and hide it before she got to it.

      “You’re sure you guys want to join me? We’re technically committing a crime…”

      “That’s turtle poop!” Herior said. “We’re taking back what they tricked you into giving them. Besides, we’re already rapscallions! Naror’s mom is leading the opposition against the government, I’m scum from the Seagrass-City slums, Larthuzor’s the shame of his family for hanging out with us troublemakers, and don’t get me started on Kellsypoops—that speaks for itself.” Kella whacked him on the arm, and Herior flashed his dimpled grin.

      “Alessia, can you sense with your empath power where the remaining grindylows are, so we break in through an empty room?” suggested Larthuzor, wise as always. But Herior was already strutting towards a random broken ground-floor window.

      Naror shrugged and followed, “Or Herior goes ahead.”

      “Or Herior goes ahead,” Larthuzor conceded. “Herior, at least wait for Alessia to check!” he called out.

      Are you really going into another mission without using your mind control power? A darkly familiar voice throbbed inside Alessia’s head. Even though you’re useless at pretty much anything else. Come on! That power’s made for being used. It would be so easy to control the grindylows’ minds. You could have them bring you the trident on a silver platter!

      Alessia ground her teeth to push it down. This was bad news. Only last week she’d come dangerously close to going to the dark side because of her mind control power. Unlike her empath power, every time she used mind control, she became more obsessed with it. And this voice in her mind would whisper that she should become the ‘Sensate Supreme’ from the old Chaco prophecy that said: ‘The creatures of the Earth and of the Sea will, one day, be united and the Sensate Supreme will exercise its rightful control over them’.

      She’d made bad decisions because of that voice, accidentally causing Naror to get thrown down stairs and Vulcor, her friend (and—let’s be honest—crush), to almost get suffocated.

      Nope. She’d only use her empath power from now on—and hope she could keep the ‘Sensate Supreme’ voice in check.

      She shut her eyes and let her empath power roam free. She sensed a few strong emotions around the first floor—glee, jealousy, rage. There must be a group of grindylows there. Another couple at the back of the fourth floor—with a lighter emotion, like a mist of perfume. Maybe sleeping.

      “We should be safe entering anywhere on the ground fl—” she said as Herior dived through a window. Say what you would about Herior, he knew how to steal a scene.

      The less athletically keen Naror and Larthuzor creaked open the front door to the building, sending a cloud of flies buzzing off the rotting seaweed that covered it, and Alessia and Kella thought it wiser to follow them.

      They found themselves in a dark, dank hallway, with jungle vines hanging off the ceiling, and foul-smelling swamp water splattered across the floor. Only the rattle of insects and drip drop of water disturbed the creepy silence.

      “There’s a lantern, look!” Naror pitter-pattered through the puddles to the dim light flickering on the side and picked up the lantern before realizing it was an aquarium full of fireflies. He dropped it with a shriek. It smashed on the floor and the fireflies burst in every direction. Alessia, Kella, and Larthuzor screamed and ran down the hallway to get out of the swarm, and further inside fast. There had to be some sort of main lobby at the end of this corridor, with a staircase to access the apartments on different floors.

      “Guys!” came Herior’s voice. He flickered into view ahead, with the passing of a cluster of fireflies.

      “Oh there you are!” Kella said, as they splashed toward him.

      Then Larthuzor stopped dead in his tracks. Another swarm of fireflies buzzed past, and it became clear why. Behind Herior blinked the two bulging orange eyes of a grindylow, holding Herior captive in its long, green, froggy arms.
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      “Oh hello Mr. Grindylow, sir!” Naror said. “We were coming to invite all of you to Herior’s birthday celebrations.”

      Naror had the bad habit of lying a lot as a child, a habit he’d since shaken. But Alessia was delighted to see that at thirteen, he’d still kept the skill to spin a quick tale when needed.

      “Is that so?” the grindylow creaked, his creepy smile lighting up as he gobbled a passing firefly. Though grindylows stood tall like regular human adults, everything else about them was very much ‘frog’ – from their webbed feet, to their moist green skin, and, of course, their eerie grinning frog faces.

      “Yes! You can go join the others there right now, in the Seagrass-City central square,” Alessia chimed in, trying to seem unperturbed.

      “If you can help us with another…uh… lantern, we’ll go up to tell the others now,” Naror continued casually.

      “I have a better idea,” the grindylow said. “Herior’s right here, isn’t he? Why don’t we have our own party?” With that, he whipped out his huge tongue, sending flecks of viscous spittle flying, and stuck it on Naror. The friends shrieked as the grindylow dragged Naror into his arms beside Herior. They were both stuck to him by the glue-like saliva on their wetsuits now.

      “Come on, man! Let us go. We’re neighbors! I’m a Seagrass-City guy, like you,” Herior tried.

      “Ah, but you’re in grindylow territory now,” the grindylow smiled.

      The voice barged into Alessia’s head. Wow, you were responsible for one thing—checking the coast was clear—and you got that wrong. How can you mistake a ground-floor sensation for a first-floor sensation? You’ve gone and endangered your friends again because you refuse to use your only valuable power…

      She tried to wince it away. But if she was honest—the voice was right. It could even have gone further in the guilt-tripping: they were only here because she’d made that bad trade with the grindylows in the first place. She had to get her friends out of this. Then it occurred to her… the bad trade.

      “What can we offer you in exchange for you letting us all go?”

      “Now we’re talkin’. What have you got?”

      Alessia’s mind raced.

      “Uh… let us check.” Larthuzor said, and he pulled Alessia to Kella and himself. “Okay good, I was looking for an excuse to get this without him being suspicious,” he whispered, pulling a small perfume spray bottle out of his pocket discreetly. “It’s salt water. I always carry it with me in case I find a saltwater animal in distress.” Of course he did. Larthuzor was a one-man-animal-hospital. “Grindylows are freshwater amphibians. Salt burns their skin. If you can get close enough to the grindylow’s feet.” He closed Alessia’s fingers around it.

      “I’ve got something very precious for you here,” she said, walking forward.

      “What is it?” snarled the grindylow.

      “Oh, I think you’ll want to see for yourself,” she said, getting within arms-length of the grindylow and her captured friends. She opened her hand and for a moment the grindylow looked perplexed. She pressed the top of the bottle and squirted his feet, and the grindylow leaped with an unearthly squawk, tearing away from Herior and Naror.

      As he landed, Kella pushed him back into the side room Herior and the grindylow had come from and slammed the door, tying a jungle vine around its doorknob.

      “Quick, we don’t have much time,” she said. “He’ll get out the broken window and warn the others to come back from the party.”

      They arrived in a grand room, dimly lit by firefly lanterns, with a ceiling four stories above. They were still indoors but you’d be forgiven for thinking otherwise, as the room’s watery floor was covered in green pond scum, and trees were growing out of it, up to the ceiling. Their branches partially obscured four floors of apartment doors surrounding the room, reachable by a series of rickety wooden platforms. It was like a swamp in a hotel lobby.

      Thank goodness all the humans in Atlantis wore special wetsuits at all times, despite Atlantis being in an air-pocket under the sea, and not submerged in water. Alessia didn’t want to know how her skin would smell afterwards if she was wading through this opaque green water in her jeans.

      “So the grindylow couple that took your trident were Billy and Nelly Longarms,” Herior said. “They live on the top floor.” He stepped forward and suddenly a huge net from beneath rose out of the water and closed around him, and Herior was dangling off the branch of a tree, like a Christmas ornament.

      “Aw, spraints! Not again!” Herior cursed.

      “Triton, this whole building is booby-trapped like an ancient Chacoite tomb,” Naror said.

      “I mean, can you blame them? Such a delightful place—it must be a real struggle keeping tourists away,” Kella quipped.

      Alessia should have expected this. The grindylows’ froggy talents meant many of them worked as mercenaries, offering services of theft, spying and violence for hire. It made sense they’d need to defend their quarters, though surely this level of security made it pretty hard to live there!

      “You guys go ahead, I’ll cut myself out of this,” Herior said, taking a knife out of his belt pocket.

      “No, we can’t leave you,” Alessia said.

      “It’s fine! We have to be quick.”

      “Here,” Kella jumped and handed him a heart-shaped box.

      “Oh…”

      “Ignore the box,” she said quickly. “It’s the only one I could find in my mom’s closet. Inside there’s a sort of bungee cord I invented, inspired by octopus tentacles. The sucker on the end is really strong and can tack onto any surface, and then you can scale down the cord until you reach the bottom.”

      “Wow. That’s cool! Thanks,” Herior said.

      Kella flipped her almost white hair in a not-so-successful attempt at looking nonchalant. “When you’re down, try to avoid immediately stepping into another one. I only have the one prototype. I didn’t expect it to get worn out so fast.”

      “Alright, alright,” he grinned, shaking his net to send a flurry of droplets down on Kella’s head. “Go now, you guys should hurry.”

      “He’s right. Get behind me,” Alessia said, grabbing a broken branch floating in the water. She poked the ground ahead. “Let’s go to that tree with the wooden steps winding around it—it goes up to the fourth floor.”

      They waded through the green water slowly. Alessia’s stick triggered another trap and an empty net flew up.

      “Phew, that was close,” Kella said, leaning a hand on a nearby tree trunk.

      “Don’t!” Larthuzor warned, but it was too late. The vines dangling down from the trees’ branch snapped around Kella’s hand, tethering it tightly to the bark in an instant. “Marsh-shackles,” he announced, wincing his crescent eyes into lines. “I freed a baby hippopotamander from that once. There’s nothing you can do now but stay as still as possible and when it forgets you’re there and loosens slightly, whip your hand out as fast as you can so it doesn’t close back on you, or worse, project sap on you. It takes weeks to get that out. You should also stay quiet. It’s sensitive to sound vibrations.”

      “Wow, we’ve found a way to keep Kella still and quiet!” Herior called out from behind.

      “Oh, be quiet and focus on cutting yourself out of your buffoon bundle!” she snapped back.

      Herior answered by pressing a finger to his smirking lips, “Shh.”

      Things were already going so wrong. If only they could stop. But they needed to keep the trident from getting into her mother’s hands. Cariesa was dangerous. After faking her own death and leaving baby Alessia in Scotland with a man who knew nothing of her native Atlantis and the broader underwater world of Nethuns, she’d tried dastardly plan after dastardly plan to conquer that world. She’d had Alessia’s empath and mind control powers before they transferred to Alessia at birth, and she’d let the voice get the better of her and started believing she was the Sensate from the Sensate Supreme prophecy. In fact, she believed in it so much that she was prepared to kill to become that Sensate Supreme. And even though she was powerless now, she had used mind control and promises of equal rights beforehand to gather a group of unsuspecting followers—the New Current—who were still working to get her there.

      Alessia checked the step tree for marsh-shackles, then prodded the first wooden step with her stick. It held, so she stepped on and slowly made her way up, followed by her two remaining friends. Halfway to the top, a second set of wooden steps appeared, winding up the tree in the opposite direction.

      Alessia tried her stick on a step from this second spiral, but as soon as she touched it, it receded into the tree. Alessia toppled forward, caught by Naror at the last second.

      The stick splashed in the swamp water far below.

      “Wow, thanks,” she said.

      “Don’t mention it!”

      Now they had no testing stick, they had to hope the rest of the steps would hold. And they had to avoid mistakenly taking the steps on the opposite spiral…

      Sweat beaded on her brow as Alessia took each shaking step slowly to the rickety wooden platform at the top.

      A cacophony of croaks stopped them in their tracks. By the sound of it, behind the fifth apartment door on this rickety landing, a gang of grindylows was gathered—the ones Alessia had sensed vaguely from outside the building. What if they came out as Alessia, Naror and Larthu entered the Longarms’ apartment?

      Naror read her nervous look. “I’ll jam the door of that apartment and keep guard,” he whispered, reaching for a branch. That turned out to be a mistake. The moment he tugged on the tree branch, an enormous, red flower with teeth like a venus flytrap shot out from behind it and snapped Naror up. It swung him back and forth through the air, high above the lobby’s pond-scummy floor. Alessia bit back a yelp. She reached to grab a branch to hold out to her friend, but remembered that’s exactly how he got into this situation in the first place. She needed to find something safe for him to grab onto.

      She ran across the landing and stepped through a broken green fogged-glass door into an empty-looking apartment. She scoured the place as fast as she could. Across from the toadstool bed stood a collection of reeds with carcasses of various sea-slugs, fishing worms and small newts skewered across them—the grindylow’s kitchen pantry. Not without disgust, Alessia grabbed one and was about to run back out to the landing when she saw on the toadstool bedside table “The Journal of Billy Longarms”.

      This was the apartment. She spotted a chest shaped like a mushroom in the corner of the room. The trident could be inside… but there was no time now. Naror was in danger. She ran back out to the landing carrying the reed.

      Larthuzor was still on one of the steps around the tree, trying to catch Naror mid-flight as he wriggled to get out of the carnivorous flower’s jaws.

      It finally swung in Alessia’s direction and she jammed the reed into the flower’s mouth behind Naror. The flower choked and its jaws snapped open, releasing Naror, who tumbled through the air and landed in a knot of jungle vines halfway down to the lobby floor.

      “I’m okay!” he called up.

      “Did you hear that?” a grindylow in the next apartment croaked.

      Alessia and Larthuzor looked at each other in horror. Larthuzor checked a loose branch next to him wasn’t linked to a man-eating flower, grabbed it and pointed to the door. He was picking up where Naror left off and blocking the neighboring grindylow gang in their apartment. Alessia nodded and ran back into the Longarms’ apartment and straight to the chest.

      She was dying for this to end. She’d had a scream bottled up inside this whole time.

      She got to the mushroom-shaped chest and tried lifting the top off, to no avail. She fingered all around it but couldn’t find an opening until a purple spot on the orange mushroom-top slid to the side and it dawned on her. This was one of those Japanese puzzle boxes, like her Scottish stepfather George had given her on her eighth birthday. Grindylows frequently snuck overland for their missions so they could easily have copied one of those contraptions.

      How to open it… She started frantically sliding any piece that would move, first dragging the mushroom spot, then twisting the mushroom stem and pushing up the underside of the cap. It clicked—she was close. Then she heard a wail outside. Larthuzor.

      She grabbed another reed from the Longarms’ ‘kitchen’ and ran to the door. She checked both sides. Larthuzor was nowhere to be seen. A chill came over her. She stepped out onto the landing. A whimper came from beneath the ledge. One of the steps leading from the tree to the landing had vanished. Her heart jumped into her throat. Larthuzor had stepped on the trick stair and fallen through. She spotted him. Thankfully, he was just one floor down, held up by a giant spider’s web stretching from the lobby tree to that floor’s landing.

      “Alessia! He’s okay,” whisper-shouted Naror, as he climbed down from vine to vine to meet Herior and Kella, who were now both free, waiting at the bottom of the lobby. Kella hadn’t detached herself from the Marsh-shackles quite as gently as she needed to, because its sticky, orange sap had exploded all over the right side of her hair, and Herior was grinning as he pulled long orange strands from the mess like cheese strings.

      “There’s no spider!” Naror continued. “We checked. Get the trident quick!”

      Larthuzor was shaking and moaning in terror. He tried rolling around and getting free but was just wrapping himself in the web’s sticky silk.

      Larthuzor loved all creatures—wouldn’t even flinch in front of a shark—but he had a debilitating fear of spiders. She remembered from when Espior, the Emperor’s late advisor, had Larthuzor hallucinating that spiders were crawling all over him with his ‘sight control’ power. Being caught in a web must be torture for Larthu. 

      The trident was calling, but her friend was suffering. She couldn’t leave him like this.

      “I’m coming, Larthu!” she said, and ran down the tree steps until she was level with him. “Grab this!” She pushed the reed towards him and gripped onto the tree as tight as she could so she wouldn’t be dragged onto the web. Larthuzor hurried to grip the reed, still whimpering uncontrollably, and Alessia pulled with all her might. Finally he lurched out of the web, but as soon as he’d cleared the edge, the reed broke under his weight and he dropped to the knot of jungle vines Naror had used to get down.

      Herior frantically waved his arms at her. “He’s okay now! Get the trident!”

      She scampered up, desperate to leave this nightmarish place, and jumped into the Longarms’ apartment. The mushroom chest lay in the middle, open and empty. 

      No. No! In those few moments away, someone else had snatched the trident out from under their noses? Who could have come so quickly? She turned this way and that, trying to find the perpetrator. And then, six grindylow eyes were staring at her unblinkingly from the door. The neighbor grindylows had finally come out.

      “Oh, um…” There was no point cooking up a story. She had to run. She leaped to the window that faced outside, narrowly missing being dragged back by the sticky, slobbery grindylow tongue that sprung towards her. She was too many stories high to jump out. But below was the grindylows’ outdoor swamp, and as stinky as it was, the swamp water would break her fall. Just as another grindylow tongue shot at her, she jumped, and came crashing into the murky water, viscous from the pondweed. As she bobbed back to the surface, her nostrils were flooded with the disgusting smell of rotten eggs, but her attention wasn’t on that. As she’d fallen, she’d crossed paths with a siren, flying by with her white swan wings. And in the siren’s talons glinted a small gem-encrusted trident.
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      “It has to be one of your mother’s spies,” Naror said, as they made their way back to Herior’s party after they all ran back out of the grindylow building.

      Alessia squelched along at a slight distance from the others to spare them the stench. “Yeah,” she said. “She tricked us. She knew a grindylow had the trident, but not which one—so she told me she wanted it because she knew then we’d try to get it before she could, and we’d lead her minions to it.”

      Urgh. How could Alessia have let herself be manipulated so easily again? She should have known. Why else would her mother tell her about wanting the trident, and not just send one of her followers?

      Herior whacked the seaweed growing between the cracks of the sea glass path with a reed. “That siren’s probably been circling above us this whole time, watching and waiting to trick us,” he mumbled. “You would think both being sea scum would mean we’d stick together.”

      His hurt from being betrayed by a fellow Seagrass-Citizen prickled Alessia’s empath skin. All sirens lived in Seagrass-City, since the former emperor had grouped all non-human ‘subspecies’ there, together with the humans he considered detached from society, including children with no parents like Herior. Herior cared deeply about the solidarity that existed amongst Seagrass-Citizens, since it was the only family he’d known, so it always sent him spiraling when he found another had been brainwashed by Cariesa. Between the uncooperative grindylows and the treacherous siren, today had been particularly brutal.

      “Hey, don’t say that,” Kella knocked her orange-sap-covered shoulder gently against Herior’s. “If anyone smells like sea scum right now, it’s Alessia.”

      “Thanks,” Alessia said.

      “I’m sorry Alessia. It’s all my fault,” Larthuzor said.

      “Don’t blame yourself. My mother was always going to get that trident. She’s been two steps ahead of us all along.”

      “You were so close, though. And now who knows what she will do with it?”

      “Well, we can always get it back. We know where her secret lair is.” She regretted the words as soon as they came out of her mouth.

      “That’s right! We can go to her island tomorrow!” Herior perked up.

      “Get the trident and spy to find out what her plan is!” Naror chimed in.

      Great idea. Fail tomorrow like you failed today, the voice said.

      “Uh… Isn’t tomorrow a little soon?” Alessia said. The question was met with furrowed eyebrows. “We should plan this out better. Or train first.”

      “We can’t afford to waste time. You said yourself it would be so dangerous if she got the trid⁠—”

      “Yeah, I know,” Alessia clicked her tongue in frustration. “But we’re not equipped to fight her yet. We know nothing about this island. How could we possibly get there without my mother’s spies seeing us? And what if that island is booby-trapped too?”

      “Since when are you so skittish? You just stopped a robot army from invading the whole world above the surface!” Kella said, pressing down on her friend’s shoulders.

      Technically true—but the robot army only got so close to succeeding because she’d messed up in the first place. Vulcor had tried to tell her about weird experiments which had been conducted on him, but she was so focused on her mind control power, she’d totally missed all the signs that his evil Emperor father, Oscor, had had robot clones made of him, replicating his power to move things with his mind.

      “Come on, we need to head back for Herior’s party or people will notice the birthday boy’s missing,” Alessia said.

      Kella didn’t fall for it. “Guys, you go ahead—we’ll meet you there. Alessia and I need to get cleaned up, so we don’t stink out the place.”

      Herior, Naror and Larthuzor continued on, while Kella and Alessia made their way to the waterfall shower near the merfolk’s zone in Seagrass-City.

      “What’s with you?” Kella said.

      Alessia sighed. “I’m always getting you guys into danger. I’m useless without my mind control power.” She walked under the waterfall. The mist of droplets formed a glistening rainbow all around her as she showered. She wondered if anyone else had ever felt so low in so beautiful a place.

      “Do I need to mention the Vulcor robot army again? And look how you had Larthu’s back in there! And managed to open the puzzle,” Kella said. She took some golden monoï lather from the giant oyster shell the merfolk kept near the waterfall with all their cosmetics, and tried desperately to rub it into the sticky orange mess that was her hair. Alessia could feel with her empath power how worried Kella was about her and how badly she wanted to boost her confidence, and the sympathy made it worse.

      “Well, I didn’t actually get the trident though, did I? And Larthu was only in danger because I brought you guys on this mission and failed to lead you through safely,” she said, rinsing off the soap. “As for Vulcor… there’s something I haven’t told you.”

      “What?”

      “I think he’s not well.”

      “Why? I mean, you know there’s no love lost between him and me, but for once I’d say he’s doing pretty well!”

      “I caught him at dinner, using his powers to make a bunch of salt shakers twirl. It’s like he couldn’t stop using his powers even for a minute. You saw how close I came to losing myself to my power, and what my mother became. That might be happening to him.” She stepped out of the waterfall and started drying off with one of the velvety towels of woven tiaré flower petals laying on the side of the merfolk’s lagoon.

      Kella joined her. “But surely he knows better than to fall for it too. Don’t you think he’d have told you if he was losing his grip?”

      “I didn’t listen when he told me about the experiments his father had been running on him, and I didn’t share when I found out they’d created robot clones of him. I think he’s stopped trusting me.” And if he’s going after the Sensate Supreme role that’s rightfully yours, of course he wouldn’t tell you, the voice poured its poison into her mind.

      “I’m worried because he doesn’t have any other friends,” Alessia continued, trying to hold on to what was sincere. “All he had was Oscor, who turned out to be evil as well as a bad father. Oh, and Espior, who mentored him his whole life and, guess what, also turned out to be evil and died. I’ve failed him, and now he’s on this dark path alone.”

      “Stop torturing yourself! I mean, yeah, it’s not a great sign. But twirling salt shakers is a pretty harmless thing in itself, and since then he’s only done good things, making all those reforms for the equality of species now he’s replaced Oscor as Emperor.”

      “I guess. Triton, I wish I could use my empath power on him sometimes. It’s so annoying Sensates can’t use their power on other Sensates.”

      “I know. But he’s fifteen, and not your responsibility. You can only do so much. At some point, you have to trust people to take care of themselves. And you have to trust yourself. That you’ll know when to protect yourself from them if you have to.” She must have been able to read from Alessia’s face that she wasn’t convinced because she added, “We’ll keep watch over him. I’m sure he’ll be fine, and you can go back to being all googly-eyed over his charming, grumpy-cat personality.”

      Alessia couldn’t hold back a chuckle, and gave Kella a ‘stop it’ push.

      Cleaned up and calmed down, they walked on to find the party in full swing. The courtyard between the blade-of-grass-like buildings that made up Seagrass-City was alight with the electric blue glow of lanternfish—or rather drifts of lanternfish, those three-dimensional touchable and smellable holograms, captured like videos, and stored in and projected from the little purple drift pearls that littered the floor.

      The main event was starting—not blowing out candles on a birthday cake, but the ‘Bubble Ring Challenge’. If Herior wanted his birthday wish to come true, he’d need to create a perfect bubble ring for each of his fourteen years of life, under the cheers and jeers of his friends.

      Herior crowd-surfed over a bunch of their classmates, and dozens of his Seagrass-City neighbors, until he arrived in front of the kappa hangout zone of Seagrass-City, where he’d chosen to take his challenge. A group of his kappa friends—yellow, turtle-like beings with bowl-shaped heads—were waiting in front of a gorgeous zen pond, complete with lily-pads, stepping stones and huge red koi fish.

      “Come on! Let’s go!” Kella said, and they pushed through the crowd to join Larthu, Naror and three other boys from their class on the front line where Herior was preparing to take a dive.

      “Ready young Tanushi?” Yagora the kappa said.

      “O’er he goes!” one of the boys shouted. A cacophony filled the air as conch shell horns were blown by Herior’s many Seagrass-City friends—kappas, but also merfolk, sirens, grindylows, giant blue people called Minchans, and floating, silver, ghostlike rusalki.

      “Wait, wait! Let them through,” Herior said, pointing to the girls. “Kellsypoops has been dying to throw me into a pond.” He winked and his dimple bounced up. It didn’t take an empath to sense Kella’s excitement rolling off her in waves.

      He pulled his wetsuit neck over his nose, so he’d be able to breathe underwater with the wetsuit’s gills, as everyone chanted “O’er he goes!”.

      Looking right into Herior’s eyes with a wicked smile, Kella pushed him over the edge. He let himself sink to the bottom of the pond and lie there, facing up at them as they cheered. Then he put his fists together, knuckle to knuckle, in front of his face, and with a short, sharp movement, pulled them apart and a perfect, thin, ring-shaped bubble the size of his head appeared before him. The crowd went wild, jumping up and clapping. He repeated the gesture another thirteen times, without messing up a single ring, so all fourteen danced there above him in the water.

      “I dunno how he does it! I always mess at least three of them up. That’s why my birthday wishes never come true,” Kella moaned.

      Herior swam back up through the rings, erupted out of the pond and flung his arms around Larthuzor and Kella as the others congratulated him.

      “If anyone wants to play Scales, we’re starting a game here in five minutes!” shouted a mermaid, and a good part of the crowd rushed to the table covered in the playing tiles.

      “Awesome! What a Bubble Ring Challenge!” one boy cheered.

      “You had me this close to falling into the pond with laughter on that twelfth one when you added in the synchronized swimming moves, mate!”

      “What a legend.”

      Herior laughed heartily with them, but Alessia sensed an unease rumbling inside him.

      Herior patted down his wetsuit belt. “Aw, man, I lost my shell again. Larthu, can you check how many starfish⁠—”

      “Don’t do this to yourself. No one will remember by tomorrow.”

      “Right,” Herior scoffed. “Of course. But out of interest…”

      Larthuzor sighed, put his own shell in his ear and tapped it twice. “Two hundred and twenty-one.”

      Herior winced for a microsecond, then straightened. “Ah okay. Cool, cool. That’s cool.”

      “But there’s one hundred and eighty-three seaweeds.”

      “Yeah, whatever,” Herior said. “Scales time! Prepare to lose to the birthday boy!” he said, launching towards the Scales game table with a smile that didn’t quite reach his eyes.

      “What was that about?” Alessia asked.

      “Tamaya posted on navigram. She’s bitter about their break-up, and she’s been posting songs that are thinly veiled references to Herior to start rumors about him. It’s… not nice.”

      “Yeah, I heard those…” Kella’s face dropped. “I didn’t know he cared so much about what she thought anymore.”

      “I think it’s more that he doesn’t like everyone knowing about his family situation. And I can’t believe people are giving her song starfish! How can you openly approve of such a mean post?” Larthuzor shook his head.

      Alessia had never gotten into the social media here in Atlantis. It was all around posting songs rather than pictures—probably because of the importance of mermaid and siren songs in their history—and Alessia always felt awkward recording songs, much to Kella’s dismay, as she was dying for someone to post with.

      When they joined Herior in the middle of his hand of Scales, Naror’s best friend Quina—who lacked a little in social etiquette—was asking him about it directly.

      “Is it true you were abandoned here because your mother was hiding you from your dangerous father?”

      Herior laughed a little too heartily. “Ah, Quina. You’re so funny.”

      “It wasn’t a joke though,” Quina said, confused.

      “Quina,” Naror urged with round eyes.

      “What? I’m asking because it’s obviously him that Tamaya’s singing about on navigram. Everyone is talking about it, so I wanted to check it’s true.”

      “What?” Herior’s laugh sounded more like choking this time. “Tamaya’s not posting about me. She’s making random songs up.”

      “She says it’s you, though. ‘The seaweedbag I called my partner last year before I came to my senses.’ So it’s not true? How did you end up in Seagrass-City? And where are your parents?”

      “Quina, come,” Naror said, pulling her away.

      An awkward silence fell and the crowd of people around Herior all took a sudden interest in their feet and fins.

      Alessia’s insides turned to hot mush. “We all know navigram’s nonsense,” she found herself saying with a laugh as fake as Herior’s. “People were singing on navigram when I won that first joust at the Octopus’s Garden that I was some sort of amazing athlete, and you all know I’m no good at jousting. Or at anything at school, for that matter. Ha!”

      Somehow, her intervention had made things more awkward.

      “I don’t know why we’re all still talking about that shipwreck of a song,” Kella blurted. “For the love of lanternfish, she rhymes ‘red flag’ with ‘wet frog’! Not to mention it sounds like it was sung by sea lice with a head cold.”

      Thankfully, they were saved from the topic when Larthuzor’s cool older brother Rossanor walked up, visibly amused by Kella’s rant.

      “Herior, man,” he said, giving him a smooth and confident forearm shake—the Nethunsian handshake where you grabbed elbows instead of palms. “There you are. I came to say happy birthday.”

      Herior jumped up to embrace Rossanor, and the tension that had built up dissipated as people got back to their game of Scales and their chatter.

      “I thought you didn’t like coming to Seagrass-City? All that stuff about being under extra scrutiny because you’re from Penglini, not wanting to draw attention to your family by coming to dodgy places?” Herior murmured.

      Rossanor’s attention darted to Kella and back. “I don’t think like that anymore. I don’t love that my brother keeps getting into trouble, but I’ve realized it’s sometimes the right kind of trouble you guys get into.”

      Wow! Rossanor was saying this? He was the coolest, most popular guy in the school. The head-boy, AND captain of the jousting team, whose results in his Tackles—the Atlantide final exams—meant he was the only person in his year selected for the Atlantide Leadership career path.

      Alessia didn’t think she could be more intimidated by Larthu’s older brother, but seeing him confident enough to own his mistakes openly and try to improve was somehow even more impressive.

      “Are you guys joining the protest tomorrow for the decolonization of Penglini?” Rossanor asked.

      How could Alessia have forgotten! Her own guardian Wimmi was part of the organizing team, as co-founder of SPLASH, the Society for the Protection and Liberation of All Species Here. They’d broadened their scope from ‘equal rights for all species’, to freeing the underwater territories Atlantis had taken over under the former Emperor’s rule to make the Nethuns Empire.

      “Yes we will!” Alessia interjected. Of course she sincerely wanted to join the protest—in support of Wimmi, and because she’d witnessed how Larthuzor’s family had suffered seeing their whole culture outlawed under the Emperor’s dominion. But a part of her was also relieved to delay their crazy plan to steal the trident back from her mother.

      “I’ll see you guys there then,” Rossanor said. “Larthu, don’t be home too late. Grandpa proposed we get up early tomorrow to have our lesson before school, since we’ll have the protest in the evening.”

      “He’s giving you lessons?” Alessia asked.

      “Yeah, Penglini language lessons,” Larthu explained.

      “That’s great!”

      He’d never learned before because it was illegal to speak anything other than Atlantide language in the Nethuns Empire. Lucky Alessia knew the language before arriving underwater thanks to subliminal messages from her mother while she was growing up—it was what they all spoke together.

      “We’re learning every day after school,” Larthu said. “He’d already taught me bits and pieces when I was little because I was curious.”

      “Whereas I never wanted to learn since our parents didn’t want us to get into trouble,” Ross added. “Now we both decided we wanted to learn properly. Legal or not.”

      “And he’s teaching us other cultural things. How to play instruments like Bianzhong, where the water dragon’s lair is in Penglini.”

      It moved Alessia to see how the brothers had come together since Ross had helped them on their last mission. There were challenges both Larthu and Ross faced that no one else could understand quite like a sibling.

      Ross said goodbye to the gang, then paused briefly, and added a specific, “Bye, Kella.”

      Alessia ogled Kella, who didn’t notice. But then Alessia’s shell shot up to her ear.

      Thanks for helping us get the trident, came Cariesa’s voice.

      Give it back! You know very well I didn’t do it to give to you, Alessia transmitted her thoughts back through her shell, her teeth gritting. She’d be blocking all unknown shell channels that night. Enough of this manipulation.

      When are you going to realize we don’t need to fight? Cariesa said. This could be much easier.

      Yeah, well, swimming with the current is easier, but the current isn’t always taking you in the right direction.

      Cariesa sucked in a breath. What did you just say? She sounded slightly shaken for a moment, then collected herself.  Never mind. I’ll be in touch with your next instructions shortly. Enjoy the party.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            4

          

        

      

    

    
      Alessia woke up the next day to three kappas arguing with each other, raiding her bedroom for sea urchin spines.

      “What’s going on?” she said groggily. A sore throat had kept her from sleeping well—she suspected she was in the early stages of a cold after her dunk in the swamp.

      “We need more spines to stick on the posters for the protest,” one answered matter-of-factly. Writing with sea urchin spines was the underwater world equivalent of spray painting graffiti.

      “Hey! Come on, that’s not cool! I told you not to go into her room!” Wimmi cut in.

      The kappas muttered grumpily as they plodded out, the water in their bowl-shaped heads swishing.

      “Sorry about that, nymphlet. It’s a bit hectic today. There’s a bunch of SPLASH members all around the apartment making our posters,” Wimmi said. “I’ll let you get back to sleep then run some slogans by you for a second opinion.”

      “It’s okay, come in and tell me now.”

      “Oh great!” Wimmi tornadoed in and sat on the turtle shell armchair by her desk. “What do you think of: ‘It doesn’t take a genie to free Penglini!’. You like the rhyme? I also have one that says, ‘I miss Penglini food’. Simple but effective. You don’t know it but it was an amazing cuisine before the Emperor outlawed it.” Wimmi’s carrot-colored beard fluttered as always when he got this excited and started gesticulating. He was a lot to take first thing in the morning, but Alessia wouldn’t have had her guardian any other way.

      “Wimmi, are you in here?” Prisor was knocking gently on the door.

      “He’s here. You can come in,” Alessia said. She couldn’t lie, it had been awkward at first when Wimmi started dating her Biomimetics professor. But Prisor was such a gentle, kind man, she couldn’t be happier Wimmi had finally found someone who treated him as he deserved. Especially after the debacle with Felthor, Wimmi’s former partner, who’d betrayed Wimmi and delivered Alessia to her mother to be killed for her powers. Sure, he was just another brainwashed follower in her mother’s New Current movement—but Alessia would never forgive him for the pain he’d caused Wimmi.

      “Oh, it’s nice and calm here,” Prisor said, shutting the door behind him. “The crowd’s a little overstimulating for me.”

      “You can hide here anytime,” Alessia said, and a shooting star streamed across Prisor’s midnight blue wetsuit. One of Alessia’s favorite things about life in Atlantis had to be the moving patterns on the clothes.

      “Much obliged,” Prisor said. “Wimmi—Obioma arrived. She says there’s a rumor that Vulcor accelerated the ratification of one of his legal reforms so it would be done today.”

      Alessia’s heart jumped at the mention of Vulcor’s name. Now he was Emperor, she’d have to get used to her guardians casually mentioning the boy she fancied in their political discussions.

      “Apparently it’s the one about all species having equal rights,” Prisor continued. “So they can go to school, and live anywhere, even outside of Seagrass-City. Terrific news we need to celebrate! Though Obioma reckons we should stay the course with the protest today.”

      “Absolutely we stay the course. Let me go greet her. Catch up with you two later!”

      Obioma was Naror’s mother, and since she’d helped hundreds of wrongfully imprisoned people escape from the Jellyfish Jail a few weeks ago, she’d emerged as the leader of those opposing the repressive government. A little awkward considering Vulcor was technically leading that government now, trying to solve the problem from the inside.

      As if he’d heard Alessia thinking about him, Vulcor appeared on her balcony on a hoverboard shaped like a flying fish.

      “What are you doing here?” Alessia jumped out of bed, before realizing she was wearing her pajamas. And not just any pajamas. She struggled to sleep in the Nethuns garb—a onesie in the shape of a fishtail—so she was wearing her PJs from back home in Scotland. The ones covered in cartoon mermaids and the quote ‘Always be yourself unless you can be a mermaid, then be a mermaid’. Cringe as krakens when you live in Atlantis and actually know a good deal of mermaids.

      Vulcor didn’t answer immediately, and stared at Prisor. Oh. Alessia had almost forgotten.

      “So you live here now,” Vulcor said.

      “Yes, Wimmi and I have moved in⁠—”

      “I guess it’s convenient—you can run experiments on Alessia now. Compare her results with mine.”

      Prisor crumpled slightly. “Vulcor, once again, I can’t tell you how much I regret my role in all that. I didn’t know when Oscor hired me that he intended to create a robot clone army with your power. I’d never have agreed to run all those tests on you. I thought it was for a good cause⁠—”

      “Save it.” Vulcor said. “What, the world’s leading Biomimeticist, creator of all our greatest modern inventions, couldn’t figure out my dad was deceitful?”

      Prisor’s lip quivered and he bit down on it.

      “I’m here to see Alessia,” Vulcor added.

      “I’ll leave you two,” Prisor said. “I have to get back to making protest signs anyway—my humble contribution since I can’t join the protest with my fear of crowds.”

      “You guys still going through with that protest?” Vulcor scoffed.

      “Of course,” Alessia said. “The government needs to understand the urgency about decolonizing the other Nethuns states. It’ll make it easier for you to get that through too.”

      “What’s the urgency? We’ve made a massive change with species equality!”

      “Well, cultural practices are lost when all those who remembered or can teach them are gone,” Prisor tried to explain gently. “And we’re getting towards the last generation of elders from the eight colonized states, that remember those cultures.”

      “You’re dramatizing,” Vulcor said.

      “I wish I was. So much wisdom has already been lost—about Penglini creatures like the water dragon, about the advancements in science, philosophy and spirituality made in ancient Lemuria, about the whole nation of Azlanu⁠—”

      “You were leaving?” Vulcor interrupted.

      “Vulcor! Don’t be rude,” Alessia said—but Prisor raised his hands in peace, and left the room.
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