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For Liz Kessler, who discovered me
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Chapter One

Mama had gone.

The house was dark, the baby was crying. Oh, how he cried, long sad wails that would pull the heart from your breast! He was hungry – hungry for warm, rich milk – and how could I feed him? I’m only ten. I dived down across the room and plucked him out of the cradle. I clasped him to my bare chest and wound my long hair around him. I pushed my mouth close to his ear and sang him a hushing song like the ocean in a shell.

Through the gloom of the deep water I could see the rich gleam of the mother-of-pearl cradle we’d all once slept in. Mer-children don’t usually have cradles. But then mer-women don’t mother their offspring. They have lots of them all at once, like fish. They leave filmy clouds of jellied eggs swaying about in the seaweed; if you look closely you can see hundreds of transparent little curled-up taily things, waiting to hatch. When they start darting about, most of them get eaten by fish. Not one in a hundred survives. Perhaps that’s why there aren’t very many merfolk, and the ones that do grow up are all a little cold-hearted.

But Mama’s different, and we are all proud of her. She had only seven children in eleven years, and all seven of us lived. She looked after each one of us, and taught us to look after the others too. I’m the eldest. My name’s Mara.

Father is the Sea-king. It was right that he should have a rare bride, a woman from the land. We all knew how they’d met: she’d been standing at the sea’s edge, shading her eyes, when he rose up from the waves and called her along the glittering road the sun makes as it sets over the water. They’d fallen in love at once. And he caught her in his arms and covered her with cold kisses and carried her down – down to our pale palace in the deep.
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