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				The story so far . . .

				Serafina, heir to the throne of Miromara, and her best friend Neela have managed to escape the clutches of Captain Traho and his invading army. Sinister dreams have led them and four other mermaids to the hideout of the river witches, where they have been given a seemingly impossible task: find six talismans that are scattered through the oceans to prevent an ancient monster from rising. During their training the hideout is stormed by Captain Traho. The only way out for Serafina and Neela is through a mirror, and into Lord Rorrim’s realm . . .

			

		

	
		
			
				

				The sea is never still.

				It pounds on the shore

				Restless as a young heart,

				Hunting.

				The sea speaks

				And only the stormy hearts

				Know what it says . . .

				—From ‘Young Sea’, by Carl Sandburg
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				BEHIND THE SILVER GLASS, the man with no eyes smiled.

				She was here. She had come. As he’d known she would. Her heart was strong and true, and it had led her home.

				She had come hoping that there was someone left. Her mother, the regina. Her warrior brother or fierce uncle.

				The man watched the mermaid as she swam through the ruined stateroom of her mother’s palace. He watched with eyes that were fathomless pits of darkness.

				She looked different now. Her clothing was that of the currents, hard and edgy. She’d cut her long copper-brown hair short and dyed it black. Her green eyes were wary and guarded.

				Yet, in some ways, she had not changed. Her movements were halting. There was uncertainty in her glance. The man saw that she still did not recognize the source of her power and so did not believe in it. That was good. By the time she did understand, it would be too late. For her. For the seas. For the world.

				The mermaid looked at the gaping hole where the stateroom’s east wall had once stood. A current, mournful and low, swept through it. Anemones and seaweeds had begun to colonize its jagged edges. The mermaid swam to the broken throne, then bent down to touch the floor near it.

				Head bowed, she stayed there for quite some time. Then she rose and backed away, moving closer to the north wall.

				Closer to him.

				He’d tried to kill her once, before the attack on her realm. He’d come through a mirror in her bedroom, but a servant had appeared, forcing him back into the silver.

				Long, jagged cracks, running through the glass like a network of veins, held him back now. The spaces between the cracks were too small to fit his body through, but large enough for his hands.

				Slowly, silently, they pushed through the mirror, hovering only inches from the mermaid. It would be so easy to wrap them around her slender neck and end what the Iele had started.

				But no, the man thought, drawing back. That wouldn’t be wise. Her courage and strength were greater than he’d imagined. She might yet succeed where others had failed – she might find the talismans. And if she did, he would take them from her. A merman she’d once loved and trusted would help him.

				The man with no eyes had waited so long. He knew he must not lose patience now. He retreated into the glass, blending back into its liquid silver. In the hollows where his eyes once were, darkness shone, bright and alive. It was a darkness that watched and waited. A darkness that crouched. A darkness as ancient as the gods.

				In her last moments, she would see it. He would turn her face to his and make her look into those bottomless black depths. She would know that she had lost.

				And that the darkness had won.
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				‘HERE, FISH! HERE, SILVERFISH!’

				Serafina, breathless and trembling, called out as loudly as she dared. Liquid silver rippled around her as she moved through the Hall of Sighs in Vadus, the mirror realm. Its walls were hung with thousands of looking glasses. Light from flickering chandeliers danced inside them. Except for a few vitrina, who were gazing vacantly at their reflections, the hall was empty.

				Sera had hoped her friends would be nearby, but they weren’t. They must’ve come out in other parts of Vadus, she reasoned. At least no death riders had followed her. Baba Vrăja had seen to that by smashing the mirror Sera had swum through, allowing her to escape the soldiers, and their captain, Markus Traho.

				‘Come, silverfish!’ she called again, her voice barely a whisper.

				She had to be quiet. To make as few ripples as possible. She didn’t want the mirror lord to know she was here. He was every bit as dangerous as Traho.

				She remembered the beetles. Vrăja had given her a handful of them to lure a silverfish. She pulled them out of her pocket and rattled them in her fist.

				‘Here, fish, fish, fish!’ she called. The quicker she found one, the quicker she’d get home.

				Home.

				Serafina had fled Miromara two weeks before, after Cerulea – its capital city – had been invaded. The attackers had tried to assassinate her mother. They’d murdered her father. They’d been sent by Admiral Kolfinn of Ondalina, an Arctic mer realm, under the leadership of the brutal Captain Traho.

				Sera had met Astrid, Kolfinn’s daughter, in the Iele’s caves, and Astrid had sworn that her father had not ordered an attack on Miromara, but Sera didn’t trust her.

				Like Serafina herself, and four other mermaids – Neela, Becca, Ling and Ava – Astrid had been summoned by the Iele, a clan of powerful river witches. From Vrăja, the Iele’s leader, the mermaids had learned that they were direct descendants of the Six Who Ruled – powerful mages who had once governed the lost island empire of Atlantis.

				They’d also learned that Orfeo, the most powerful of the Six, had unleashed a great evil upon the island – the monster Abbadon. The creature had destroyed Atlantis before it was finally defeated by Orfeo’s five fellow mages. They had imprisoned it in the Carceron; then one of them – Sycorax – had dragged the prison to the Southern Sea, where she’d sunk it beneath the ice. But now the monster was stirring again. Someone had woken it. Serafina was convinced it was Kolfinn. She believed he wished to use its power to take over all the mer realms.

				Vrăja had told the mermaids that they needed to destroy Abbadon before whoever had woken it could free it. To do this, they would need to find ancient talismans that had belonged to the Six Who Ruled. With these objects, the mermaids could open the lock to the Carceron and go after the monster.

				Sera knew her best hope of finding out where the talismans were was in Cerulea’s Ostrokon, among the ancient conch recordings about Merrow’s Progress. She believed that Merrow, the merfolk’s first leader, had hidden the talismans during a journey she’d taken through the world’s waters, and that the conchs might reveal their locations.

				Though she knew it was extremely dangerous – and she was scared of seeing Cerulea in ruins – she had to go back home.

				But not yet.

				There was someplace else she had to go first.

				No, Sera! a voice said forcefully.

				She whirled around, looking for whoever had spoken, but no one was there.

				Don’t go, mina. It’s too dangerous.

				‘Ava?’ Sera whispered. ‘Is that you? Where are you?’

				In your head.

				‘Is this a convoca?’ Sera asked, remembering the difficult summoning spell the Iele had taught them.

				Yes . . . trying . . . can’t hold it . . . ember . . . Astrid . . .

				‘Ava, you’re breaking up! I’m losing you!’ Sera said.

				There was no sound for a few seconds, then Ava’s voice came back. Remember what Astrid said? ‘The Opafago eat their victims alive . . . while their hearts are still beating and their blood’s still pumping.’

				‘I know, but I have to go,’ Sera said.

				The Ostrokon . . . safer . . . please . . . Ava was fading again.

				‘I can’t, Ava. Not yet. Before we can find out where the talismans are, we have to find out what they are.’

				Sera waited for Ava’s response, but it didn’t come.

				‘Here, silverfish!’ Sera said, more urgently now. Time was passing. She had to make wake. ‘Here, fish! I have a tasty treat for you!’

				‘How fabulous! I love treats!’ a new voice said. From right behind her.

				Serafina’s blood froze. Rorrim Drol. He’d found her after all. She slowly turned around.

				‘Principessa! How lovely to see you again!’ said the mirror lord. His eyes travelled over her face, taking in its pallor. He noted the deep cuts on her tail, made by the monster. His oily smile widened. ‘I must say, though, you’re not looking very well.’

				‘You are. Well fed, that is,’ Serafina said, backing away from him.

				His face was as round as a full moon. He wore an acid-green silk robe. Its voluminous folds couldn’t conceal his girth.

				‘Why, thank you, my dear!’ he said. ‘As a matter of fact, I’ve just had the most wonderful meal. Courtesy of a young human. A girl about your age.’ He burped loudly, then covered his mouth. ‘Oh, my. Do excuse me. I rather overdid it. There were so many delicious danklings to be had.’

				Danklings were a person’s deepest fears. Rorrim fed on them.

				‘So that’s why you’re as fat as a walrus,’ Serafina said, keeping her distance.

				‘I couldn’t resist. That silly girl made it so easy! She reads these things called magazines, you see. They have pictures in them of other girls, only the pictures have been enchanted to make those girls look flawless. But she can’t see that. All she sees is that they’re perfect and she’s not. She spends hours fretting in her mirror, and I stand on the other side whispering to her that she’ll never be thin enough, pretty enough, or good enough. And when she’s utterly scared and miserable, I feast!’

				Poor thing, Sera thought, remembering how bad it felt to fall short of others’ expectations. How bad it still felt sometimes.

				‘Isn’t it brilliant, Principessa? Ah, the goggs! I simply adore them. They do so much of my work for me. But enough about them. The things I hear about you these days!’ Rorrim said, wagging a finger. ‘You’ve got Captain Traho tearing up entire rivers looking for you. What are you doing in Vadus? Where are you going?’

				‘Home,’ Sera lied.

				Rorrim narrowed his eyes. He licked his lips. ‘Surely you don’t have to leave so soon?’ He was behind Serafina before she even realized he’d moved. She gasped as she felt a liquid chill run up her spine.

				‘Still so strong!’ he said unhappily.

				‘Get your hands off me!’ Sera cried, swimming away from him.

				But he caught up with her. ‘Why were you calling my silverfish? Where are you really going?’ he asked her.

				‘I told you, home,’ she said.

				Sera knew she had to hide her fears from him. He would use them to keep her here forever, like a vitrina. But it was too late; she suddenly felt a sharp pain.

				‘Ah! There it is!’ Rorrim whispered, his breath cold upon her neck. ‘Little principessa, you think you’re so clever and brave, but you’re not. I know it. And so did your mother. You disappointed her time and time again. You let her down. And then you left her to die.’

				‘No!’ Serafina cried.

				Rorrim’s quick fingers probed her backbone cruelly, searching for her deepest fears. ‘But wait, there’s more! Just look at what you’ve been up to!’ He fell silent for a moment, then said, ‘My word, what a task Vrăja’s given you. And you honestly think you can do it? You? What will she do when you fail? I imagine she’ll find someone else. Someone better. Just like Mahdi did.’

				His venomous words struck at Serafina’s heart like a stingray’s barb. Mahdi, the crown prince of Matali, a merman she’d loved, had betrayed her for another and the wound was still raw. She looked down at the floor, paralysed by pain. She forgot why she was here. And where she was going. Her will was ebbing away. A suffocating greyness descended on her like a sea fog.

				With a purr of pleasure, Rorrim plucked a small, dark thing hiding between two vertebrae. The dankling screeched and flailed as he popped it into his mouth.

				‘So delicious!’ he said, swallowing. ‘I shouldn’t have any more, but I can’t help myself.’ He ate another, and then said, ‘You’ll never defeat Traho. He’ll find you sooner or later.’

				The brightness in Serafina’s eyes dimmed. Her head dipped. Rorrim plucked more danklings, cramming them into his mouth with the heel of his hand.

				‘Mmm! Divine!’ he said, gulping them down. A rumbling burp escaped him.

				The rude noise broke through Serafina’s lethargy. For a few seconds, the grey lifted and her mind was clear again. He’s taking me apart. I can’t let him, she thought desperately. But how can I fight him? He’s so strong . . .

				With great effort, she lifted her head – and gasped. Rorrim had doubled in size. His belly was hanging down to his knees. His face was grotesquely bloated. A grimace twisted his mouth.

				He’s eaten so much he’s in pain, she thought.

				She heard another voice then – Vrăja’s. It sounded in her memory, loud and clear. Instead of shunning your fear, you must let it speak, the witch had told her.

				Serafina would. She would let it shout.

				‘You’re right, Rorrim,’ she said. ‘What Vrăja’s asked of me is impossible.’

				She was throwing her heart open to a monster. If she failed, he would devour it.

				Rorrim snatched another dankling and chewed it. He burped again, wincing. His belly touched the ground now. ‘Perhaps a slight pause between courses would be wise,’ he said. ‘A moment, please . . .’

				Sera didn’t give him one.

				‘I’m afraid I won’t find my uncle. Or my brother,’ she said all in a rush. ‘I’m afraid of the death riders. I’m afraid for Neela, Ling, Ava and Becca. I’m afraid Astrid’s telling me the truth. I’m afraid she isn’t. I’m afraid of Traho. I’m afraid of the man with no eyes . . .’

				Rorrim was grabbing fistfuls of danklings now. His arms were so fat, he could barely bring his hands to his mouth, yet he couldn’t stop eating. His greed overwhelmed him.

				‘Do you know what else I’m afraid of?’

				‘Oh, gods, stop. Please!’ Rorrim begged. He took a step back, lost his balance and toppled over. He tried to get up, but couldn’t. His legs and arms kicked wildly, like a flipped-over turtle’s. He was helpless.

				Serafina bent over him. She was shouting now. ‘I’m afraid I’ll lose my mind if I see any more suffering! I’m afraid more Ceruleans will be killed! I’m afraid of villages being raided! I’m afraid Traho will hurt Vrăja! I’m afraid Blu is dead! I’m afraid for the merfolk trapped on Rafe Mfeme’s ship!’

				Rorrim closed his eyes. He whimpered and Serafina stopped yelling. She straightened, surprised to find that the grey fog had disappeared. She had bested Rorrim. Her fear had become an ally instead of an enemy.

				Smiling, she opened her hand. The beetles were still inside it. ‘Silverfish! Come!’ she shouted, as loudly as she could.

				But no silverfish appeared. Serafina realized what she was doing wrong.

				She shouted again. ‘[image: Backward_type.pdf]’ she called.

				The liquid silver stirred. Two long, quivering antennae emerged from it, followed by a head. The creature crawled all the way out of the liquid and Serafina saw that it was huge. Twice as big as a large hippokamp. Silver drops fell from its long, segmented carapace. A pair of enormous black eyes regarded her.

				‘[image: Backward_type.pdf]’ it said.

				‘[image: Backward_type.pdf]’ Serafina said.

				The silverfish nodded and Serafina climbed onto its back. The creature folded its long antennae down so she could hold them like reins. Sera found her seat atop the silverfish just as she would if she were riding her own hippokamp, Clio. Her tail hugged its side. Her spine was straight and strong.

				‘To Atlantis? You’re travelling to your own death!’ Rorrim cried.

				‘I’m going to Atlantis to prevent death. Mine and many more,’ Serafina said.

				‘Idiot merl!’ Rorrim bellowed, flailing his arms and legs furiously. ‘The Opafago will eat you alive! They’ll crack your bones open and lick out the marrow! If you aren’t scared, you should be!’

				‘I’m not scared, Rorrim . . .’

				‘Liar,’ Rorrim hissed.

				‘ . . . I’m terrified.’
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				‘[image: Backward_type.pdf]’ Serafina told the silverfish.

				The creature stared at her with his big black eyes. ‘[image: Backward_type.pdf] [image: Backward_type.pdf]’ he said.

				Serafina looked at the mirror again. The silverfish had taken her a very long way down the endless Hall of Sighs and had deposited her here. The glass in front of her was broken with jagged edges, and attached to its frame on only two sides. If she sucked in her stomach and turned sideways, she might be able to swim through it, but she wasn’t sure and she didn’t want to take any chances.

				Every mirror in the Hall of Sighs corresponded to a mirror in the terragogg or mer world. The other side of this mirror was somewhere in Atlantis, in some ruined room, but where?

				It was dark inside the glass. She couldn’t see what awaited her. What if she got stuck? What if she found herself half in and half out, unable to move, with Opafago on the other side? She asked the creature to take her to a different mirror.

				The silverfish reared, then slammed back down. ‘[image: Backward_type.pdf]’ he demanded.

				‘[image: Ok_ok.pdf]’ Serafina replied.

				Maybe there was another way in and maybe there wasn’t, but it was clear that this was as far as the silverfish would go. She slid off his back and held out the beetles she’d promised him. He ate them from her hand, then dived back under the silver. Serafina was alone.

				Atlantis had been a large island. In addition to Elysia, the capital, it had boasted many towns and villages – all of which had been destroyed. Sera knew she could spend ages looking for another way in and never find it. She took a deep breath, and then – hands together over her head like a diver – she swam carefully through the mirror, mindful of its sharp edges. She pulled her tail through and found herself on a rubble-strewn floor. She’d swum out of the mirror realm, but wasn’t sure what she’d swum into.

				Only a thin ray of light, shining in through a crack above her, penetrated the gloom. She quietly sang an illuminata spell, pulled the ray to her and expanded it to fill the space. As her eyes adjusted to the brightness, she saw she was in what was once a large and elegant room of a terragogg house. Two walls had collapsed; the other two still stood. Above her, giant wooden beams that had supported an upper floor slanted down from the upright walls. Debris, all of it overgrown, lay heavily across the beams.

				Serafina investigated the space, looking for a way out, but found none. She sang a commoveo spell – again in a quiet voice, wary of alerting anyone or anything to her presence. She used the magic to push against large chunks of stone, but it was no use; it would take a dozen songcasters to budge them. She poked and prodded at the bricks and rubble, but only succeeded in dumping silt on her head.

				That’s when she felt it – a vibration in the water. A strong one. Whatever was making it was big. She spun around. Three feet away from her was a large, angry moray. The eel drew herself up and hissed, baring her lethal teeth.

				‘Eel, please, you I trouble no give!’ Serafina cried.

				The terrible grammar that came out of her mouth shocked her. What shocked her even more was that her words were in Eelish – a language she didn’t speak.

				‘What are you doing here?’ the eel asked, her voice low and threatening.

				I understand her! Serafina thought. How is this possible? Ling’s the only mermaid I know who speaks Eelish.

				She realized that she’d understood the silverfish too. She’d spoken Rursus with him.

				Then it hit her: the bloodbind.

				When the five merls had mixed their blood and made their vow to work together to defeat Abbadon, some of Ling’s magic must have flowed into her. Had she got some of Ava’s, Neela’s and Becca’s too?

				‘I asked you a question, mermaid,’ the eel snarled, moving closer.

				‘Now getting out. Trying,’ Serafina quickly replied.

				‘How did you get in?’

				‘Through the looking grass.’

				The eel’s expression changed from anger to confusion.

				‘Looking gas. Looking glass. Please, eel, show me the out.’

				‘There’s a tunnel,’ the eel said. ‘But you won’t fit through it. You’ll have to go out the way you came in.’

				‘No! Can’t! Bad man there. Please, you eel, the out.’

				‘I’ll show you, but it won’t do you any good,’ the eel said. She swam along the floor to the remains of a collapsed wall. Among the debris was a rock, roughly a foot and a half in diameter. ‘There,’ she said, pointing behind the rock with her tail.

				It was so murky in that part of the room that Serafina hadn’t seen the rock, never mind the tunnel behind it. Tugging on the rock now, she loosened it from the surrounding silt, then cast another commoveo to push it out of the way. She took her bag off her shoulder, knelt down, put a hand inside the narrow tunnel and felt a slight current.

				‘How long?’ she asked.

				‘Not very. Maybe two feet.’

				‘I me dig out,’ Serafina said.

				‘Do what you need to do. Just get out of my house.’

				Serafina started scooping handfuls of silt from the bottom of the tunnel. She’d enlarged it by a good six inches when she hit something hard and large. Unable to move it, she dug at the top of the tunnel instead, and then the sides, working silt, pebbles and small rocks loose. She slowly made her way through the narrow passage on her back, blinking silt from her eyes, spitting grit out of her mouth, praying she didn’t loosen something major and bring an avalanche down on herself. When she finally reached the other side of the tunnel, she didn’t stop to look around, but quickly wriggled back into the eel’s house and grabbed her bag.

				‘Thank me,’ she said.

				‘For what, exactly?’ the eel asked.

				‘No, you. Thank you, eel,’ Serafina said.

				‘Whatever. Just go,’ said the eel.

				Serafina pushed her bag into the tunnel. The she turned around and reversed into it herself, so that she could pull the rock she’d moved back into place. She didn’t want to leave the eel with a big hole in the side of her house. Shoving her bag ahead with her tail, she squeezed through the tunnel once more. When she finally came out the other side, she saw that she was in open water. Cautiously, she checked for any signs of movement, but saw none. The waters above her were bright. From the position of the sun’s rays slanting through them, she could tell that it was midday. She looked around and discovered that she was at the back of the terragogg house.

				Behind it, foothills sloped gently down to the seafloor. The hills were colonized by corals and seaweeds now, but Sera knew they’d probably been terraced for grapes and olives before Atlantis had been destroyed. She swam to the front of the house, hoping to find her bearings.

				There, the terrain fell away steeply into a valley. At its centre, clustered along what had once been a street, were ruins that went on for leagues. Serafina stopped dead at the sight of them, wonder-struck. She had information to gather, talismans to find and a monster to hunt down, but she was so overwhelmed, she couldn’t move. Tears came to her eyes.

				‘Oh,’ she whispered. ‘Oh, great Neria, just look at it!’

				Its houses were broken. Its temples toppled. Its palaces ruined.

				It was silent. Deserted. Desolate.

				But it was still so beautiful.

				It was a place Serafina had long imagined, but had never hoped to see.

				It was a vanished dream. A fallen empire. A paradise lost.

				It was Elysia, the heart of Atlantis.
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				SERAFINA STARED, not moving, barely breathing.

				So much had collapsed during the island’s destruction, but here and there, buildings, or at least parts of them, had survived. She had studied Elysia in school, and had produced several term conchs on its art and architecture.

				There in the distance, that bowl-shaped structure – that has to be the amphitheatre, she thought. And that huge open space flanked by columns, that’s the agora – the public square. And there’s the ostrokon, which the Atlanteans called a library.

				Unable to contain herself a second longer, she cast a canta prax camouflage spell that allowed her to blend into her surroundings, just like an octopus. Prax, or plainsong, was the most basic mer magic and took little energy or ability. As soon as the songspell was cast, she swam for the ruins.

				In minutes, she was at the outskirts of the city. She swooped down low, determined to enter it as her ancestors had, by its streets. As she swam through them – stopping to touch a column or lintel – forty centuries instantly fell away.

				She swam into homes both humble and grand. Time and silt had covered much, but in one house she saw a mosaic portrait of a man, woman and three children – the family that had lived there. In another, a statue of the sea goddess Neria, miraculously intact. In a third, she saw a human skeleton – a woman’s, she guessed, judging from the bracelets around her wrists and the rings on her fingers. Her delicate bones were furry with algae. Tiny fish swam in and out of her skull. Atlantis is under an enchantment. Who was she? Serafina wondered sadly. Had she known the six mages who had ruled Atlantis? Had she seen their talismans? How Sera wished the dead could speak.

				As she was looking at the bones, a sudden movement to her left startled her. Her dagger was in her hand immediately, but it was only a crab scuttling up a wall. She sighed with relief, but the scare reminded her where she was – in the realm of the Opafago. The information she needed was here, she was sure of it, carved into a pediment or chiselled on a frieze. The faster she found it, the better.

				Serafina moved on, deeper into the city, alert to sound and motion. As she swam, the camouflage spell she’d cast allowed her body to take on the colours around her – the sandy hues of rubble, the pink and white of coral, the greens and browns of seaweeds. In the centre of Elysia, she knew, was the Hall of the Six Who Ruled and temples dedicated to important gods and goddesses. The ostrokon was there, and the agora too. These public places would be more likely than private homes to have the information she was seeking.

				She passed what looked like a wheelwright’s shop, with barnacled hoops still leaning against its front, then a wagonmaker’s and a blacksmith’s. She realized she was in what must’ve been an artisans’ quarter – like Cerulea’s fabra. The street hooked to the left and narrowed; Serafina followed it. The purpose of the shops that lined it became more sombre. One had sold funeral biers. Another, shrouds.

				At the bottom of the street was what looked like a temple. As Serafina neared it, she saw that its roof and walls were intact, unlike many of the neighbouring buildings’. The temple’s massive doors, made of bronze, still hung on their hinges. Strangely, there was no corrosion on them. The stone columns flanking the doors were also intact. Above them were words carved in ancient Greek. Sera struggled with the letters, but eventually she deciphered them, whispering aloud the words they made: ‘Temple of Morsa.’

				Abbadon had uttered similar words: Daímonas tis Morsa – demon of Morsa. Sera’s blood ran cold at the memory. Could this place contain information about the monster? Or the talismans?

				No temple had ever been built for Morsa in Miromara, or in any of the mer realms. Merrow had decreed the goddess an abomination who deserved no place in a civilized society.

				As she worked up the nerve to go inside, Serafina wondered if Merrow had other reasons for forbidding Morsa’s worship. Just as she wondered if Merrow had other reasons for herding the bloodthirsty Opafago into the Barrens of Thira, the waters surrounding Atlantis.

				According to historians, Merrow said that she’d driven the cannibals to the Barrens because the ruins were useless to merfolk. Sera, however, believed Merrow had done so to make sure the true story of Atlantis’s demise was never discovered. According to Merrow’s ancient bloodsong, handed down to Vrăja, the Temple of Morsa was where Orfeo had locked himself during the island’s destruction. Was there something inside it that Merrow also wanted kept secret?

				‘There’s only one way to find out,’ Serafina said to herself.

				It was dark inside the temple. The building’s narrow windows let in little light from the waters above. Serafina cast an illuminata to see where she was going, swirling sun rays together. As the ball of light flared in her hands, her eyes widened.

				The temple looked exactly as it must have four thousand years ago. Nothing was disturbed. No silt was covering the floor. No algae, anemones or seaweed had colonized the walls. It was as if even the blind, tiny creatures of the sea knew to shun the goddess.

				Sera was amazed that the temple had survived, and was dazzled by its dark beauty. There were towering statues of Morsa’s priests and priestesses carved out of obsidian, with polished rubies for eyes. There were painted panels on the walls depicting her shadowy realm, incense burners made of gold, and silver candelabra. But underneath Sera’s amazement was a growing uneasiness. How has the temple survived all these centuries? she wondered.

				Sera released her illuminata, leaving it to float in the dusky water. She swam to the altar, slowing as she saw what was above it – a mosaic, at least twenty feet high, of the fearsome Morsa.

				It was only an image, yet it scared her. Morsa, the scavenger goddess of the dead, had once taken the form of a jackal. When she started to practise necromancy, the forbidden art of conjuring the dead, Neria transformed her into a creature so loathsome, no one could bear to look at her.

				The creature staring back at Sera from the wall of the temple, with its glittering eyes, was a woman from the waist up, and a coiled serpent from the waist down. Her face was that of a corpse, mottled by decay. A crown of scorpions, their tails poised to strike, sat atop her head. On the palm of one hand rested a flawless black pearl.

				What was on the floor of Morsa’s altar, though, frightened Sera even more – a large, deep stain, as deeply red as garnets. She knew what it was. What she didn’t know was why the seawater hadn’t washed it away centuries ago. She was filled with dread as she bent down to touch it, yet strangely compelled.

				Driven by the urgency of her mission, Serafina had done a foolish thing – she’d entered a place that had only one way in and one way out.

				When the hand came down on her shoulder, she had absolutely nowhere to go.
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				SERAFINA SCREAMED.

				She whipped around and thrust her dagger up through the water, catching her attacker under the chin.

				‘Maybe I should have knocked.’

				‘Ling?’ Serafina cried in disbelief. Her voice was shaking almost as much as her hand.

				Ling tried to nod, but couldn’t. The tip of Sera’s dagger was poking into her skin.

				‘I could have killed you!’ Serafina said, putting her dagger away. ‘I almost did! What are you doing here?’

				‘Keeping an eye on you.’

				‘How did you get into the ruins?’ asked Sera.

				‘I came out of Vrăja’s mirror in Vadus. A vitrina told me I was in the Hall of Sighs. I found a mirror that led to an eel’s house – a very angry eel. When she told me I was the second mermaid who’d invaded her space today, I knew I was on your tail. The tunnel was a bit tight with this thing on my arm,’ she said, patting the splint she wore to protect her broken wrist, ‘but I got through.’

				‘How did you find out I was going to Atlantis?’

				‘Ava. You know how she can sometimes see the future? She saw that you were coming here, then used a convoca to contact me. She was really worried, so I told her I’d go after you.’

				‘I’m sorry, Ling.’

				‘For what?’

				‘Almost cutting your head off.’

				‘No worries,’ Ling said, smiling. ‘If you had killed me,’ she nodded at the mosaic, ‘good old Morsa could bring me back.’ Ling swam up high and peered at the ancient inscription over the goddess’s head. ‘It means Soul Eater,’ she said.

				Ling was much quicker at translating than Sera. She was an omnivoxa, a mermaid who could speak all languages.

				‘Soul eater. Wow. That’s comforting,’ Serafina said.

				Ling swam back down and looked at the altar stone. ‘Whoa. Is that—’

				‘Blood? I think so.’

				‘Why is it still here? How is it still here?’

				‘I was wondering the same thing,’ said Serafina. She reached for the dark stain again.

				‘What are you doing?’ Ling asked.

				‘Pulling a bloodsong.’

				Even after four thousand years, the blood came to life under Sera’s hand. It brightened as if newly spilled, then spun up from the floor in a violent crimson vortex.

				The mermaids heard a voice. And then another. And more. Until there were dozens of them. Screaming. Sobbing. Pleading. Shrieking. They sounded so terrified that Serafina couldn’t bear to listen any longer. She ripped her hand away with such force that she toppled backwards. The blood spiralled back down into the altar.

				Ling had backed herself against a wall. ‘Something bad happened here,’ she said, pale and shaking.

				‘There’s got to be a way to find out what it was,’ Serafina said. ‘We could comb through more temples. Go to the Ostrokon and the Hall of the Six. Read every inscription we can find.’

				‘Yeah, we could. If we had a year or two,’ said Ling. She thought for a moment, then her eyes lit up. ‘We’re in the wrong place, Sera. Forget ostrokons and temples. What we need is a hairdresser’s. Or a toga shop. Someplace with lots of mirrors.’

				‘Why?’ Serafina said. Then she understood. ‘Vitrina! Ling, you’re a genius!’
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				‘SO, TELL ME, does my hair look better up? Or down?’

				‘Four thousand years go by, and this is what she asks us?’ Ling grumbled.

				‘Shh!’ Serafina hissed, elbowing her. ‘Up, Lady Thalia. Definitely,’ she said to the figure in the mirror. ‘It frames your beautiful face that way. And shows off your lovely eyes.’

				The vitrina twisted her hair up and pinned it. ‘Oh, you’re so right! Now, which earrings? The ruby drops or the gold hoops?’

				‘You do remember that we’re right smack in the middle of a tribe of cannibals, right?’ Ling whispered.

				Serafina and Ling were in the women’s baths. The building, made of thick blocks of stone, had survived with little damage. One room – maybe a dressing room – contained walls that had been covered with mirror glass. Much of it had darkened, cracked or fallen away, but there was still one good-size panel that wasn’t too clouded, and in it they’d found Lady Thalia, a noblewoman. She was its first and only occupant, the mermaids had learned. She’d lived in it by herself for the last four millennia.

				‘Poor Lady Thalia,’ Sera had said. ‘You must’ve been so lonely all this time with no one else to talk to.’

				‘Hardly! I have myself to talk to, my dear, and there’s no one more charming, or lovelier, more graceful, or wittier, or more captivating in every possible way than me.’

				Like all vitrina, Thalia was a ghost. She had been in love with her own reflection while alive and now her soul was trapped inside the glass forever. She’d been haughty and silent when the mermaids first found her, but Serafina had flattered her so much that she’d finally deigned to speak with them. As long as the topic of conversation was her.

				Serafina smiled at the mirror. ‘So, Lady Thalia . . .’ she said.

				‘Mmm?’ Talia said, fastening an earring.

				‘We need your help.’

				‘I thought you’d never ask!’

				‘Really? You’ll help us?’ Serafina said excitedly.

				‘Yes. First, my dear, do something about that hair,’ Thalia said. ‘Get a wig. Cast a spell. Anything. But fix it. Second, the black eye shadow has to go. And that outfit – simply unspeakable!’

				‘Um, that’s not the kind of help we had in mind,’ said Ling.

				‘And you,’ – she pointed at Ling – ‘get rid of the sword. It’s unfeminine. Pluck those eyebrows. Put on some lipstick. And smile. Smiling makes you pretty.’

				Ling glowered.

				‘Lady Thalia, thank you for all the wonderful advice. We’re very grateful for it. But we need a different kind of help,’ Serafina said.

				‘We need to know about Orfeo,’ Ling added.

				‘I don’t wish to talk any more. Goodbye,’ Thalia said, abruptly turning away.

				‘Lady Thalia, don’t go. Please,’ Serafina pleaded. ‘If you don’t help us, many will die.’

				Thalia slowly turned back to the mermaids. Her vapid expression had been replaced by one of fear. ‘I can’t! What if he hears me?’ she whispered.

				‘He’s dead. Merrow killed him a long time ago,’ said Ling.

				‘Are you sure?’ Thalia asked, looking as if she didn’t believe them.

				‘Yes. But his monster – Abbadon – is alive. And it’s going to attack again. It’s going to do to others what it did to the people of Atlantis,’ Sera explained.

				Thalia shuddered. ‘It doesn’t feel like Orfeo’s dead. It feels like he’s still here, moving through the streets of Elysia like an ill wind. We locked our doors, shuttered our windows, but it did no good.’

				‘Tell us what happened,’ Serafina said. She squeezed Ling’s hand, certain that they were on the verge of getting the answers they needed.

				Thalia shook her head sadly. ‘He was so beautiful. You don’t call men beautiful, I know. But Orfeo was. He was tall and strong. Bronzed from the sun. Blond and blue-eyed. He had a smile that melted hearts. Every woman in Elysia was in love with him, but he loved only one: Alma, my friend. She was good and kind, as Orfeo himself was then, and he loved her more than anything in this world, or the next. They married and were very happy, but then Alma grew gravely ill and everything changed. Orfeo couldn’t accept that she would die. He was a healer and he used all his powers to save her, but it was no use. She suffered so terribly that she begged for death, saying it would be a relief . . .’

				Thalia stopped to dab at her eyes, and Serafina saw that the memory of her friend’s death was still very painful, even after four thousand years.

				‘When Alma was near the end, a priest placed a white pearl under her tongue, as was the custom, to catch her soul as it left her body,’ Thalia continued. ‘After she passed, her body was placed on a bamboo bier and floated out to sea where Horok – the ancient coelacanth, the Keeper of Souls – would take the pearl from her mouth and carry it to the underworld. But as the bier floated away, Orfeo, insane with grief, cried out to Horok, begging him not to take Alma. Horok told Orfeo such things cannot be. That’s when Orfeo went mad. He vowed to get Alma back if it took him a thousand lifetimes. He returned to his home and destroyed all his medicines. His frightened children ran to an aunt’s house. He hardly spoke to anyone in the months that followed, and barely ate or slept. All his energies went to building a temple for Morsa. When it was finished, he locked himself inside it.’

				‘Why?’ Ling asked.

				‘To summon the goddess. To beseech her to teach him her secrets. He gave her everything he had – his wealth, his possessions, Alma’s stunning jewels, even his precious talisman, a flawless emerald given to him by Eveksion, the god of healing. I saw that emerald. It was beyond compare, a gift from a god, yet Orfeo destroyed it. It was said he ground it up and stirred it into the wine he gave to those he sacrificed. To tempt Morsa. Its powers made them healthy and strong, you see, and that’s how she liked her victims.’

				‘Lady Thalia, did you say sacrificed?’ Serafina asked, feeling sick at the very thought. She remembered the bloodstain on Morsa’s altar. And the bloodsong. The voices she and Ling had heard – they were voices of human beings whose lives had been offered to the dark goddess.

				‘Yes, I did. He started with sailors and travellers,’ Thalia said. ‘Those without families in Atlantis, those who wouldn’t be missed. Then he came for us. He came at night. No one knew he was doing it until it was too late. Until he was so powerful, no one could stop him.’

				‘But how could he have had such powers without his emerald?’ Ling asked.

				Thalia laughed. ‘Morsa gave him another talisman ten times more powerful – a flawless black pearl. It was her symbol, a mockery of the white pearls Horok used to hold souls. Morsa’s pearl held souls too – the souls of those sacrificed to her. Orfeo gave her death, and in return she gave him her forbidden knowledge. It made him so powerful that he created Abbadon and declared he would use the monster to march on the underworld and take Alma back.’

				Sera’s pulse was racing. She and Ling had just learned why Orfeo had created Abbadon. Even the Iele had not known that. The vitrina had also told them what one of the talismans was.

				‘Lady Thalia,’ she asked excitedly, ‘did you ever see any of the other mages’ talismans?’

				‘Oh, yes,’ said Thalia. ‘I saw all of them.’

				‘Can you tell us what they were?’ Sera asked.

				But Thalia didn’t reply. She was holding up a necklace and frowning at it.

				Sera panicked. She knew how vitrina were – quite a few of them had lived in her own looking glass – and she knew they had short attention spans for any topic that wasn’t them. If Thalia grew bored with the conversation, she might simply drift deeper into the mirror. Sera didn’t want to have to dive in after her and risk coming across Rorrim Drol again.

				‘That necklace is gorgeous. It’ll bring out the golden flecks in your lovely eyes,’ Sera quickly said, hoping to ply Thalia with more compliments.

				Thalia gave her a preening smile. ‘Yes, it will. You’re so right, you know. About the necklace and my eyes.’

				‘I imagine the talismans were beautiful too. You would recognize beauty, of course, being so beautiful yourself,’ said Sera, desperate to keep her talking.

				‘Oh, they were!’ Thalia said. ‘Merrow’s was called the Pétra tou Néria – Neria’s Stone. Merrow once saved the life of Neria’s youngest son, Kyr, you see. He’d taken the form of a seal pup and was attacked by a shark. She was wading in the waves at the time and saw the attack. She snatched him from the water and carried him to safety. Neria was so grateful, she bestowed a magnificent blue diamond on her. It was shaped like a teardrop. I saw it. It was dazzling. As was Navi’s talisman, a moonstone.’

				‘What did that look like?’ Ling asked.

				‘It was silvery blue and about the size of an albatross’s egg. It glowed from within like the moon.’

				‘Just like your complexion, Lady Thalia,’ Sera said.

				She couldn’t believe their luck. Thalia knew what the talismans were – every one of them. Now all Sera had to do was listen to conchs on Merrow’s Progress, and she’d find out where they were. With so much information, they’d be way ahead of Traho.

				‘What was Sycorax’s talisman?’ Ling asked.

				But Thalia didn’t answer. She was no longer looking at the mermaids. She was looking past them, her eyes filled with terror.

				‘Go! Get out of here! Hurry!’ she hissed.

				The mermaids turned around. In the doorway stood six creatures. They were tall and humanlike, with strong limbs, humped backs and thick necks. Their bodies were covered with scales like those of a Komodo dragon. Red eyes stared out from under thick, bony brows. Tusks curved down from either side of their noses, the better to spear their prey. Black lips parted to reveal rows of sharp, spiky teeth.

				‘Dinnertime,’ Ling said grimly. ‘And we’re on the menu.’
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