
  
    [image: Merciless Mermaids]
  


  
    
      merciless mermaids

      TAILS FROM THE DEEP

    

    
      
        

      

      
        
EXECUTIVE EDITORS KEVIN J. ANDERSON  & ALLYSON LONGUEIRA


      

    

    
      
        
          [image: WordFire Press]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      MERCILESS MERMAIDS: Tails from the Deep

      Kevin J. Anderson and Allyson Longueira, Executive Editors

      Editorial Team: Scott T. Barnes, Lois Bartholomew, Jennifer Daniels, Tracy Eire, Jessica Guernsey, Briannon Holifer, Lila Holley, Rob Johnson, Kelsey Kusnetzky, Katharine Meeks, Heidi Moone, Mckenzie Moore, Aubrey Parry, Victoria Rose, and Logan Uber

      Anthology Copyright © 2023 WordFire Press

      
        
        Individual Copyright Information Available at End of Book

      

      

      All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including photocopying, recording or by any information storage and retrieval system, without the express written permission of the copyright holder, except where permitted by law. This novel is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination, or, if real, used fictitiously .

      The ebook edition of this book is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. The ebook may not be resold or given away to other people. Thank you for respecting the hard work of these authors.

      
        
        EBook ISBN:

        Trade Paperback ISBN:

        Hardcover ISBN:

        Cover art image from Shutterstock, designed by Allyson Longueira

        Published by WordFire Press, LLC

        PO Box 1840 Monument CO 80132

        Kevin J. Anderson & Rebecca Moesta, Publishers

        WordFire Press Edition 2023

         Library of Congress Control Number:

        Printed in the USA

      

        

      
        Join our WordFire Press Readers Group for sneak previews, updates, new projects, and giveaways. Sign up at wordfirepress.com

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            introduction

          

        

      

    

    
      Think deep—the deep of the sea, the deep of space, the deep of our souls, our fears, ourselves. Here, it’s not the monsters under your bed. It’s the mermaids under your boat.

      Old sailors tried to warn us. You can find their accounts in water-stained journals and letters throughout histories and cultures. People of the land laughed at the stories as mere legends or fairy tales.

      Can you see the shapes in the waters that watch you? Can you hear the mermaid’s call?
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        * * *

      

      We are the instructors for the master’s degree program in Publishing for Western Colorado University’s Graduate Program in Creative Writing. Each year’s group of grad students brainstorms a concept for a new anthology, funded by Draft2Digital—a book that they will produce from start to finish. The first three Publishing cohorts produced the excellent anthologies Monsters, Movies & Mayhem, Unmasked, and Gilded Glass.

      This year, after vigorous discussions, the fifteen students developed Merciless Mermaids: Tails from the Deep, then sent out the call for submissions—and received more than 600 stories in the slushpile. After reading and rating, and debating, they chose these 24 short stories and six poems reflecting the darker side of mermaid lore.

      They wrote rejections, they wrote acceptance letters. They issued contracts, they worked with the individual authors to copy edit the manuscripts. They chose the cover art, and they prepared to market and release the book. For their graduation, they will celebrate with a gala book launch on the university campus in Gunnison, Colorado.

      They are new publishers ready to produce books for avid readers everywhere, and they have this anthology as their calling card.
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        * * *

      

      We hope you enjoy these tales of malevolent and merciless merfolk of all kinds. Some are murderous, some are humorous. The tales are set across numerous cultures and time periods, some modern, some ancient, some mythical.

      Deep down you know that the darkness has a tail.

      

      
        
        —Kevin J. Anderson and Allyson Longueira

        Executive Editors

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            bones to lay to rest

          

          L.N. WELDON

        

      

    

    
      Dr. McCormack had only been at the inn two days when he found the bones.

      The sun had set and the moon was breaking over the horizon when he called us down to the beach with the eagerness of my little sister Elsie on Christmas morning.

      He was young, for a doctor, and I had admired—blushing—the way his hair waved with the same gold as the sand below our inn. He’d been secretive about why he was here, in our little coastal hamlet, but I knew he was a naturalist of sorts—he had shown me his book of sketches: butterflies and shorebirds and the odd things one found in tide pools just after the sea had slipped away.

      Alice had known what he was looking for.

      He led us down the trail to the shore, talking the whole way and carefully showing us where to step as if we didn’t climb those cliffs every Sunday after church to gather salt figs from the dunes.

      We followed him anyway, silent and pale against his ruddy-faced enthusiasm. I matched his strides, the shape of his wide boots in the sand nearly swallowing my smaller steps. Alice came behind me with her hands clenched in her skirts, and the aunts followed her,  word-silent as ever.

      The bones were half covered with drifted sand. They never should have washed up, and my gut twisted, heart beating faster until it drowned out even the surf. I could see as I neared—picking my skirts up to tread carefully and keep from tangling in the dried surf-weed—that the rope tied to both wrists had worn through. Rubbed against rocks, maybe, or chewed by something nibbling away at the body.

      Flotsam.

      “I have to show you,” Dr. McCormack was saying, kneeling beside the bones with a ginger respect that forcibly slowed his excitement. He took a soft brush from his coat pocket and started sweeping the sand away, exposing the shell-white bones. “I need witnesses. This is—this is incredible. It’ll be revolutionary!”

      He kept pattering away, brushing the sand back, revealing rib after rib. His touch was reverential, but my skin crawled with the profanity of his eagerness. I stood there, my toes shifting into the cool sand, and looked up at my sister, Alice, over the waves of hair on his bent head. Her face was as white as the bones, but her teeth were set in determination. She shook her head at me and hummed softly.

      Say nothing.

      “Look at this!” McCormack sat back on his heels, one sun-browned finger tapping along each bone as he counted. “Nine, ten…fourteen, fifteen sets of ribs! And it goes on!”

      “Doctor,” I ventured, earning a warning glare from Alice. “Surely we ought to call the authorities? This is a body—perhaps some sailor whose family thinks him lost at sea.” I made a face at Alice over the doctor’s head and hummed in the back of my throat. If we can get him out of here, we can put her back.

      She nodded.

      “My dear girl, this is no sailor!” Dr. McCormack pushed himself to his feet and brushed the sand from his trousers with vigor. Some of the sand dusted back down onto the bones, filtering into the empty eye sockets. “Don’t you see these ribs? And look! This is what caught my attention to begin with!”

      He moved to his right and gestured at a bit of debris protruding from the dried seaweed and driftwood. Dutifully, I stepped in to see better, though I already knew what he’d found.

      It was dried and ragged, the delicate frilled edges now sharp and knifelike in the sand. It had lost the pearlescent blue sheen it once had, but was unmistakable in its shape: a fin—large enough for a shark. Dr. McCormack leaned down to excitedly show me where the fin met the bones, the extra ribs pausing briefly at the pelvis before resuming smaller and smaller down the length of the serpentine spine.

      I fought the urge to be ill. This was desecration, and it was at least in part our fault. Who had last checked the knots when we surrendered the body to the deep? Who had made certain the ropes were strong enough to withstand the clumsy bites of the dumb scavengers who would help to return the body to the sea? Was it Alice? Me? One of my aunts, perhaps?

      Keep calm, Alice hummed, her deep alto thrumming beneath the crashing waves.

      Aunt Sofia and Aunt Beatrice, standing just behind me with their hair beginning to drift in the wind, agreed in counterpoint soprano. We can’t let him escape.

      They were right. The doctor had seen too much and there would be no convincing him that this was a hoax or an illusion.

      Alice reached for my hand, her arm stretching across the splayed bones like a benediction. Dr. McCormack looked at us, his eyes wide with delight that turned to puzzlement at Alice’s dark look. My heart  panged with regret; he didn’t deserve this.

      “Ladies, I know this may be a lot for your sensibilities, but I assure you—this is not the body of a person in need of burial.” The doctor  gave a paternal smile, his tone reassuring. “This is nothing more than an animal, but in terms of a scientific discovery⁠—”

      He never got the chance to finish. At the words “nothing more than an animal” my regret flashed into storm-swift anger, and I grabbed my sister’s hand, reaching behind me for my one of my aunt’s.

      We sang.

      Our voices—a braid of kindred notes twining together as one song—rose above the sound of the tide crashing against the cliffs and wove enchantment into the briny air. The song was the sound of gulls, of breaking shells, of angels and drowning and eternity. It was sand-rough and salt-dried and it scratched against my throat… But it slid into the doctor’s ears with the silk of wet seaweed and the force of a riptide.

      McCormack’s eyes went empty, stagnant tide pools floating with dead things. His mouth slowly fell open. Somewhere in the back of his mind, I believe he knew what was happening; he understood who—what—we were. They always know, I think.

      It didn’t matter.

      Maybe he at least realized we weren’t animals, before he walked into the waves and sank deep beneath the moon-dark surf. Maybe he understood, before he tried to sing with us, that the women whose roof he had slept under, the women whose kitchen he had visited for tea, the women he had shamelessly flirted with, the women he had pulled down to the sandy shoreline were not truly women at all.

      Maybe, as the salt filled his willing mouth and the water filled his willing lungs, as we followed him down, and his dimming eyes saw our skirts and shoes dissolve into foam, revealing long sinuous forms that undulated with the tide…

      Maybe he knew. As the salt filled his willing mouth and the water filled his eager lungs, as we followed him down and our skirts and shoes dissolved into foam, as his dimming eyes saw our long sinuous forms undulating with the tide… Maybe he understood that we had no choice. His life was not worth the freedom of the sea.

      He would wash up down the coast. His wallet was still at the inn, and he was a stranger. Those who found him would have a hard time finding where he belonged, if they ever found it at all.

      But that was no longer our concern.

      And we had bones to lay to rest. 
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        * * *

      

      LoriAnn Weldon is an artist, writer, librarian, and all-around nerd who lives in the midwest with her mad-scientist roommate and a black cat named Jedi. In between working in a potentially haunted library, writing stories, and creating digital art, she enjoys gaming, exploring the Ozark countryside with her sister, and trying to figure out how there are always more books in her house than there are bookshelves for them to live in.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            pretty maids all in a row

          

          MERCEDES LACKEY

        

      

    

    
      It’s the Pervo’s Hour,” sighed Lori, looking into the mirror as she carefully applied her waterproof makeup, her tail neatly curled around the base of her stool. The other girls in the back-of-house dressing room murmured in assent or echoed her sighs with sighs of their own.

      “Pervo’s Hour,” otherwise known as the “Six PM Show at Silver Bubbles, Spring of Live Mermaids,” had been subdued, mostly half-empty, before it got taken over by the sickos. Good reasons for that, of course. After a day of sightseeing, people were hungry, not looking for more entertainment. Families with little kids were in the car, stuffing their tiny faces with non-caffeinated beverages and burgers, in hopes that they’d nap going back to the motel. Families with older kids were on their way to places that stayed open later—the six p.m. show was the last one on the weekends, partly because after that, attendance dropped off like someone had peppered the arena with dead fish, and partly because the rest of the park emptied around dinner time too. The only on-site dining was a burger stand, and after having the limited menu for lunch, no one wanted to repeat it for supper, so it closed around five. Some diehards—the kinds of people that packed their own food and water—roamed around the garden and wildlife paths, or swam until the actual closing an hour before sunset—but most people bailed. No point in any (expensive) underwater lighting around the mermaid viewing area. Not these days, anyway.

      The last show hadn’t always been “the Pervo’s Hour”—before the COVID pandemic it had had the usual mix of people who actually came here to see the show, and people who were just looking for a place to sit down in air conditioning before venturing back out into the park for more swimming, hiking and wildlife viewing before the park itself closed for the night. COVID had changed things. And since the show had re-opened, that last show of the day had taken a turn for the worse. The half-filled seats were generally filled with a mix of men—well, “boys,” really, even if their chronological ages stretched from late teens well into their fifties. No children, God forbid. No wives, no daughters, no girlfriends.

      Pervos.

      When this first started, the management had been forced to turn the music playing over the loudspeakers up to drown out the catcalling and sexual come-ons. That hadn’t made a difference to the girls, not really; if you happened to look at the viewing windows, you could see them in there, in the light that came from the spring-side. Mouths moving, hands making obscene gestures, forbidden booze-flasks coming out from under shirts, as if they all thought they were at a strip club. And worse shenanigans as well, real pervs, though the ones that masturbated or just hung their dicks out usually kept away from the main mob, off to the side. Park employees had told Lori that the Pervos would linger until the park closed too, as if they were hoping to catch one of the girls alone after the show. Little did they know the girls all lived on-site, unlike the other park employees, and the closest they were going to get to any of them was standing or sitting on the other side of that series of a dozen thick glass windows, and millions of gallons of water that stood between them and the girls.

      “I am likink the little devushkas best,” mourned Anya. “Why can it not be them at this show?”

      “Why can’t they just cancel the damn show, I’d like to know,” snarled Betty, carefully applying her exaggerated eye-makeup, inspired by the Blue Tang fish.

      “Because the Pervos’ money spends just as well as any other kind of money,” Lori reminded her. “And after the hit we took from the Plague we should all be grateful we still have this place. It could have closed, just like Alligator Alley, Florida Down Under, and Magnolia Gardens did. And then where would we be?”

      “Counting our blessings, girls. Counting our blessings. They let us stay and kept us fed, even when they weren’t making money.” That was Sophia, the oldest and one of the most supple of the Mermaids, whose red hair always made the little girls ask if she was Ariel. And she was right. Every time Lori thought about how precarious her life had been before she joined the show, she knew that even dealing with the Pervos was worth it. She had a nice room in a four-girl suite, and didn’t have to worry about rent, utilities, food…not anything, really.

      “Balderdash,” snorted Siobhan, whose clipped British accent made her stand out as much as Anya’s Russian did. “They got pandemic money from the government, didn’t they?”

      It was a tale as old as—well, not time, but certainly as old as when Florida officially “opened” back up again, and the discussion wound its way through all the girls as it always did, following well-worn paths just like the springwater did, finally coming to a rest when Betty put down her mascara and said, grudgingly, “Well, they do treat us right. Nice digs. Full healthcare. Decent pay. And you can’t beat the food.”

      Nods all around. It was always the food that brought peace again. The food really was top notch.

      Then again, management knew better than to short the girls on their food and quarters. Being a “live mermaid” was hard work. Making it look effortless was even harder. The girls burned through a lot of calories, and management always came through.

      Then again, management also knew what was going to happen if they didn’t come through. The girls might put up with being ogled by incels and open masturbators and—well, who knew what else was on the other side of that glass?—but short them on their meals and quarters and…

      …well, the result wasn’t going to be pretty.

      Lori liked the dressing room, even though it was showing its age. It would have looked strange to a showgirl; completely tiled in ceramic, in a shade of “harvest gold” that dated back to the 70s, and the usual makeup tables and lamps were painted a matching color. Although the room was air-conditioned, there were also a pair of industrial-grade dehumidifiers working full time. There were no windows, of course, and the lighting used bulbs with a bluish-green tint that replicated the color of the light under the water.

      A dozen and a half girls crowded in here, most wearing tails, some not; a lot of the adagio moves looked better when you had legs to make pleasing poses with. Each one had her own dressing table, and in that, it looked like every other dressing room backstage of any theater; intense lighting, dressing tables and mirrors crowded around the walls.

      Except for three things. One, all the stools had wheels. Two, the “costumes” that would normally compete for space with the dressing tables were limited to a single rack of fancy “clamshell” or scaled tops. You might snatch a spare top off the rack if yours had had a wardrobe malfunction, but the tails were custom-fitted to each girl, so there were no spares on the racks. Three, there were four open holes in the floor, with water just below the floor level. Those holes were the openings to underwater tunnels that took the girls out into a deep hole where the source of the spring was, tunnels that emerged below the viewing area, so they could appear and disappear without breaking the mood or setting. When their makeup was ready, the girls without tails just walked over and jumped in, and the ones with tails could easily wheel themselves right up to their entrance and slip off the stool into the tunnel to appear right on cue.

      The management had recently decided to try to combat the Pervos by changing the last show from the standard one to a more “artistic” performance. No rock and roll, no hip or shoulder shaking, just gentle, melancholy classical and show-tune music, no voice-over from the control room except to announce the beginning and ending of the show. Lori didn’t think it was going to work, but she loved the program so much she’d been one of the volunteers to agree to swim the extra show, besides being the one to record the vocal numbers. Even so, there hadn’t been a lot of volunteers; nine, to be precise, and two of them were two of the three shark-girls, who were just as tough as they looked.

      Altogether there were just shy of two dozen mermaids and most of them swam two shows a day; the management felt that the more girls there were in the water at the same time, the better people responded. Lori supposed they were right; to keep this place going you had to compete with the huge stage shows the theme parks put on, plus peoples’ expectations from what they saw in fantasy and superhero movies. That was why, for the girls that wore artificial tails, the management had gone all out. They wore the finest silicon tails available, with exaggerated dorsal, anal, caudal, pectoral and ventral fins and real scales, not just scales printed or molded on. Lori had one of those; even though it was a complete pain to get into and out of, and required a partner to zip up the back and close the panel that hid the zipper, she loved it dearly and always looked forward to being in the water with it. Hers was metallic greens with hints of gold that somehow matched her blond hair exactly.

      Hers was one of the prettiest of the silicon tails because she was a featured performer. Although the fins on her tail were not as extensive as they would have been in a scorpion fish, that was what they had been modeled on. If the management went all-out on the tails, they went over the top for one of the soloists. And Lori was always in the non-existent spotlight. Even when she wasn’t performing a routine, she was in a high-visibility spot, and lip-synced to the songs she herself had recorded, flanked by two of the three shark-girls.

      “Showtime, ladies,” said Jett, one of the shark-girls. All three of the shark-girls were in startling contrast to the others; needless to say, they had tiger-shark tails. They alone were allowed to look as sinister as they cared to, and they sported Mohawks and dreads, black tops, multiple piercings, and lots of chains, and generally carried black tridents underwater.

      Jett rolled herself up to one of the holes and tilted herself headfirst down it. Lori made sure her seashell crown was firmly affixed to her head before diving down her own entrance-tunnel, sending her stool back into place at her table with a practiced flick of her tail as she dove.

      This was not a job for anyone who suffered from claustrophobia. Even though the tunnel was well-lit, and the open water at the end easy to see, Lori didn’t much care for how close the walls were and was always glad to get out into the spring. There had been a “show” of sorts—mostly synchronous swimming—in the 50s, but the entire place as it was now had been built in the 1970s, when just about any environmental atrocity you wanted to commit was just fine in Florida. Some of those chickens were coming home to roost now in other places in Florida, but fortunately, although the mere fact of the theater’s existence made some environmentalists weep, the breathing system, the auditorium and the tunnels had been built with great care for the pristine spring, and any damage had long since healed over.

      Lori emerged from her tunnel into the watery light beyond and took her place at the front of the twelve windows of the auditorium, at what would have been stage-front if this had been a theater. The blue ruched curtains that hid the area until showtime were still down, but the underwater speakers fed by the same sound-system in the auditorium were playing an orchestral version of the “Skye Boat Song,” so curtain-up wasn’t far off.

      She took her place in the middle of what Sophia called “The DaVinci Ring” at center “stage.” It, and the four spinning “stripper poles” were newish, installed during the pandemic, and they made a world of difference for what the mermaids could do underwater. The problem with underwater acrobatics always had been that there were very limited options because unlike a ballet dancer or a gymnast, you didn’t have gravity to work against, or a floor to push off of. Now, though, the girls could build up momentum swinging around a pole, they could push off from the pole and catch another, and all of them had started watching pole-dancer videos to see what they could adapt.

      They had all been pretty skeptical of the poles until Sophia and Lori tried them out. That was when they discovered the clever engineering underlay what looked like a metal stick. It was actually a solid pole inside a hollow one, spinning on ball bearings. With the slightest wave of a hand or a tail, you could spin around the pole in a static pose in about any orientation you chose that looked amazing, and that was just the shallow end of the trick-pool. Skepticism very quickly turned into enthusiasm.

      And if it wasn’t that they had to put on those two wretched evening shows on the weekend, performing would have been sheer joy.

      Cal, the other shark-girl, emerged from her tunnel to take her place beside Lori and Jett, the rest of the girls came to stage-front to pick up their air-hoses and take their places, and then there was the moment of silence from the speakers before the curtain came up.

      Ugh. There they were. She recognized several of the Pervs from other shows. They were all crowded up to the glass, not sitting in their seats like they were supposed to. Before the first number began, one of them, a man in a gimme-cap, jeans, t-shirt and beer belly, pounded on the glass with his fist. “Show us your tits!” he bellowed, the words muffled, but distinct, even through the two-inch-thick glass and the water.

      The management had decided to open the show with Lori singing a children’s nursery rhyme put to harp music, naively hoping, she supposed, that invoking “Mary, Mary, quite contrary, how does your garden grow?” would settle the monkeys down. “Silver bells and cockle shells” fit the setting, and the languorous moves they made, as if they were all lazing about on a summer day, were supposed to quiet the audience down.

      It didn’t. They kept right on hooting.

      Did these idiots really think the girls were going to break the rules, pull off their bras and do an underwater strip-tease routine? She sighed mentally, made a sweeping circle of bubbles with her air-hose, to emphasize “Pretty maids all in a row,” and went on with the show.

      Instead of bringing the curtain down between numbers, a curtain of bubbles came up at the frame of the glass, enabling girls not in a scene to get down out of sight deeper in the spring, while the others changed places. Lori, however, was “on” for the entire show, either in the foreground or the background—the management was going to get every last dime they could out of that expensive tail!—so she had plenty of chances to see what the Pervs were up to. Mostly just carrying on like they were at a strip club, without the ability to try for a fast feel-up while tucking a dollar into a g-string, and she wondered, as she always did, just what brought them here when there were plenty of actual strip-joints all up and down the Orange Blossom Trail. That was the real-life seedy side of Florida tourism; for every theme park, there were probably a hundred strip clubs, peep shows, and sex toy shops.

      Maybe they’d been thrown out of every club nearby and this was the closest they could come to their preferred entertainment. Or maybe they were just cheap; you didn’t get much for twelve bucks at a strip club, but twelve bucks got you access to the whole park for the whole day.

      Lori’s voice floated out of the speakers into the water, and she mouthed the words of “Ebb Tide” as the other girls performed and Jett and Cal traded their tridents for long, trailing strips of blue-green fabric as they made helical patterns around her. It was a lovely number, slow and dreamy, and a reasonable person would have expected that the Pervs would finally sit down, calm down, and enjoy it.

      Lori had no such expectations, and she was unsurprised when the music ended and there was another chorus of “Show us your tits!” before the bubble-curtain came up and the noise of the bubbles drowned out the muffled shouting. “Dirait On,” “The Flower Duet” from Lakme, the Bacarolle from the Tales of Hoffman—it didn’t matter. The monkeys kept hooting like it was all “Love in an Elevator.”

      Finally came the Grande Finale, performed to Lori’s version of “Bali Hai,” with Caitlin and Anya gently herding a pair of the big turtles that shared the spring with them past the window. The turtles didn’t really need to be herded at this point; they knew the show as well as the girls did, and also knew there would be an offstage treat of fresh lettuce if they did their job. Sometimes there were even manatees in this part of the spring complex, but wildlife laws prevented interference with them, so no one counted on them to do more than glide around and excite the children; the turtles, however, were almost as old as the show itself, and the management had gotten an exemption for their single choreographed passage across the window.

      Lori’s weariness, as the bubble curtain came up and the physical curtain came down, had nothing to do with her exertions in the water. As they all neatly coiled their air hoses in the proper places and swam up the tunnels to the dressing-room, she sensed that same weariness in the rest of them. Or maybe it was depression. Here they had been spending the last hour making something beautiful, and instead of getting energy from an appreciative audience, all their energy had been sucked away by a bunch of shaved apes pawing their own genitals and hooting.

      “Eto piz’dets,” Anya swore, “Filthy pigs! Lori, your solo was beautiful, as always, and your voice is perfection. Don’t let those animals ruin it for you.”

      Lori smiled wanly. “No more Pervo Hours for the next five days, anyway,” she pointed out. “But I don’t envy the cleaners tonight.”

      Annika, one of the two adagio swimmers who hadn’t worn tails tonight, shuddered. “Ew,” she said. “Just…ew. Jett—why are you smiling?”

      “Because I am imagining a shower of Portuguese jellies cascading from the ceiling into their laps when they get their peckers out,” Jett said sweetly.

      Well, that made everyone laugh. “If only!” said Sophia.

      That seemed to turn everyone’s mood around. As the girls faced their mirrors and the challenge of getting off waterproof makeup intended to last the length of an hour-long show, they traded salacious quips and jokes about the Pervos. Although this was what usually happened after the shows, the banter was particularly good this evening.

      Lori’s sensitive skin meant that she needed to be very thorough about getting the gunk off, particularly around the eyes, or she risked not only finding herself with raccoon eyes in the morning, but an eye infection. So, as usual, she was alone in the dressing room after all the others had gone, still in her tail, when she heard the door to the hallway open. Thinking that it was either someone coming to see if she was done yet, or maybe management, she swiveled on her stool to face the door, lips parted to utter a greeting that didn’t even get as far as her throat.

      And she froze with absolute terror.

      It was a stranger, a man, a young blond man, but that wasn’t what had her complete and undivided attention. It was the military-style rifle he held.

      Now, she didn’t know anything about guns. All she knew was that it was big, painted in a camouflage pattern, and had a curving thing coming out of the bottom of it. The young man was dressed in camouflage to match, with a heavy-looking vest—was that body armor?—and stood there looking at her with a sneer plastered across his face.

      Terror affects different people in different ways. It made Lori cold all over, her stomach knot, and her hands shake—but it made her mind as clear as the crystal waters of the spring, and seemed to slow down time.

      Instantly three things flashed through her mind. That this was clearly someone who had come here intending to murder plenty of people; she knew just enough about guns to know that the curved thing held ammunition, and she saw several more of those things in pouches attached to his belt. That she was the only thing standing between him and not just her friends, but everyone else still in the park. She kept up with the news. She knew how these things always went. Mass killers didn’t stop with single victims. And all too often mass killers intentionally targeted women they imagined had somehow wronged them.

      And she knew that she had to get control of this situation now, or it wouldn’t just be her who died tonight.

      It’s been so long since I used my full powers. Will they still be strong enough?

      She didn’t bother to hide her shivering. She wanted him to see fear. She tucked her chin in so she was looking up at him as a child would, submissive and harmless, and sang, quietly, “What is it, dear sir, that I can do to help you? Is there something you’d like to say?” She half-sang the last, ending on an imploring note.

      Something you’d like to say—that was what she concentrated on, putting her power into those words, because if he was talking, he wasn’t shooting, and the longer he spoke, the more chance she had for the full force of her will to work on him. The air conditioner hummed away, the only sound in the silence but the lapping of water in the tunnels.

      He stared at her, still angry, but he didn’t point that weapon at her, not yet anyway. It was going to take more than a few notes for her power to work, so as he opened his mouth to answer, she continued to sing, deep in her throat, thankful that the sound system was still on and still playing innocuous showtunes. It didn’t matter what it was playing, just that she could use it to hide, and yet carry, her voice.

      He began to speak. She didn’t pay any attention to his words; they weren’t very memorable, to anyone who had been reading the news the last several years. A recitation of his manifesto, apparently. Just a long, vicious diatribe against women in general and the mermaids in particular, though he wasn’t at all clear about why he was so angry at her and her fellows. To be honest, he wasn’t really coherent about anything, and the magic behind her song had unleashed not only his tongue, but every pent-up grievance against every female creature he had ever encountered in his entire life. If he hadn’t been holding that gun, if he hadn’t come here with the express intention of murdering as many people as he could, she might even have felt some sympathy for him.

      But he was, and he had, and she was going to show him just how not helpless a “mere female” was.

      As she sang, some of the notes right outside of the range he could consciously hear, the torrent of bile began to falter. His eyes lost some of that hard glitter.

      But he was fighting her power. He didn’t know what he was fighting—how could he?—if he had known, he would have come equipped with earplugs. But he sensed that something wasn’t going the way he’d planned.

      He took an angry step forward. “Hey, bitch! What the hell are you doing to me?”

      She shrank into herself. “I have not moved, what could I do to you?”

      “How should I know? Gas? Mind control? Do you work for the government?”

      She shook her head carefully, and tried not to panic. It had been too long since she actually used her voice for anything but singing! “Please, mister!” she sang. She almost sang “master,” but she was afraid that would set him off. “I just swim and sing! I don’t know what you’re talking about!”

      Oh great Father Rhine, my powers aren’t working! I can’t enchant him! Both her hands flew to her throat. She didn’t know what to do! All her long, long life as a Lorelei and Rhine Maiden she’d simply sung and men fell swooning at her feet, or dashed themselves against the rocks trying to reach her. But that wasn’t working—now what?

      All she could think of was to try and bludgeon him with sound.

      Time slowed to a near-standstill. The muzzle of the gun slowly swung in her direction. She filled her lungs to their greatest capacity, and poured out a single, pure, ultrasonic note that was louder than anything she had ever produced in her life.

      He stiffened all over immediately. The gun clattered to the tile.

      With blood oozing from his nose and ears, he toppled to the floor backwards, landing first on his head with a satisfying crack.

      I…don’t think he’s going to walk away from this.

      Reflexively, she massaged her throat, which felt abused, and waited for her heart to stop pounding so she could think. By the time the others—not just the girls, but Udo the bear-sark who acted as Security—came pouring in by the dressing room door and the tunnel entrances, she already knew what to do, informed by a lot of binge-watching police shows.

      “Strip him. Find his phone,” she ordered, as she got Betty to unzip her tail so she could wiggle out of it. That wasn’t possible for more than half of the girls, because their tails were natural to them, but that didn’t matter right now. What mattered was finding out if he had told anyone he was coming here. Then erasing him from the world. “Strip him naked,” she continued, “Get his phone, his car keys if he has any and separate everything he’s wearing into clothing and weapon piles.”

      Betty held up his phone in triumph. “Give it to Udo, he’s good with tech,” she continued. “Udo, find his social media and find out what he’s been telling people about this place and if he planned to come here.”

      Udo swiftly had the phone unlocked using the stranger’s face. “Looks like he posted a manifesto to a couple sites, but he didn’t say where he was going, just that he was going to ‘give a bunch of bitches what they had coming to them.’” Udo flushed. “Entschuldige mir, Lori.”

      “No offense taken, Udo. Betty, can you get that pelican you like so much to take the phone and drop it in the ocean?” Udo was already wiping all prints from it with the face wipes they all used to clean off their makeup. He wrapped it in a wipe and handed it to Betty, who dove down one of the tunnels without a word.

      “I’ve got a seagull that can take his wallet down to one of the strip clubs on Orange Blossom,” Sophia offered. One of the girls that hadn’t swum tonight, Yulia, volunteered another that would take his car keys and leave them somewhere in town. Both girls wrapped their objects in wipes and took them down the tunnel.

      “We can burn his clothing in the incinerator, but what about the—“ she said hesitantly, and was interrupted by Udo, who had a huge, feral grin on his face.

      “No worries, meine schatzi, I have a forge that will make short work of them. As for the body armor?” He examined it. “Nothing personal on it, and it fits me.” He glanced around, spotted the wheeled trash barrel, and pulled out the liner, dumping the clothing, boots, and body armor in it, and replacing the liner. “I’ll go tidy up,” he quipped, wheeling the barrel out the door.

      That left most of the girls with her and the rapidly cooling body. They were eyeing it avidly, and she didn’t blame them. He was in good condition, but the American fast food diet would leave his muscles all nicely marbled with fat.

      “All right, my loves,” she said, feeling a sudden surge of pure joy that she had survived this—and evidently had a new weapon in her arsenal. “Go sink him in the deepest part of the spring, and when the park is closed, we’ll invite him to dinner.” The rest laughed, as she had known they would. “I’ll ‘tidy up’ here, as Udo would say, and tell Management what happened.”

      Two hours later, they were all in the aqua communal dining room, which, like the dressing room, was accessible by tunnel into the Springs. They all lived in a complex of hurricane-proof pink-painted cinderblock houses linked together by the communal rooms that dated back to the 50s, supplied with ramps so the girls with tails could wheel themselves around in light wheelchairs. Poseidon had been so effusive in his praise at her quick thinking that she was still a little pink. Once the parking lot emptied out, he was going to call a towing company to impound whatever it was the fellow had been driving. “I’ll have that cow put on ice for tomorrow,” he’d concluded. “Kalí óreksi!”

      The others had done a good job of dismembering and butchering. And now they were all gathered around a horseshoe shaped aqua table set low to the ground, so everyone could dine in comfort, tails or no tails. The shark girls were already feasting on the entrails, Betty had cracked into the skull after first offering it to Lori as a sign of her conquest. Lori had taken a very nice piece of thigh, which was, as she had hoped, well-marbled with tasty fat. They didn’t often get man these days, and often the carcass was underfed. But this time there was enough to go around and leave everyone feeling sated. Poseidon’s magic, feeble though it was these days, was equal to making the pile of bones they would leave disappear once they were done and he came to say goodnight.

      Lori nibbled the succulent flesh and looked around at her sisters—because, really, although they were dissimilar in origin, they were all water-sisters. Rusalka from Russia and Nereids from Greece, mermaids from the Med and shark-guardians from the Pacific Islands, the handful of other mythics that worked the park, and she, the one lone Rhine Maiden, were bound up in a way she could never have foreseen when encroaching humanity forced her to flee her home. And thanks to Poseidon, who these days looked like a jolly old Greek fisherman and rejoiced in strolling around his park dressed like shrimp boat captain, this was now a home for all of them in ways the poor human Management would never understand—and if they knew, would probably choose to unknow.

      And, she thought to herself with content as she took another tasty, red bite, You can’t beat the food.
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        * * *
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      I first met Violetta, my precious flower, on a sunny day in the spring. The water of the pond had become frigid with the melt off from the snowcapped mountains hemming in the little village of Pyagda, the town of my life and my untimely death at the hands of my own husband.

      I’d lost track of how many Maslenitsa had come and gone in the time since my lover betrayed me on the holiday, yet it was a day that always made me ache in my stilled heart. The week of Maslenitsa always filled me with that vengeful anger that was the burden of all rusalka.

      At least, until I met her. My Violetta.

      She came to my pond on the first day of Maslenitsa and cried quietly, salty tears into the cool water as I watched her from beneath the pond’s surface. I wondered what made her cry so; I yearned to reach my icy fingers towards her, to smear the tears off her face and tut soft words of comfort. So long it had been since I’d felt anything but anger, yet I could think of nothing but bringing a smile to her face.

      I coaxed a water lily from beneath the surface to grow, urging it to wake from its slumber and brighten the day while winter still tried so hard to keep its firm grasp on Pyagda.

      I sent one, then another, and then more and more, until I stemmed the flow of her tears. She gazed with her beautiful blue eyes at the gift I’d given her. The wonder I saw on her sweet face made me curious. So fierce was my curiosity that I couldn’t bear to stay hidden from her. I needed her to know that I was haunting this pond as the ghost of who I once was.

      I surfaced some distance away from her, allowing one of the largest lily pads to rest on top of my head.

      She lay there on the short dock, dressed in her Maslenitsa finery. Her headband marked her as an unmarried woman, a bright shade of yellow that stood out starkly from her raven hair, her fine white blouse and her woolen skirt were covered in sunflowers and daisies. I watched her carefully, my nose and mouth still submerged beneath the water. What need did a rusalka have to breathe?

      Then she lifted her gaze and she saw me.

      I froze, body going entirely still in the water. Would she scream? Would she think I sought to lure her to her death?

      The moment stretched between us like a great valley; I feared she would run away and never return.

      But she only folded her arms beneath her chin and smiled.

      “Did you do this?” she asked me. “Did you create these flowers for me?”

      I blinked before allowing my pale lips to surface, lily pad still on my head as if it was a hat.

      “You were crying,” I said as an answer.

      “I thought I was doing so in private,” she said with a small gust of a laugh. “I suppose even little ponds in the middle of the wilds aren’t uninhabited.”

      Her smile left her face, and I floated nearer. I clung with my cold, wet fingers to the edge of the dock and pulled myself up onto it, folding my arms in the same way that she did and resting my chin on them.

      “Why are you crying?” I asked. “Did someone hurt you?”

      My closeness gave her pause and she rose a bit from her reclined posture.

      “Are you going to try to eat me?” she asked.

      I shook my head.

       “We don’t have need for food like we did when we lived. The hunger we have is more for the peace of rest.”

      She looked at me for a long time, blue eyes searching mine. I felt self-conscious—I was certain they had turned to black or even an unnerving milky color since my death. I couldn’t even remember what my eyes had looked like when I was alive. 

      I was just about to slink back into the water and vanish when she suddenly reached out and adjusted a strand of my hair.

      “You’re quite beautiful, Rusalka,” she said. “You look like a porcelain doll.”

      Had I still possessed a heartbeat, it would have been hammering in my chest.

      “You’re the beautiful one. You look like a sunflower given form,” I said with a sheepish smile.

      She gusted a little laugh and swiped the remnants of wetness from her face.

      “My mother wants me to marry a boy in the village. She’s making me do a sleigh ride with him today,” she said. “To answer your question about why I was crying.”

      I rolled my head a bit to the side, looking up at her. “You don’t like this boy?”

      “No,” she answered. “I’m not interested in any of the boys in the village.”

      I reached out for her hand, and surprisingly, she allowed me to take it. Her fingers were warm on my clammy skin, and I basked in the vitality coursing through her. It was like standing in a pool of sunlight.  

      “Don’t let anyone tell you how to live your life,” I said.

      “Easy to say when you’re already dead,” she said.

      I flinched, taking my hand back from hers.

      “W-Wait, I’m sorry.” She said quickly, reaching for my hand again and holding onto it. “I’m just feeling sorry for myself. That was a cruel thing for me to say.”

      It was cruel, but I found myself incapable of staying upset with her.

      “You could just stay around here, you know,” I offered. “You can say you got lost. There are many spirits that call these wilds home who would love to confuse a pretty girl like you, even just to be close to your warmth.”

      “Spirits like you?” she teased.

      I shrank a little. Had I been so obvious?

      She laughed warm and bright, but her hand only squeezed mine more insistently. “I’m Violetta,” she told me.

      I inhaled to introduce myself, but so long had it been since someone had uttered my name that I didn’t remember it. She must have read as much on my face, because a moment later she reached with her free hand and pushed more of my hair out of my face.

      “Liliana,” she said. “Because of the water lilies you made for me.”

      I fell in love with her right then.

      Violetta spent that day with me, avoiding the sleigh ride altogether. I eventually joined her on the dock, the pale white of my ghostly shift like the tail of a fish or an eel, keeping the connection between me and my watery prison.

      We talked for hours until the lilac sky of dusk descended over us.

      “It’s getting late, Violetta,” I said. “You should go back home before the ground gets icy.”

      “I don’t want to go. I wish I could just stay here with you; this is the most fun I’ve had in ages.”

      “Nothing like a dead woman to give you riveting company,” I joked.

      “I mean it, Liliana,” she insisted. “Mother and Father, the people in the village, they don’t seem to understand me like you do.”

      I looked at her pretty eyes, a comfortable silence falling between us. In that quiet, I could hear the steady beat of her heart, feel the warmth of the day rolling off her in waves. I took her hand one last time and gave it a firm squeeze.

      “You’re always welcome at my pond, Violetta. Whenever you’d like,” I said before picking up her hand and pressing a kiss to the back of it.

      A beautiful shade of pink dusted her freckled cheeks, and I could hear her heartbeat stumble and falter before it quickened. She lifted her free hand and smoothed it over my cheek, brushing her fingers into my now-dry hair.

      And then a sound came from behind us, causing us both to start and yelp.

      Then we both laughed, the contact between us breaking.

      “Goodnight, Liliana,” she said as she stood up.

      I slinked down into my pond, looking up at her. “Safe travels, Violetta.”
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        * * *

      

      After that day, Violetta’s visits became a regular occurrence. The time we spent together gave my afterlife a sense of passing time. Violetta could only come in the middle of the week, in the middle of the day, when her mother was visiting a friend and her father was working. Instead of my existence being marked by the passing of seasons, it was marked by the visits I received from my beautiful flower.

      We never ventured into the intimacy we had the first day, but I didn’t mind. I had her smile and gossip from the village to warm me.

      Some days were harder than others, though. Some days, she came with a fresh bruise on her face. Some days she barely spoke, no matter what I did to try and coax her warm demeanor from within her.

      Spring matured, melting the rest of the snow, summer falling in line just behind it.

      Our friendship deepened, and so did my love for her.

      Of course, I wasn’t enough of a fool to ever talk to her about those feelings, her life was becoming complicated enough from what I could glean. She didn’t like to talk about her family or their expectations when we were together, but I could piece together some of what I myself experienced so long before when I’d been alive.

      It all culminated in one particular day we spent together, though.

      She came to the pond especially early, her freckled cheeks flushed as if she had run the entire way. Her eyes were puffy, and I could tell that she’d been crying. Yet, when I asked her what was wrong, she only shook her head.

      “Nothing,” she said. “Everything’s fine. I just wanted to come spend the day with you.”

      Only moments later did she start undressing.

      I stammered, somewhat flustered, “V-Violetta, what are you doing?”

      She undressed down to her linen rubakha before starting to peel off her fur-lined shoes. “It’s a beautiful day,” she said as she hopped on a single foot, fighting with her stubborn footwear. “I’m going to come in and swim with you.”

      “Wh-What? You are? Wait, Violetta, look out for⁠—”

      Before she could even manage to take off her shoes, she hopped too close to the edge of the dock, her sole catching the edge and sending her crashing into the water of my pond. I swam quickly to bring her back up from the murky depths, scooping her into my arms and going back to the surface. When we broke through to the air, she sputtered the water out of her mouth and broke into a bright and happy laugh.

      “Violetta, your shoes!” I cried.

      “Guess I’ll just have to stay here till they can dry in the sun!” she said, completely unbothered.

      And she did stay, from the early part of the morning, all through the warm afternoon, until we once again sat perched on the dock, overlooking the lily pads and the now calm waters of my home.

      We watched the sun make its descent behind the trees, and it was then in the slanted angle of the sunlight that I finally saw it.

      On her hand was an ornate golden band set with a dazzling topaz.

      “Violetta…” was all I could manage to say.

      She looked at me and then followed my gaze to her engagement ring. She hastily covered it with her other hand as her face flushed crimson.

      “I’d finally managed to forget that it was there,” she said, biting her lip.

      Tears collected in her eyes, threatening to overflow—clinging to her long, dark lashes.

      I lifted my cold hand to swipe them away, her skin warm with the sunlight she’d soaked in all day. She looked at me, eyes wandering down to my pale lips before meeting my gaze.

      “If you could leave this place, would you have run away with me?” she asked. “Would you have come with me and built a little hut deep in the forest? Where we could have always been happy together.”

      My frozen heart broke. Had I been able, I would have burst into tears.

      “Yes, Violetta,” I said. “If I could leave these waters, which I’ve been cursed to wander, I would have…so happily made you my wife.”

      Her face crumpled and she let out a low, mournful sob as she curled into me for comfort.

      “I hate him, Liliana,” she wept. “He’s cruel and sadistic. He only wants me to give him sons and be a trophy on his arm. And—and he said that I won’t be allowed to come to the forest anymore. So I…”

      She forced herself to unfurl from where I consoled her. She held my face in her perfect, warm hands. They smelled like soil and sunshine—they smelled like life. I closed my eyes and let out a tearless sob of my own.

      “You won’t be able to return here,” I finished for her.

      I would be alone again. Again, time would soldier on without end, the sound of the frogs and crickets the only companionship in this eternal prison. Yet, even in my own distress, I remembered feeling hers. I remembered the day I was promised to a man I thought would protect me, and I remembered the day of his betrayal.

      I would have an eternity to nurse this wound, but only this moment to console Violetta. I would only be able to soothe her heartache and give her what fleeting love I could.

      So, I pulled her into a tight embrace, petting a hand through her silken hair, committing every precious moment to my failing memory.

      “You will find joy again, Violetta,” I whispered, pressing a kiss to the top of her head. “Even if you hate your husband, even if he makes your skin crawl and your stomach twist, the children you have with him will be your whole life. And you will read books about adventure, and it will feel like you’re the one taking them.”

      “I don’t want an adventure without you,” she sobbed.

      “Shhh, shhh, my little flower,” I cooed through a tight throat. “No matter what happens, Violetta, I’ll still be here. And every day I’ll think of you, and every day I will love you, and one day when I’m able to get free of this place I will spend my eternity with you.”

      “I love you Liliana,” she whispered, her breath warm against my neck.

      “I love you. I have since the first day I met you.”

      I held her until the evening came, and then we watched the first light of the stars and the moon blink into life. I treasured every second of that time with her until she had to go. When she finally got fully dressed, and once again donned her fur-lined shoes, neither of us could bear to say goodbye. Not when we both knew it would be the last time. It was too painful.

      I only dropped into the frigid water of my pond and watched as my flower, my very reason for existence, disappeared into the dense vegetation that she had bloomed from like a serendipitous sunflower after the waning of winter.

      She did not return.
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        * * *

      

      It was a black night in winter when I awoke.

      The moon and stars were obscured by the dense cloud cover of a looming snowstorm. I’d long stopped trying to entertain myself in the dull days of my afterlife. Nothing was interesting after Violetta, and after watching the trees for years after she walked out of my life, I’d come to accept that she would not be returning.

      So, I allowed my spirit to disperse in the waters. I became the unthinking tadpole, the stagnant beds of algae, the buzz of the mosquito in the banks.

      Perhaps if I could just hold still long enough, I could forget that I was rusalka. Maybe I could just cease to exist.

      At least until that dark night. There was the sound of an argument, a man’s voice, a woman’s, and a child’s scream. Then there was the crack of something hard against the ice. Once, twice.

      And then I heard her, my sweet Violetta.

      “Run, Liliana.”

      The command was wet, as if sputtered through a mouthful of honey, but it roused me.  

      I came back to myself as the third crack sounded, and with it, the sound of a body breaking the icy surface of my pond. I collected the wisps of my soul from where I’d stored it, beneath the stones, within the ice, in the roots of the eelgrass.

      And when I could open my eyes again, I saw her.

      My flower, my Violetta.

      But it was all wrong.

      She screamed from beneath the surface of the water, a plume of blood and air leaving her mouth. She grasped the arm of a man, and even in the dark the band of her gold and topaz ring shone. She was trying to keep him from pulling her up, from taking her away from me again.

      No, that didn’t make sense, she wasn’t trying to get to me at all. She was turning red, her heart was hammering erratically.

      She was drowning.

      Every detail came into sharp relief then. The hand on her chest was her husband’s, the sound of the cracking had been her skull against the thickening ice over my pond. I could see, now, the ribbons of red blooming from her head where her kokoshnik was pinned to her braided hair.

      I could only watch as the circumstances of my own death flashed before my eyes. I marveled at how close the details were; how I’d also fought and wept fruitlessly, how my heart had felt as if it might burst, how I could do nothing but gasp in lungs full of icy water. The first horrific moments of my eternal prison. Waking as a spirit bound to these waters, with the mission of seeking vengeance for the life stolen from me. But my husband had never returned, he’d died peacefully in his bed, and I lived on.

      But if Violetta died like this, then we could haunt this pond together. We could spend eternity laughing and playing. If I could watch her perish in this terrible lonely way, then I could finally end the torment of my loneliness.

      Violetta looked at me, her beautiful eyes pleading. She removed her hand from her murderer, and I thought she might reach out to me.

      But she didn’t. Instead, her hand drifted up to the ice, pressing against it. I followed the movement, followed Violetta’s gaze. And I saw a girl who could be no older than twelve, with raven hair and pale blue eyes. I watched as she pulled on her father’s coat with all the strength her small body could muster, and I watched as he struck her down to the rotting wood of the dock and she fell unconscious.

      She had not been urging me to flee, I realized.

      Those words were for Violetta’s daughter, her stunning daughter who she had named after me.

      Centuries of rage bubbled from deep within me, and for the first time in my non-existence I felt the unfamiliar curling of bloodlust rise from some angry, dark crevice in my soul.

      I became the monster I was promised, I found the strength I had purchased with my cold and lonely death.

      I scooped Violetta into my arms before I smashed through the cover of the ice, one black claw sinking into the thickest part of the ice where I dragged us out of my watery grave. I opened my mouth—no—my maw, to accommodate the rows of rotting teeth that formed there.

      The murderer, the abuser, stared at me. The color drained out of his face as he wailed, he skittered back like vermin, the stink of urine left in his wake. Too slow, though.

      After carefully lying Violetta on the ice, I spirited myself behind him and seized him by his shirt, lifting him off his feet as he kicked and screamed like a frightened little boy.
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