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To the girls who are told they cry too much, and to my dear friend who helped teach me it’s okay.









 


But a mermaid has no tears, and therefore she suffers so much more.


—Hans Christian Andersen, “The Little Mermaid”
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CHAPTER


1


When Celeste’s head breached the surface of the water, the ringing stopped. She took a gasping breath, filling her lungs with salt air. It was the first deep breath she’d taken in weeks. In fact, it was the only breath she’d taken in weeks. For sirens had no need for deep breaths. Their gills ensured they never needed to surface. Furthermore, in the Kingdom of Staria, breaching the surface was strictly forbidden.


Unfortunately, the surface was where the young princess felt most at peace.


Celeste laid back into the water, letting her body bob up and down in the space where the air and water met. A wide grin grew upon her lips, and she closed her eyes, enjoying the feeling of the air kissing her wet skin. The nothing of it all. Dawn approached above her, its first embers glittering on the sea’s horizon. Here she no longer heard the echoes of her argument with her mother ringing in her ears. The argument that had been building for the past cycle.


The argument about her initiation.


In four phases of the moon, Celeste was to complete her final test to be inducted into the ranks of the Chorus. A distinction her mother, the queen, did not think she was ready for despite it being the very thing she’d been training to achieve. It had been such an honor to become an initiate. When Celeste began training at thirteen cycles, her parents were so proud. She hadn’t even expected them to approve. But they surprised her. Deciding it was the perfect opportunity for their youngest daughter to learn to control her Voice. To learn discipline. Structure. Respect for the rules of Staria. It was all her father talked to her about for the next month. In fact, it was one of the only things her father ever did talk to her about.


Celeste drew her tail of silvery blue through the water, wondering why breaching the surface was forbidden in the first place. She had never seen anything out of the ordinary. Her kingdom’s waters were so far removed from shore that no creature born of land could survive. Not even human trade routes traveled so far. And if the rare ship ever did journey into siren waters, the Chorus ensured no threats remained.


A splash sounded to her left, and Celeste bolted upright, scanning the waves. It was only a fish jumping through the swells. Not a Chorus scout, the only sirens occasionally permitted to surface and who worked in pairs. Although Celeste was certain the scouts patrolled seas further east, she remained vigilant. If she were caught above, she’d be stripped of her rank. The one thing she had ever truly earned. Her only hope to make her parents proud. She’d be restricted to the palace or shipped off to another kingdom for marriage, like her sister Sephone, who departed five cycles ago.


Celeste could practically hear Sephone’s voice in her head, ever the voice of reason. Come on, little star. It’s not worth the risk. But Sephone hadn’t been around to talk her baby sister out of things for quite some time. Not since Celeste was twelve cycles old. A pang of longing filled Celeste’s chest, as it always did when she thought of her sister.


But I know what I’m doing, she assured herself. Celeste wasn’t a fool. She never surfaced far from home and never stayed out too long. Besides, she’d needed this. Needed to get away from the palace. From her mother. She’d almost lost control again.


But as Celeste scanned the sky, drinking in the vivid strokes of sunrise, her eye caught on something. A shadow, hardly discernible along the northwest horizon.


She froze, eyes widening. It was much too large to be a scouting pair. Swim home, Sephone insisted in her head. Stay safe. But Celeste could not move. She’d never seen anything on the surface before. And wasn’t it her duty as a future Chorus member to investigate? Celeste chewed at the inside of her cheek. The excuse sounded weak even to her own ears. But still . . .


With the grace of a predator, Celeste swam toward the shadow. Though she was nowhere near the deadliest predator in the sea, she’d been trained in combat. Even the choppy surface water didn’t slow her, despite how foreign it felt. Far below, where she lived, the sea was calm, constant. Here the water was always changing. A threat. A challenge.


At half the distance, Celeste fell still, not daring to swim closer despite her curiosity screaming to keep going. Surely she was close enough to make out what the shadow was, but far enough to avoid detection. There were countless dangers the shadow could be. She emerged, her crystal eyes finding the pall almost immediately. It looked like . . . a ship. Instinctively, she sank back into the water, heart shuddering. Whether from panic or something else entirely, she could not tell.


There was a ship in Staria’s waters. A human ship.


Why? This vessel was farther south than any she’d heard of before. There was nothing out here for humans to explore. No countries. No islands. No land whatsoever. And yet, impossibly, there it was. Glimmering like a mirage against the dawn.


Go home! her sister’s voice demanded in her head. But Celeste remained, squinting to discern the shape of it. She’d seen sunken ships before. The decaying corpses of once great vessels that littered the ocean floor. Sirens often scavenged them for materials. But those were leagues away. Celeste would know. Foraging was the one activity that brought her outside the confines of the kingdom—not that she was allowed to do it often or without supervision. And with so few freedoms available to her, the hobby grew into an obsession in her youth. Every time Celeste heard a new ship had gone down nearby, she begged her sisters to take her to rifle through it first. They teased her, assuming she liked having first pick of the best things. But it wasn’t true. What Celeste liked most was seeing the ships before the ocean took them. To see them as the humans might have: whole and sturdy. Well, as whole and sturdy as a sunken ship at the bottom of the ocean could be. After she joined the Chorus initiates, those trips became few and far between.


But here one was. Celeste sighed. It was impossible to see any details from so far away. She could not glean the color of the sails or any significant markings. Every fiber of the princess yearned to draw closer. There would be real humans on board. What would it be like to see one up close? Were they as monstrous as all the stories said? When she was a child, her eldest sister, Shye, wove tales of their rows and rows of sharklike teeth. Teeth to rip out their victims’ throats. They had eyes the color of blood, clawed fingers as long as seaweed, and legs that ended in a second pair of hands. Celeste endured nightmares of endless hands for weeks after that.


But some cycles later, the young princess found a ship with a statue of a human on it. The statue’s mouth was closed, so she could not ascertain the shape of its teeth. But much to her disappointment, the fingers were the same as any siren’s. In fact, the human looked surprisingly similar to a siren. Except that just below the hips, where a tail should have been, the human had legs. And they were even more horrible than Shye had described them. Three times the width of an arm and nearly twice as long, legs looked disgusting to Celeste at first, but she supposed they had to use something to walk.


The ship was drawing closer, heading directly toward her. But as much as Celeste longed to see the humans for herself, she couldn’t. The punishment for being seen by a human was banishment. Not only was that a death sentence for a siren; the shame it would bring to her family would be immense. Sirens would sing Songs about the day the princess was cast out of her kingdom. Although Celeste dreamed of doing something worthy of being sung about, that wasn’t what she had in mind.


And yet . . .


Human sightings were so rare, even for the Chorus. If her mother had her way, who knew when—or even if—she’d have a chance to see one again. Just one look won’t hurt anyone, a small voice said. Her own voice. And before she realized she’d decided, Celeste was hurtling forward. Excitement thrummed in her veins, pushing her faster until she could feel the force of the ship in the water. She paused, the weight of her decision settling in. There was a reason the punishment was severe. Not only would this endanger herself but she’d be in violation of a treaty among all siren kingdoms. To humans, sirens were a myth. And it was in everyone’s best interest to keep it that way. Revealing the existence of sirens to humankind was punishable by death. Was she really willing to risk death?


Just one little look, she assured herself. Then I’ll accept my fate. Whatever it may be. And with a beat of her tail, she rose so her eyes were just above the surface.


Music?


She wouldn’t have believed it, except the sound was unmistakable. It never occurred to her that humans could do such a thing. The strumming of strings filled the air, drawing her in. And just as it was about to repeat its refrain, a voice joined it—deep, velvety smooth, and decidedly male. The song was inviting, but not in the way sirens’ Songs were. To the sirens, Songs were tools. Weapons. Healers used the Song to manipulate bodies. The Chorus used the Song to manipulate minds. And storytellers used the Song so their history would not be forgotten. There were Songs to teach and Songs to tear down, to celebrate and to mourn, but every Song was magic. An echo of the Goddess herself.


But this human music had a magic all its own. The voice calling to mind tender heartbreak and bittersweet longing.


As the melody reached its chorus, it shifted. The mournful singing became loud and rough, more of a shout than a melody. Other voices joined in, mixing together like sand, smooth and coarse all at once. The leader sang first. The others responded in unison. Call-and-response.


Celeste rose further from the water, tilting her head up to gaze along the side of the ship. A chill raced down her spine. It was massive, black and looming like a great beast. Large masts rose from the deck, carrying crisp white sails. Long, weathered scratches covered the wooden sides like a wrinkled face, betraying its long history. At the front of the ship, Celeste could just make out an ornate golden figure of a woman with feathered wings, her long arms tucked against her sides, as if preparing to spring into the air. The ship groaned as it rocked back and forth, the waves moving Celeste right along with it. Fearing an undertow, she swam away from its pull.


And that’s when she saw him.


The singer.


He stood atop the railing of the ship, leaning casually over the water with one hand gripping a rope. His hair, dark as night, swept over his forehead as he turned his sharp jaw into the wind. To her annoyance, his eyes were simply brown. Not even a hint of blood. But his voice. It poured from his full pink lips as easily as breathing. And somehow the song was made better from watching him perform it. There was something about him, as if he was the center of a whirlpool, and Celeste found herself sinking into his gravity. He wore a dark shirt, left partially open to reveal the sculpted top of his chest. And on top of it, a long leather coat hugged his wide shoulders, swaying against his legs. Celeste stared at the strange leather. It was too thin to be armor. Why wear such a thing? Did it not simply get in the way?


He smiled, and his teeth—Celeste let out a huff of exasperation. His teeth were ordinary, rectangular and straight. I should have known Shye was lying, she thought bitterly, embarrassed she had believed the childhood story for so long. But the human did not need rows of sharp teeth. There was still something dangerous about him. It was more than the countless weapons strapped to his body. It was something hiding behind his eyes. Behind his wide smile. Dangerous yet beautiful.


And if he looked down, he’d see her.


Celeste sucked in a breath, yet she remained frozen in place, all sense of self-preservation and training lost. Everything about him fascinated her. From the way he moved, so much clumsier than any siren and yet full of confidence and purpose, to the way he sang. His song was simple and repetitive, nothing like the complex magic of the sirens. But to her surprise, she found herself fighting the urge to sing along.


A small creature appeared beneath the ship’s railing. Its beady eyes scanned the waters below, tongue lolling. Celeste dove forward, hiding closer to the ship. Was that an animal from land? She’d never seen any before. Not any alive, anyway. Its face looked similar to a seal, but it was covered in fur like an otter. And on either side of its head, long flaps swung back and forth. Even from her place beside the ship, she could see the animal give a shake, sending the flaps flopping. The effect of it was surprisingly adorable, given its strangeness. The animal gazed up at the singer, body wriggling with barely concealed excitement. And the singer brightened, dropping down to the ship’s floor and causing Celeste to swim out a bit more to keep them both in sight. The man ran his fingers through the animal’s curling hair, and in spite of herself, Celeste’s heart gave a little tug at the sight. There was a kindness to him. A gentleness.


A cry rang out as the humans finished their song, dissolving into cheers and shouts of goodwill, and the singer turned away from her. From her new vantage, Celeste could see more of the ship. A smile lit her face as she recognized things from her explorations. Mysterious objects now whole and in their proper place. An instrument she’d seen in pieces was now strummed by a human’s deft hands. She frowned. Somehow Celeste always pictured them playing it with their creepy leg fingers.


“Bastian,” called the handsome singer, his tone commanding and warm. “I need an update on our supplies.” He spoke in the common human tongue. A thrill went up Celeste’s spine at hearing it used by a native speaker for the first time. Although not generally known by sirens, the language was required learning for every member of the Chorus.


Another human moved into view, a wide white smile contrasting beautifully with his rich brown skin.


“We are on schedule in terms of our store,” the other man, Bastian, replied. “Food will last until we make port, and our stock of ale and wine is more than enough to keep us going as our water supply diminishes.”


The leader nodded, half listening while he scratched behind the animal’s ear. Then, with a great bark, the creature scampered off in chase toward something Celeste could not see. “Well then! Good day,” the singer called after it in mock offense. He turned to Bastian. “Do you think the Admiral is cross with me?”


Bastian shrugged. “Have you done anything to incur his ire?”


“The problem is, dear Bastian”—his lips quirked up wickedly—“that I incur so much ire that one couldn’t possibly keep track.”


Bastian laughed and shook his head. “Then we may never know.”


A new song struck up. Feet slammed against the ship’s surface, and crewmates sprang into movement, weaving around each other, shouting the song back and forth.


The prince arched an eyebrow. “Care for a dance, Quartermaster?”


Amusement passed across Bastian’s face. “Far be it for me to keep you from your birthday celebrations, My Prince, but shouldn’t we keep an eye out?”


“Let Ol’ Gunner keep watch for all the nasty creatures of the deep.” He grinned as he gestured to a hulking man with a downturned mouth who, to Celeste, resembled a blobfish. “I think we’re prepared for anything that may come our way.” Without waiting for Bastian to respond, the man—a prince, apparently—leaped into the center of the dance, the crew roaring in approval.


Celeste watched in awe, captivated by the liveliness of it all. Sirens danced in graceful movements performed at special ceremonies, clear and calm. The humans moved like a raging current. And in the center of this whirlpool danced the prince.


There were so many humans on the ship. At least a hundred, by her estimation, and that was only those above deck. Their skin tones were various shades of pale pink, soft gold, or brilliant brown. Where were the greens? The purples? The blues? Where were the flaming reds and burning oranges? Even their hair only ranged from light brown to black. How boring, she thought with awe. She looked past the ship to the horizon, wondering if this ship was traveling in a group like sirens did. But all she saw were dark storm clouds moving in and the sun climbing higher in the sky. The sun! If she didn’t leave soon, she’d be caught. And although she dearly wished to stay and learn more, Celeste knew that she had already risked too much.


If only she knew how right she was.
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CHAPTER


2


Something was wrong. Celeste had swum only a few miles toward home when she felt it. A disturbance in the water. Halting, she willed her racing heart to calm before it alerted any predators. How she wished for her spear. It had been a risk not to bring it, but leaving the palace armed would surely draw too much attention if she were seen. She lifted her hands, rolling them into fists.


She cast a look around at the endless turquoise vastness, but her eyes only fell upon a freshly born sea turtle. The little body was so small that if Celeste hadn’t been training as often as she did, she would have missed it. The newborn flapped its arms adorably, rocking its shell side to side through the rippling water. So small in the great vastness of the open ocean. She swam down a little closer to look.


But then she felt it again. Something else was near.


From the dark depths a hulking body cut through the water like a knife. A massive blue shark, nearly twice the size of Celeste from head to fin. The shark was still far enough for Celeste to make an escape; it was no match for the speed and dexterity of a siren. The turtle would not be so lucky.


The gills across Celeste’s neck fluttered in indecision.


It’s not our place to intervene with other creatures. This time the voice inside her head was of her instructor Madam Auralia. And it was true. In the wilds of the ocean, no creature was safe. It was stupid to risk your life for an animal, let alone a turtle. Each second that ticked by was a risk in itself.


But she could not tear her gaze away from the toddling newborn.


With a growl of frustration, she dove. The turtle, who’d seen Celeste and knew her as a predator, attempted to flee. But its little limbs were too clumsy. The shark gained, but the siren was closer. With outstretched hands, she scooped the turtle into her arms and bolted.


Behind her, she felt the shark follow. Could feel it drawing closer by the second. The frightened turtle struggled in her arms, desperate.


“Stop wiggling,” she hissed, clutching it tighter. “I won’t eat you. I’m saving you.”


But when they reached the sandy floor, her stomach dropped. There was nothing but delicate coral as far as she could see. No place to hide. Celeste let out a curse. She wouldn’t dare touch the sacred reef. And even if she could bring herself to break off a piece as a weapon, it would be too brittle to use for long.


Panic tightened her chest, and she fought to keep her breathing even. Her fear would only send the shark into a frenzy. The hesitation had already cost her dearly. The shark shot toward her, jaws open wide.


Celeste spun, throwing her body in an arch at the precise moment the shark went sailing off beneath her. The trick only gained her moments. In an instant, the shark whipped around, ready for a second attempt. It was fast. Much faster than she’d anticipated. Fleeing was out of the question. And she doubted she was strong enough to beat a shark in a fistfight, especially while holding the very thing she was trying to protect.


One option remained. And yet she wavered, dodging the shark again to buy time. You won’t hurt anyone, she tried to reassure herself, and you are out of options. And so as the shark dove for her tail, Celeste focused and opened her mouth.


The Song poured from her lips, haunting and beautiful. A soft, clear sound that beckoned and caressed like a lover. It was a sound that could shatter hearts and bring hundreds to their knees.


Celeste’s body began to glow. Silvery-white light pulsed from the tips of her hair to her tail. The siren stiffened, eyes widening in alarm as she looked upon herself. No. This isn’t right. Stay calm. Stay in control. If she lost focus, the magic of the Song would be undone. That was why sirens ordinarily sang in groups.


As if in response, the Song slipped further from her grasp. But instead of the magic falling away, as it should have, it became a writhing and wild thing all its own. And although the water hardly moved, her moon-white hair billowed around her head, swirling and fluttering. Clouds circled in the shark’s fathomless black eyes, swallowing them whole. Its body slowed to a halt, so close its nose bumped against her tail. Celeste’s shoulders sagged in relief. The Song continued, wrapping around the predator’s frozen form. Holding. Dominating. The shark’s stillness was eerie to behold. Like a moment preserved in ice. In her hands, the baby turtle had stilled as well. She winced. Not again.


Celeste swam forward, beckoning the shark to remain with her. As much as she wished to flee, she had to keep her target within eyesight to maintain the connection. It trailed behind her like a shadow, an extension of herself, obeying her every thought.


Now what? Celeste needed to get to her lessons. Madam Auralia had kicked initiates out for being late. But she couldn’t swim home. That would lead the shark straight to her kingdom. She’d just have to find somewhere to leave the shark.


It took some time, but at last she found the perfect opening in the side of a cliff far from Staria’s entrance. With one gesture of her hand, the shark swam headfirst into the crevice, burrowing deep inside. She backed away, still singing until she was certain the shark was far enough inside. Then she turned tail and darted away.


But it turned out she shouldn’t have bothered. Celeste was in sight of home when she at last felt the turtle’s wriggling begin again. The Song had taken over ten minutes to fade. She cursed beneath her breath. Why did it linger?


Celeste stared down at the tiny turtle, rubbing her thumb against its smooth shell. She could keep it. It’d be nice to have a little friend to take care of. But Celeste’s parents would never allow it. Not since the dolphin incident. But who knew dolphins were so contemptible? And even if Celeste could bring the turtle home, she’d have to explain where she had gotten it. If only she weren’t such a terrible liar.


With a sigh, the siren found a small rock formation beside a busy reef, safe enough for a young turtle to make its home. She unfurled her fingers, enjoying the sweet feeling of victory as the little creature swam free.


“All the blessings of the Goddess be with you, little one,” she whispered with a smile. “Until the tides turn.” Then, with a proud swish of her tail, she made for home.
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The Kingdom of Staria was built in the embrace of a vast cave system in the Southern Ocean. At its front, one small entrance was guarded day and night. Thousands of cycles ago, Celeste’s ancestor, Queen Isla of House Neris, constructed it so she could control all movement in and out of her kingdom. But having one entrance and exit also meant those inside could be easily trapped. And so, secret tunnels had been constructed. Well concealed and hardly used, they certainly came in handy if you were a princess with a secret.


Celeste reached a pile of rocks and pushed them aside to reveal a hole slightly wider than her hips. She swam through, making sure to sweep the rocks back in place behind her with her fin. Beneath, the hole widened into a long, deep cave. She rushed along, the light growing dimmer as she went. Siren eyes were adapted to limited light, but she’d know each twist and turn even in darkness.


The tunnel ended in a wall. Celeste felt along the flat rock until she found a small fracture, and she pushed. The stone gave, sliding to reveal the back gardens of the palace. She slipped through the opening, turning to replace the rock.


A hand clamped down upon her shoulder. “What do you think you’re doing here? The palace is not open to visitors.”


Celeste’s heart plummeted into her stomach. She’d been rushing and hadn’t noticed the guard. They hadn’t recognized her yet, but if she bolted now, they’d pursue her. How would she explain herself? If the queen found out . . .


With a jerk, the guard swung her around to face them. Celeste winced. She hadn’t had time to think of a lie. Perhaps that was what she should have been doing during the swim home. But her mind had been flooded with thoughts of the human ship. No, not the ship. The prince. His dreamy song still echoed endlessly in her ears, a call waiting for her response.


Celeste met the guard’s eyes, knowing full well that her guilt was likely written across her face. But as the guard looked at her, realization dawned. They dropped their hand from her shoulder as though she had burned them.


“Princess!” they exclaimed, lilac skin flushing deep red.


Celeste knew most of the sirens who worked within the palace grounds, but she did not recognize this one. Perhaps they were new? Maybe luck was still on her side.


“Good tides!” Celeste chirped, flashing a too-bright smile. “I apologize, but I don’t believe we have met.”


The guard blinked before inclining their torso, dark hair falling into their face.


“Please accept my apologies for touching you, Highness. I did not recognize you.”


Celeste threw a glance around to see if anyone else was watching but found no one. “Do not worry yourself,” Celeste said graciously. “But I do have somewhere to be . . .” she trailed off, hinting that she didn’t know their name.


“Maris, Your Highness.” The guard flushed, pleased that she cared enough to ask their name.


“A pleasure to meet you, Maris,” Celeste said with a wink. “I look forward to seeing you again!”


The guard blinked, staring even as she swam out of sight.


That had been close. Too close. She had been lucky. If she had been caught by a guard who knew where she was meant to be, they’d have gone straight to the queen. But now that she was safely on her way, a little thrill ran through her at the victory. I got away with it.


Buzzing with energy, Celeste dashed through the palace halls to her rooms. She grabbed her spear and leather armor. Her lips hummed the human prince’s tune, echoing behind her as she swam through the halls. But when she reached the palace entrance, her mother’s voice stopped her.


“You’re late,” the queen said. “And you haven’t eaten.”


Celeste paused. She considered swimming away, pretending she hadn’t heard. But there was no use ignoring the queen of Staria. With a sigh, Celeste entered the dining room.


The white stone ceilings were cavernously high in every room of the magnificent palace, arched, and covered in shimmering mother-of-pearl. Small shafts of light illuminated the room from deep cuts circling the domed roof. They were too narrow for sirens to travel in and out of, but they let in enough light. The effect was a little claustrophobic, in Celeste’s opinion. Especially when she knew how the sun shone above.


Queen Halia reclined at the head of a long stone table, fixing her youngest daughter with a questioning stare.


“Good morning, Mother,” she said tightly. She tried to ignore the pit in her stomach from her mother’s worry. The queen cared greatly how the family appeared to others. “You look very regal today, Father.”


King Tidus responded with a grunt that made Celeste smirk. A man of few words. Her father did look rather striking that morning. Dressed with his formal stingray leathers strapped tightly across his wide chest. The masculine balance to the queen’s sovereignty. They were the perfect pair. Him battle ready and her in a delicate pearl crown and elegant shelled finery.


“Why aren’t you at training?” The king lifted a golden shell filled with shining red fish eggs to his lips. He was a large siren with stiff, sizable muscles beneath his sand-colored skin. Atop his head rested a large silver crown with rare pointed shells rising like spears. Beneath the crown, his hair was long, braided, and golden blond.


“I’m on my way there now.” Celeste was anxious not to be late. She tried, and failed, to avoid glancing at the tempting piles of sea grapes that sat upon the table. Her stomach growled.


“Don’t leave hungry. We wouldn’t want you fainting during drills in front of the others,” her mother chided.


Celeste sighed, knowing there was little sense in fighting. She was already going to be late, so she grabbed a fistful of sea grapes and popped one into her mouth.


“Your sister has already come and gone this morning,” the queen informed Celeste.


Of course she had. Shye, the heir apparent, was nothing if not punctual.


The queen tucked a strand of coral-red hair behind a delicately webbed ear. It was the same color that Shye, her eldest sister, shared. Sephone’s hair was soft and pink, a mix of their parents. Only Celeste’s hair was white. The House of Neris was once known for their white hair. It came from the Queen Mother’s lineage, descended from the Goddess of the Sea. But it had been over a century since anyone in their family had been born with the white hair of their ancient house. Having it should have made Celeste feel special. But growing up, she would have done anything to have her mother’s hair.


“Any news of Sephone?” Celeste asked, hope rising in her chest.


“Not today, Celeste.”


Celeste nodded, deflating a little. They hardly received news of her sister since she had left the kingdom in search of a royal marriage. In fact, Celeste couldn’t remember the last time she’d received a letter from her sister. It’d been nearly a cycle now. Still, she couldn’t help but ask anyway.


“Why are you in your armor today, Father?” she asked, curiosity getting the better of her.


“Meetings,” he said.


“What about?”


“They pertain to the protection of this kingdom,” he said, before returning to his food, signaling the conversation’s end. Celeste wasn’t sure why she expected anything else. Her father was never one to give many details.


A server swam into the room, carrying a fresh silver tray of oysters. But the queen surveyed only her daughter, a tight expression on her face. Echoes of their argument rang in Celeste’s ears. Certain her mother wished to reignite the dispute, she dove toward the oyster shells.


“Please excuse me. I really must go,” Celeste told them, swimming from the room.


“We will speak after,” the queen called after her.


But Celeste was already flying down the hall, shoving an oyster into her mouth and trying not to focus on how late she was or what exactly her mother wished to say. A task she quickly failed at, as she squeezed the now empty shell in her hand. Madam Auralia is going to kill me. Swimming past the dining room had been a mistake. She should have thought to go another way. She shouldn’t have saved the turtle. She should not have gone to the ship. Her mind should be on the upcoming initiation, not returning to that handsome prince.


He was a human. She was a siren. Their kind had been at war since their creation.


She was certain she would never see him again.


And he would never know she existed at all.
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CHAPTER


3


“Good tides, Helena!” Celeste said, waving at the guard at the palace entrance.


“Good tides, Princess! Aren’t you late?” Helena called back with a knowing wink.


The young princess grinned. “I’ve got to give Madam Auralia something to complain about!” Helena’s familiar laugh followed behind her as she swam across the palace’s colorful front gardens. Delicate purple coral and red algae swayed as she passed.


Buildings and shops climbed as high as the eye could see, lining the sandy paths through the kingdom. Sirens wove in and out as they went about their daily tasks, stopping occasionally when they saw her and lowering their heads in deference. Celeste darted left, finding herself at the city’s center. In the middle of the plaza sat a grand statue of Staria’s founder: Queen Isla, eldest daughter of the Goddess and first of the Neris line. The sight made Celeste’s rhythm falter.


As a child, Celeste believed the statue might come to life. Her huge tail circled beneath her like a coil ready to spring. In one hand Isla held coral, a symbol of the fragility of peace. While in the other she held a sharpened spear—a symbol of war, defense, strength. Although Isla wore nothing save for her crown, it was Celeste who felt naked under the statue’s fierce gaze. The princess could almost feel her ancestor’s piercing eyes in her back as she turned away. The same eyes as her mother.


With a flick of her tail, Celeste put as much distance between her and the statue as possible. But as the Chorus headquarters loomed into view, white-hot dread filled her stomach. Its tremendous archways stood high above the surrounding buildings, like the edge of a scalloped shell. Depictions of victorious battles and legendary sirens were carved into each column. Beautiful and imposing, the building was where all members trained and conducted business. And, unfortunately for Celeste, it was all too quiet.


Celeste gathered her courage and pressed on, entering the grand atrium. She swam up to the third floor and down the hall until she heard Madam Auralia’s familiar alto.


“Fish guts . . .” Celeste cursed under her breath.


The instructor obviously felt her movement in the water, because the next thing Celeste heard was as clear as a moon jelly.


“It seems Princess Celeste has not been eaten by a shark on her way to class today.” Madam Auralia turned, towering over her as she entered the room. The instructor’s yellow eyes flashed with unrestrained disgust. Celeste felt herself shrivel.


“Please accept my deepest apologies, Madam.” Celeste bowed her head. “You see, I—”


Auralia cut her off with a look. It was a shame. The lie she’d manufactured on her way over was one of her best yet.


The princess noticed her instructor’s dress armor. Strange, on such an ordinary day of lessons. But her stingray leather was polished and shining. And in it, Madam Auralia looked downright lethal. Her obsidian hair was braided into a severe crown atop her head, complementing the stripes that covered her from neck to tail.


Celeste glanced down at the sand floor and swallowed, throat dry, hands shaking. Please, she sent up a little prayer to the Goddess, please don’t let her throw me out. She should have stayed within the palace. Should have calmed herself some other way.


“This is the second time you’ve been late, Princess,” Madam Auralia spat the title as if it were an insult.


Celeste’s cheeks burned red, the gazes of her fellow initiates crawling up the back of her neck. Traitorous tears pricked in the corners of her eyes. Master yourself. Stay calm. She couldn’t risk having another breakdown. But the oxygen felt as though it had been sucked from her lungs. Her mother’s words echoed in her head. “I just don’t want you to get your hopes up, darling.” And suddenly she was back in her room. Suffocating.


“Forgive me, Madam. It won’t happen again,” Celeste said, fighting the tears in her eyes.


Madam Auralia paused for a moment, considering. “For your sake, I hope that is true, Your Highness. I do not give third chances.”


Celeste remained still, keeping her gaze downcast. Was that all? Had Madam Auralia actually allowed her to remain? Don’t cry, she told her watering eyes. Not in front of all of them.


“Compose yourself,” Madam Auralia said, a flicker of disgust in her eyes. “And take your place.” Then, without another look, she launched back into her lecture.


Celeste’s shoulders eased. Why hadn’t she been expelled? Others had been for less . . . Perhaps Madam Auralia was in a good mood. Or perhaps she didn’t feel the need to remove Celeste. Not when the final test might do that job for her. But Celeste couldn’t dwell on it now. Still trembling, she ducked her head and headed to her place beside her best friend, Maeve. The cecaelia looked at her with concern in her dark brown eyes. She raised a brow and covertly poked Celeste in the side with her magenta tentacle as if to say, Where were you? Everything okay?


Celeste smiled and nodded, attempting to furtively blink the tears away. As children, the two had been inseparable. Close enough to read each other’s moods. To communicate without a word. But Maeve only nodded, not inquiring further.


Celeste looked down at her hands. “Did I miss anything important?” she whispered.


“Not particularly.”


Good, Celeste thought, the tightness in her chest softening. She thought to ask Maeve about her crush. What was her name again? She was sure it started with an L. Lylia? Leanna? It had been ages since they’d caught up. But the question died on her lips when she noticed Madam Auralia’s yellow gaze flick in their direction. Fine. Celeste could live vicariously through her friend’s love life after lessons, then.


The water shifted, alerting them to a presence in the hall.


“That must be our guest,” Madam Auralia said brightly.


Celeste and Maeve exchanged a glance. Neither of them had ever heard her say anything brightly before.


The mystery was quickly solved as the king entered, royal armor gleaming.


Immediately the energy in the room shifted. Backs straightened. Eyes became alert. Celeste’s stomach clenched. Why is he here? She hated that he caught her by surprise. Hated how she now understood why Madam Auralia hadn’t kicked her out, given her father was on his way. And she hated that she wasn’t the least bit surprised he hadn’t mentioned anything to her about this at breakfast. The king probably didn’t want to appear to give his daughter preferential treatment.


“It is my honor to introduce you all to His Majesty, King Tidus of House Neris. Your Royal Highness, thank you so much for coming to speak personally to our initiates. It is our great pleasure to have you,” Madam Auralia said, a smile on her face. Although the instructor maintained her usual stoicism, Celeste could see excitement twinkling in her eyes. Even if it was more common for the king to make public appearances than the queen, it was still a rarity. Staria’s queen was the head of the kingdom and military, but the king was her right hand. Her counterpoint. Her balance. Wherever he went, he represented the kingdom, same as the queen.


Her father smiled and bowed. “The honor is mine, Madam. I thank you for your most gracious welcome and for allowing me to interrupt your day.” He turned and scanned the group, never meeting Celeste’s gaze. She felt herself sink a little lower. “I have the privilege of presenting your first official mission with the Chorus. And your final test.”


At those words, the room thrummed with energy. No one spoke or moved, but they buzzed with nervous excitement. The initiation was supposed to be phases away. And yet suddenly the moment they’d been training for was unexpectedly here.


Before Celeste could wonder why, the king went on in his booming voice. “A ship was spotted today in the waters surrounding our kingdom.”


Celeste stiffened. That meant a Chorus scouting pair was on the surface that morning as well.


“It was reported that the human Raiden Sharp is aboard, son of King Leonidas.”


King Leonidas.


No . . . it couldn’t be. Cycles ago, King Leonidas had done something Queen Halia could never forgive. Of all humans, he was the one the Kingdom of Staria hated most—and feared. The last time a team of the Chorus went in search of him, none of them returned. Over the last cycle, several other Chorus scouts had gone missing, and reports of a ship with dark sails stalking their borders had become frequent. King Leonidas’s ship.


Celeste didn’t know much about the human king and his son, but she did know they were dangerous. Her eyes widened. The prince. Raiden Sharp. His name sang through her. But the human she had seen couldn’t have been the son of the bloodthirsty King Leonidas.


No wonder her father was here to deliver the news. The majority of the time, Chorus members simply patrolled the waters for threats. Encounters with a human ship were rare and unheard of so close to Staria. Celeste wished her father had mentioned any of this at breakfast.


“I will let your madam explain further.” King Tidus nodded to Auralia, and a small blush appeared on the siren’s face as she bowed. “I expect nothing but perfection from this team. Thank you for protecting the kingdom, and may the Goddess protect and keep you.” His speech finished, Tidus turned fully to Madam Auralia and bowed his head. “Thank you for your work, Madam. Good tides.” With that, he left the room as quickly as he had entered.


The restrained atmosphere of the room shattered into excited murmurs and gossip.


“Initiates!” Madam Auralia’s sharp tone cut through the noise, silencing the group. “You understand the importance of this mission. Every Chorus member has been called to join the Song. We need every siren we have to ensure this opportunity is not wasted. You all will be paired with a current member of the Chorus, who will be your guide. Missions like this are rare; we have time to mount an attack, and it’s important for you to get this experience. It will be dangerous, but it is the prince and not the king himself, and I think you’re ready. Don’t disappoint me.”


“Yes, Madam,” they responded in unison.


Madam Auralia took a moment to scan the initiates, her sharp yellow eyes pinning each one. “The Song is a gift. Tonight you join the Chorus for the first time. The safety of Staria rests upon your shoulders. Remember what you’re doing this for.”
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CHAPTER


4


“I can’t believe we’re going to the surface today!” Maeve pulled her spear from her back. “At last we get to see action, you know?”


After Madam Auralia dismissed them to their combat training early, no one had been able to stop talking about the mission.


“I know.” Celeste looked at her own spear, passing it from one hand to the other. “I’m surprised they’re inviting us at all. They must be certain nothing will happen, right?”


They swam together to an open section of the courtyard to begin their warm-up. Although they’d done this countless times, everything suddenly felt new again.


“I thought you’d be more excited,” Maeve said, brows knitting. “You love going beyond Staria’s walls. What’s wrong? Are you worried?”


“No! No, I am excited. What’s there to worry about?” Celeste pushed memories of Raiden Sharp’s ink-black hair from her mind as she readied her spear. “Especially when you’ll be there, best in class.”


“Right!” Maeve grinned, lowering into fighting position. “They will sing songs of us for generations! The day the human prince was lured to his doom by the Chorus and their princess.”


Celeste had no time to react, for suddenly Maeve’s spear was flying at her head. She shifted, knocking the weapon away with her own. Then she pulled her spear to her body before lunging at Maeve. Her friend ducked out of the way, but barely.


“Distracting me with flattery will not work,” Celeste snarled in jest.


Maeve laughed, and they began again, running through their usual routine until their chests rose and fell from the effort. While Celeste had never been very confident with her Song, her skill with the spear was the one place in which she shone.


“Initiates, in line,” Captain Io interrupted.


At once the sirens stopped, swimming into line before their instructor, a large siren with cropped green hair. Io wore a bright smile as they gazed upon the initiates before them. Behind them, five sirens entered the courtyard, each dressed in armor with spears strapped to their backs. Although Celeste had never met them, she’d recognize them anywhere. Members of the Chorus.


“General Xandra, these are our current initiates. Initiates, I would like to introduce you all to General Xandra and our team,” Captain Io said proudly. “This specific team is tasked with missions involving errant ships.”


The general swam forward, radiating dominance. Even Captain Io looked small in comparison to her large blue frame and roping muscles. General Xandra’s black eyes scanned each initiate, pausing for a moment when she reached Celeste. The princess lowered her gaze, and soon the general moved on.


“Good tides, recruits,” Xandra said, her tone deep and gravely. “While we still do not know why this ship entered our lands, it is our job to stop them before they can pose a threat. No survivors.”


The feeling of Maeve’s gaze on her made Celeste aware that she was picking at her scales. She dropped her hands to her sides, embarrassed. She’d expected to feel excited. Proud. After four cycles of training, it was hard to believe her chance to prove herself was here at last. But all she felt was tense.


“We will swim in pairs,” the general continued, swimming up to the first of the initiates. “Your name, Recruit?”


“Nautica,” the siren answered, bowing their head in respect.


“You will be with Officer Zale.” She gestured to a siren with skin striped in orange and cerulean. Zale bowed his head in response, and Nautica fell in line beside him. “Your name?” Xandra asked the next initiate, who turned a brilliant shade of red.


“Analora,” she said, twisting her soft purple hair tightly around her fingers. Analora was paired with Officer Wrasse, a very slender siren with sharp features and pale blue skin. And Leif was paired with Captain Io, their regular drill instructor. When Leif swam up to join Io, the instructor clapped him on the back so hard it made Leif cough. Celeste and Maeve covered their mouths, stifling laughter.


“Your name, Recruit?”


Under General Xandra’s hard gaze, the cecaelia dropped her hand as though it’d bitten her. “Maeve, General.”


“You’ll be paired with Officer Rae.” Xandra nodded to a silvery siren. Celeste’s eyes widened. She’d heard stories of Rae. Of how she’d led the rescue of two sirens from a human fishing boat after they’d been caught in a net. After they were safe, Rae drowned the entire crew in a matter of minutes. A living legend.


“And last, Princess Celeste,” the general said, not needing to ask her name and not pretending otherwise. “You will be paired with General Echo.”


Celeste nodded, trying not to let the surprise show on her face. General? Echo was beautiful, as all sirens were, but she’d stand out in any group. Her skin was a soft peach, like Celeste’s, but she was covered from head to fin in red and white stripes. Spiky fins protruded from her hips, fanning around her like a lionfish. She appraised Celeste, her bloodred hair billowing around her heart-shaped face. Beyond her beauty there was an intensity that made Celeste recoil. Why would someone so highly ranked be on this mission? Each squad only required one general to lead. Was it the mission? Or was it her? Did Madam Auralia think Celeste needed someone to watch over her? Or . . . did the queen have something to do with this? Celeste’s stomach twisted.


“If there are no questions,” General Xandra said with a look that didn’t invite questions, “then let us move on to the subject of your final examination.”


This was it. The final thing that stood between Celeste and her future.


“This evening you will be judged on four metrics: how you follow instruction; how you blend within the group; your knowledge of procedure; and, of course, your Song. In every mission, a siren must have each of these qualities to be an asset to their unit. As you know, each Chorus unit is made up of five members. And tonight all five units will be in attendance.


“It is of the utmost importance that you can work together as a team. The Chorus is a blend of many. An unbreakable force. Pay attention to those around you. Fill in gaps. Keep your formations tight, and above all else, listen to your superior.” General Xandra scanned each initiate. “You have already been tested in your strength, agility, speed, endurance, and knowledge of human language, geography, ship structure, and weaponry.”


Several heads nodded in agreement.


“Tonight is your chance to prove you deserve to be a member of this team. So take a good look at your assigned Chorus member”—she gestured toward them—“for they will be the ones examining you this evening. It will be their decision whether you succeed or fail.”


Celeste glanced toward Echo, whose expression was unreadable. Stoic.


“Now,” Xandra said, clapping her deep blue hands together, “I’ll pass things to Captain Io, who will be running our drills in preparation for this evening.”


“Thank you,” Io said, bobbing up to the front beside the general. “Let’s begin by breaking into pairs—a Chorus’s harmony is more than just vocal.” They winked.


Numbly, Celeste followed Echo to a space in the courtyard. It was happening. She had her chance to join the Chorus, permanently. So why did she feel sick? She looked over toward Maeve in hopes of sharing the feeling but saw her friend was already deep in conversation with her new mentor, Rae. The cecaelia’s eyes glimmered with excitement as the officer gave her pointers about her spear grip.


Celeste turned to Echo. “It’s an honor to have you as my mentor,” she said, head dipping.


The siren looked her over and nodded graciously. “The honor is mine, Princess.”


“Do you—” Celeste paused, trying to pick which question to ask first. She had so many. But she knew she couldn’t ask anything about the humans. Even if it was the one subject she wished to speak about the most. “Is there anything I need to keep in mind as I prepare for this mission? Something you wish you’d known as an initiate?”


“As long as you listen to General Xandra and follow her command, you will be fine, Princess,” Echo assured her. “There is no need to worry yourself.”


Celeste frowned. Although the words gave the impression Echo was confident in Celeste’s abilities, something about it felt off. Echo made no further effort to converse, and Celeste stifled her questions. It was clear she did not intend to answer them.


In the awkward silence, Celeste overheard Leif and Io arguing about strategy behind them, smiles on their faces.


“Why wait and attack at night? Wouldn’t it be better to strike as soon as possible?” the young initiate asked.


Io shook their head. “Daylight offers little protection. The element of surprise is paramount, and it’s better for the Chorus to be in position and focused before any humans raise the alarm. Not to mention it’s easier for humans to see and use their weapons during the day.”


“Right, of course,” Leif replied, nodding. “I hadn’t thought about how the dark might protect against their cannons and guns.”


A sigh escaped Celeste’s lips. It seemed all the others were gaining useful knowledge from their mentors. And despite having the highest-ranking member assigned to her, Celeste gained nothing more than assurance that she should listen to her superior. A fact she already knew.


“All right,” Io called after a moment, “I hope you all feel a little more comfortable around your new companions. Let’s fall into line and practice our formations. This will feel different, especially with a larger group. The key is to think as a group. Don’t leave any gaps.”


The sirens swam into position, Celeste and Echo falling into line at the end.


“Ray!” Io bellowed, making the accompanying hand signal.


As quick as a sudden storm, the group arranged into a perfect diamond.


“School!”


On and on, Captain Io tested them on each and every formation, reminding the initiates which ones would be used on their mission that night. It was strange to adjust to the senior members, who responded so quickly Celeste had to focus to keep up. Each movement was completed wordlessly.


“The Chorus must move as one mind,” Io shouted. “More often than not, you won’t use your spears. The Song is your true weapon.”


Staria had a large military, but the most elite and specialized of those formed the Chorus. As children, sirens were schooled by their family members. Only at the age of seven did they begin a more formal education. Celeste and Maeve, like most children of prominent families, were taught in a private school on the palace grounds. When a siren reached the age of thirteen cycles, they underwent a series of tests to help align them with a job or role within the kingdom. It was tradition and ensured that each siren had a place in society. A way to contribute.


After testing, young sirens were given two or three options for their role in Staria from which they could choose. Celeste, however, was not tested. Royal children within the House of Neris did not have the option to become such things as a teacher, a storyteller, or a craftsiren. At birth, Celeste’s future was decided for her: to be a figurehead and perform royal duties. A role that didn’t suit her at all. Celeste always talked too much during social appearances, making speeches that were entirely too long or went off topic. But when she didn’t speak, she found it difficult to sit still. To focus on what was happening. So many times the queen suggested she stay at the palace. Focus on her studies.


“A princess’s first priority is to her people,” Queen Halia had told Celeste on her thirteenth birthday, when she’d cried and begged to be given a test like Maeve. “Our role is to protect the kingdom.”


Which had given her an idea. For it was true, her family had a long tradition of fighting to protect their people. Why, even Queen Isla herself was known for her strength. So when Celeste asked if she could join the Chorus, to fight for her people as Queen Isla had, her parents agreed. Having a member of the royal family join the military had happened before, and having one in the most esteemed division looked good. For the Chorus protected the kingdom from humans. They were heroes. And it didn’t hurt that her best friend, Maeve, had planned to join as well.


They’d done everything else together, after all.
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After finishing the final test, Captain Io dismissed the ragged initiates. Maeve and Celeste fell into rhythm, swimming together toward the atrium. A nagging feeling tugged at Celeste’s heart. She felt guilty lying to her friend about why she’d been late. She wished more than anything to tell Maeve about the ship she had seen. The human prince. Their music. Celeste didn’t have many friends. It was only ever her, Maeve, and Sephone. Halia preferred to keep her daughter’s group small. But now with Sephone gone, Maeve was the only one Celeste could talk to, the only one she might tell.


And it had been a while since the two had time together. Maeve was busy with her new girlfriend, and Celeste—well, she was practicing. Or with her family. Or sneaking out to get some air. She missed the times when the two had been inseparable. When they would stay up late together trying to catch seahorses with their hands or swapping stories of the human world they had overheard.


But now they were soldiers.


Celeste looked at her friend, lips pressed closed. What would Maeve say if she told her about the prince? Would she be curious? Angry? Did she ever have doubts about the humans too? Time was running out to ask.


“Care to float around a bit?” Celeste said, bumping her shoulder into her friend.


Maeve’s face fell. “I have plans with Serafina.”


Serafina. That was her name. Not an L name, then. Serafina, the weaponsmith’s apprentice. They must have been seeing each other for quite some time now.


“Oh! Oh, of course,” Celeste said, then added in a singsong tone, “sounds serious.”


Maeve whacked Celeste on the shoulder. “Don’t say it like that!”


“Are you in loooove?” Celeste teased, batting her eyelashes. But instead of laughing, Maeve froze. As she averted her eyes, bright blue rings appeared all over the cecaelia’s body. Celeste let out a gasp. “Wait—are you?”


“I—let’s talk later, all right? Maybe tomorrow! After the mission,” Maeve stammered as they continued out of the building, catching sight of Serafina.


“All right,” Celeste said, shoulders sagging a little.


She watched as the two of them swam off, Maeve sharing the news of their new mission. Celeste’s heart squeezed a little in her chest at the sight. If Maeve was in love, why hadn’t she told her? Celeste hadn’t expected that anything serious was going on. Maeve was always dating someone, after all. She flitted between love interests so regularly it was hard for Celeste to keep track. Celeste never thought Maeve would be the one to settle down. Many sirens never partnered. But this—she’d never seen Maeve react that way before.


Celeste wasn’t a stranger to romance. She was merely a stranger to it being reciprocated. When she was seven, her first love was a siren boy whose family worked in the palace. She saw him almost every day and fell madly in love with him. It took her three cycles to confess her feelings. But when she did, he admitted he loved her older sister, Sephone. The little blowfish then proceeded to tell the tale to every siren their age, boasting about how he turned her down. Celeste had cried herself to sleep for a week.


None of her other dalliances had fared much better, and now, at the age of seventeen, Celeste had all but resigned herself to a partnerless life. Not that seventeen was all that old for a siren. In many ways, she was still a child, given how long sirens lived. Although they aged similarly to humans, their magic made their life cycles nearly twice a human’s. Once I’m a full member, I’m sure I’ll have time to make plenty of other friends in the Chorus, she told herself, the pang of loneliness creeping under her skin. I will have no time to worry about romance.


Along the journey home, Celeste’s mind turned over all that she had seen. The humans had been nothing like she’d imagined. They laughed. Took care of animals. Made jokes. They even had music like sirens. Were they hiding their murderous tendencies? Was there something she hadn’t seen? Everything she’d wanted was falling into place. But it all felt wrong. As childish as it sounded, Celeste had always pictured being a member of the Chorus like a heroic ballad. Epic battles against bloodthirsty monsters with nothing but her Song and spear. Protecting the innocent and punishing the evil. But evil didn’t look the way she had imagined.


She couldn’t recall any mention of Raiden before. Only his father, King Leonidas. And Celeste knew that a parent’s decisions often had little to do with their children. Still, if the Chorus decided to take these measures, then he must be a threat. And hadn’t she known firsthand what horrors humans could do? In the past fourteen cycles, since King Leonidas had become a threat, a few sirens had been captured. Killed. It wasn’t common, but that was because of the Chorus. Missions like the one tonight kept them safe.


But weren’t they passing judgment before any wrong was committed? What if the Chorus killed innocents too? Were there any innocent humans?


Celeste’s stomach turned as she sped toward home. These thoughts felt like treason. And what did this say about her? She had trained so hard to be a member, and on the first mission she got cold fins? Yet somehow she couldn’t erase the vision of the prince. His dark hair and smile as he kicked up his feet and danced. The tenderness he showed to that small animal.


Nerves. That’s all it was. I’ll feel differently tonight, she assured herself as she swam into the halls of the palace. Training and lack of sleep had made her tired. A good nap would help restore her jumbled thoughts. Celeste passed the familiar tapestry of the Goddess’s daughters. Queen Isla the Protector, first of House Neris and founder of Staria, floated at the center. Around her, her three sisters gathered. Queen Suna the Wise, who founded the Kingdom of Ayakashi, stared straight at the viewer, wearing nothing but a large pearl necklace. Queen Klara the Strong, of Skalvaske, wore a crown of stars. And seated along the sand floor was the fourth daughter, Lyra the Beautiful. In her hands, Lyra held the Goddess’s legendary three-pronged trident.


Celeste was still gazing at the intricate plant-woven tapestry when her shoulder collided with another.


“Apologies,” Celeste said, righting herself in the water before recognizing her eldest sister, Shye, before her. “Good tides!” she added, rubbing the back of her neck.


Shye, the perfect image of their mother, wore an annoyed expression. The red hair of House Neris was cropped short on her head, hanging into piercing silver eyes. “Good tides, Celeste,” she said simply, tucking her harp beneath her arm before continuing in the opposite direction. It wasn’t a surprising reaction from Shye. The sisters were fifteen cycles apart. Although they grew up together in the castle, there had always been a great divide.


“Coming from lessons?” Celeste asked, following. “Where are you headed?” She was rather thankful for the distraction. It was rare to see Shye in the halls, given she was almost always with Halia, studying to become the next great queen of Staria.


“Yes. And I am on my way to Mother’s quarters,” Shye answered, then glanced sideways at her sister. “I presume you have heard about the Chorus’s mission this evening.”


“I have,” Celeste responded, lifting her chin. “In fact, my class is going as well.”


A flicker of surprise crossed Shye’s face for a moment, before it fell back into her mask of calm. “You know, Celeste,” she said, as if she were picking each word carefully, “you must listen to whatever the senior members tell you. This is a very serious and important mission.”


Celeste stiffened. It was the same advice Echo had given her. “Of course, Shye. I have been training for this for the last four cycles. I know what to do.”


Shye sighed. “I know you have, little star. I’m giving you some sisterly advice.”


Face burning, Celeste crossed her arms over her chest. However well-intentioned, the comment stung. Why does everyone keep telling me that? She was seventeen! But no matter how hard she trained and worked, she still somehow couldn’t escape being a silly little girl in their eyes. I’m probably just being sensitive, she told herself, pushing away her feelings.


“I understand,” she replied instead.


Shye gave her sister a smile and then continued on her way, leaving Celeste floating listlessly behind. For most of her life, Celeste had enjoyed being the youngest daughter. There was very little responsibility, and her parents gave her everything she ever wanted, so long as she stayed in line. But somewhere along the way, Celeste had begun to realize that no one expected anything from her. Which also meant no one trusted her with anything.


She turned back toward her rooms, attempting to calm herself and failing. Whenever she felt like this, the only thing that always soothed her was going to the surface. But since that was out of the question at present, Celeste decided the next best thing would be finding some peace among her collection of treasures.









[image: Illustration]



CHAPTER


5


Lying upon the warm, sandy floor of her bedroom, Celeste stared blankly above. She did not see the glorious iridescent shells that were intricately hand-placed across the vaulted ceiling. Her mind was leagues away, on the surface watching the human prince laugh. She replayed it in her mind, every detail burned into her memory. His dark hair falling over his forehead. His high cheekbones and his dark round eyes. His smile. Without noticing, she hummed, and it was the song he’d sung.


The water around her drifted. She felt someone coming.


“Celeste!” a voice echoed up the spiraling path that led to the princess’s rooms.


The siren bolted upright. “In here, Mother!” she called, perhaps too brightly. Firmly Celeste put aside whatever confusing feelings she had and focused on the mission. It was her first real assignment with the Chorus, and she couldn’t wait to tell someone about it.


The queen swept into the room, the shells across her back tinkling like little bells. “I wished to see you before you left with the Chorus,” she said with a smile, coming to rest on a stone chair next to her daughter.


“It was certainly a surprise that the test was moved to today. But I feel ready,” Celeste said, placing her hands in her lap.


The queen smiled. “Good. General Echo came by not too long ago and told me you were to be paired with her.”


Celeste’s stomach clenched. Why was General Echo reporting to her mother about her? Wouldn’t Xandra be the one to give the official report? It was her mission, not Echo’s.


Halia’s eyes roamed over her daughter, stopping at the top of her head. “Your hair is a mess. You should comb it, little star,” she tsked.


Celeste’s hand jumped to the spot her mother looked at. She tried to straighten the tangled knots with her fingers, but the action felt pointless in the water.


“Are you nervous?” the queen asked, getting up and moving toward the mother-of-pearl comb on the shelf.


“I—” Celeste began, hand dropping from her hair. She wanted so desperately to ask her mother about the prince, but she was certain it was a bad idea. “No.”


The queen glided back to her daughter’s side, eyes unreadable. With a gentle touch, she placed her hand on Celeste’s chin, turning her daughter’s face away. Then she carefully ran the comb through the tangles, each stroke smooth and soft. The touch was soothing. Calming. It reminded her that she wasn’t speaking only to the queen of Staria. She was speaking to her mother. The siren who raised her.


“Did you know humans sang songs?” Celeste hedged.


The comb paused, then continued.


“Their songs aren’t like ours.”


“Right! I know,” Celeste agreed, heart hammering. Why did she say that? What if her mother asked how she knew about the human songs? But the queen said nothing, only finished brushing and set the comb down. “Are—are all humans bad?” Celeste turned to face her mother, knowing full well she was swimming in dangerous waters. But she couldn’t stop herself.


The water around her felt as though it had dropped several degrees.


“They would kill you as soon as they laid eyes on you. You know this,” the queen said, her brow knit in confusion.


“I know, but—” Celeste’s words died in her throat. She wanted to ask about the animal. About the dancing. To ask why sirens hated these creatures who made the things sirens pillaged. Surely there was more to them than violence. But she couldn’t say any of what she’d seen without revealing that she had been to the surface that morning. Instead, she said, “What if they’re not all dangerous?”


The queen looked as though Celeste had slapped her.


But Celeste pushed on. It was as if her thoughts were water, rushing out at once. “I’m sure you have good reasons for not trusting them . . . but couldn’t there be some humans who are good too? Just because their king is a monster doesn’t mean his son—”


“That’s enough, Celeste.”


“But, Mother—”


“Humans are dangerous and violent, even to their own.”


“I know,” Celeste said, knots forming in her stomach.


The queen shook her head, hurt plain on her face. “Then how can you say such things? Just because you discovered they have songs you think they’re civilized?”


Tears pricked at Celeste’s eyes. “I don’t know—”


“You don’t.” The queen sighed, rubbing her temples with her long fingers. “You don’t know anything about them.”


This landed like a blow. “That’s why I’m asking you!” she said. “I only want to understand, Mother. You haven’t told me anything about them. Everything I know has come from gossip or through training. I know their language and their ships and their geography. We even collect their things! I just—” Celeste stopped at the look on her mother’s face, angry enough to boil water.
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