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Fire and Water
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This supper is a special occasion, Coralline,” said Trochid.

Coralline frowned at her father. The eighth of July meant nothing to her. But her mother had set the table with their finest limestone plates, which did suggest that it was, in fact, an occasion of some sort. But it was not Algae Appreciation Day or Horrid Humans Day. It was not Coralline’s birthday, nor was it either of her parents’ birthdays. That meant it had to be . . . Ecklon’s birthday—his twenty-sixth! They hadn’t been a couple long enough to have celebrated his birthday together, but he had recently mentioned the surprise party his fellow detectives had organized for him last year. Coralline had neglected to note the date.

His birthday would explain why he looked particularly handsome this evening, in a jet-black waistcoat with half a dozen large lettered olive shells forming a column of buttons down the center. Coralline’s mother was also elegantly attired, in a white corset with wispy sleeves that fluttered gently about her shoulders—as was Coralline’s father, in a new, tan waistcoat. Come to think of it, Coralline herself was also well dressed, though it was not intentional on her part.

She had returned home late from work, swum into her bedroom, and proceeded to do what she usually did at the end of a long day: massage the muscles in the back of her neck with her fingertips, in an attempt to loosen the knots formed over a day of bending over medications at The Irregular Remedy. She had then burrowed under her blanket and, closing her eyes, had thought of her most unusual patient of the day: ninety-one-year-old mermaid Mola, who suffered from dementia and whose memories of her husband kept falling as irreversibly out of her mind as her molars had fallen out of her mouth.

Coralline had been about to drift off into a nap when her mother rushed into her bedroom, flung off her blanket, and, surveying Coralline’s corset, pronounced, “You can’t dress so hideously for supper. Ecklon is coming, remember?” Her mother then handed her a new corset she had sewn for her, with emerald vines that met and separated over a glistening bronze fabric that precisely matched the bronze scales of Coralline’s tail. Coralline had slumped on a chair in front of the mirror as her mother had tugged her long black hair into a pillowy mound at the crown of her head and circled the bun with a string of little white spirula shells.

How embarrassing that Coralline had forgotten Ecklon’s birthday, especially given how he had spoiled her on her own birthday, a few months earlier. He had taken her to their favorite restaurant, Alaria, where he had presented her with The Universe Demystified, the latest book by the stargazer Venant Veritate. Like a telescope into the universe, The Universe Demystified had opened brilliant new galaxies in Coralline’s mind. Ecklon admired Venant just as much as Coralline, describing him as “the detective of the universe,” but she still couldn’t imagine how Ecklon had managed to get the book autographed, for the stargazer was known to be just as reclusive as he was illustrious.

It was true that Coralline’s wages as an apprentice apothecary at The Irregular Remedy were meager, but she could still have gotten Ecklon a pen as a gift, perhaps an engraved one, which he could use to take notes during his investigations. In the absence of any gift, the least she could do was sing. Clearing her throat, she began:

Happy birthday to you

May you have friends old and new

May life jolt success your way

As grand as a manta ray

Coralline smiled at her parents across the table, encouraging them to join along, but her father’s dark-brown eyes squinted at her, and her mother gaped. Undeterred, Coralline continued:

May your sight never fade

Nor your hair gray

Happy birthday to you

May this year all your dreams come true

Coralline clapped—alone.

“My birthday isn’t for another month, Cora,” Ecklon said, a smile tugging at the corners of his lips.

He had the gall to be enjoying her confusion. Well, she was confused no longer. If it wasn’t his birthday, there was just one other possibility that would make this supper a special occasion. But she didn’t want to be wrong again; hoping to obtain a hint, she asked, “How was work?”

“Fine.”

Coralline sighed. Ecklon had been like this since their very first date. He listened intently to her chatter about her patients but divulged little about his own work until Coralline prodded. The trouble was: He was too modest. His work was more than fine, Coralline knew. He had been promoted four times during his six years at Urchin Interrogations, the local Detective Department of the Under-Ministry of Crime and Murder. Just a few weeks ago, his boss, Sinistrum Scomber, a middle-aged merman with an enormous nose and perpetual grimace, had told Ecklon that he was the best detective Urchin Interrogations had ever hired. Sinistrum had sworn that as soon as Ecklon solved his next case, he would tenure him, making Ecklon the youngest detective to ever hold a lifetime position at Urchin Interrogations.

“You got tenured, didn’t you?” Coralline gushed.

“Not quite, no . . .”

If it wasn’t his birthday and he hadn’t been promoted, what else was there to celebrate? Coralline crossed her arms over her chest, in part because she was annoyed and in part to suppress the growls of her stomach. She eyed the scarlet fronds of dulse at the center of the table. Patients had swum through the door of The Irregular Remedy from morning well into the evening, and she hadn’t had a bite to eat since her rushed breakfast. Why did she have to work so hard for her supper?

“This day is a special occasion,” Ecklon said softly, “because it marks six months since the day we met. Remember the day?” He grinned at her, dimples forming triangular wedges in his cheeks.

She couldn’t believe he’d been counting the days, but she smiled back—even if she were to ever have dementia like her patient Mola, she would not forget the day they’d met.

He had swum into The Irregular Remedy with a purple-colored right elbow, the joint stiff and unmoving at his side. Discerning at a glance that it was fractured, Coralline had opened the medical textbook Splinters and Slings on her counter. Upon perusing a section titled “Elbow Ligaments,” she had directed Ecklon to extend his arm to her across the counter. Warning him that it would hurt, she had felt up and down his arm, pressing into its length with two fingers. Other patients would have whimpered, but he hadn’t even winced.

Upon concluding her examination, she had dabbed horned wrack salve onto his elbow, to reduce the swelling. Then, clasping his shoulder with one hand, she had leaned over her counter to crook his elbow at a ninety-degree angle against his chest. She had wrapped the joint with a gauzy bandage of pyropia, and she’d started slinging red strands of spiny straggle around the pyropia, to hold it all in place. But a lock of hair had fallen across her cheek.

Reluctant to recommence her sling, she had shrugged to encourage her hair back behind her ear, but her effort had only resulted in another strand tumbling across her cheek. Ecklon’s hand had crossed the counter between them to push her hair back in place. Coralline had drawn her breath; her counter formed a barrier between herself and her patients—he’d crossed the line. She had made the final knot of spiny straggle rather tight around his elbow, then, worried it might restrict blood flow, she had loosened it with her fingers.

“Thank you for your attention, Cora,” he’d said.

“Coralline,” she’d corrected emphatically, wondering how he’d known her name. But of course: He would have read it on the badge pinned to her corset.

“I’ll collect you here for supper tomorrow evening,” he’d continued.

Don’t bother, she’d been about to retort, offended by his assumption that she’d be free for supper (though it was true), but she’d found herself speechless when he’d dropped a scallop shell in the carapace crock on her counter. Patients paid what they could afford—no one had yet given her a ten-carapace scallop shell.

When Ecklon had swum through the door of The Irregular Remedy the next evening, Coralline had been tending a mermaid with pustular calluses across the pale blue scales of her tail. “Wait for me outside,” she’d told Ecklon coolly, in part because the clinic was small and in part because he’d arrived at his convenience, not hers. With a nod, Ecklon had slipped outside The Irregular Remedy.

Patients had trickled in one after another for Coralline’s attention—a wiry merman complaining of weak gills, a shivering insomniac, a mermaid with hyperthyroidism—and it was not until the waters had started to turn dull and dark and the clinic had been about to close that Coralline had slid out the door. Her tailfin had flicked to commence her swim home, when a voice from behind had startled her. “Ready, Cora?”

She’d whirled around. Ecklon had been leaning against the wall of The Irregular Remedy, his arms crossed over his chest. She had not known then that he was a detective, but the sight of him lurking in the shadows, seeing but unseen, hovering so still that he was almost as hidden as a seahorse, had made her think she was being pursued by a detective. “I’m sorry,” she’d said. “I forgot you were waiting.”

He had regarded her without impatience, without insult—rather, with respect—and had never mentioned it again.

She smiled at him now, sitting to her left at the dining table. That very first evening they’d met, she had found his face to be a handsome study of contrasts, and she found it to be so still. His jaw was hard but softened by a vertical cleft in the chin. His hair had the varied shades of pebbled sand, but its texture was always sleek and uniform between her fingers. His mouth formed a resolute line, but his lips were tender in shape—they made her think of a poet lost in verse.

In their six months together, not once had they bickered, not once had their opinions differed. Coralline had initially assumed their lines of work to be a world apart, but she had soon gleaned that they were more similar than different. He pursued clues; she pursued cures. He kept merpeople safe; she kept merpeople well. He dealt with murderers in the form of criminals; she dealt with murderers in the form of maladies.

“I’ve spoken with your mother and father, Cora,” Ecklon pronounced, his silver-gray gaze locked on her own. “I’ve told them what I now tell you: I love you.”

That was a notable difference between them—his sense of propriety. His job was to investigate those who broke the law, and he possessed an equal reverence for societal law, in the form of tradition. Coralline, meanwhile, regularly swam out the window rather than the door, even though her mother often told her that to do so was “the hallmark of an ill-bred mermaid.” Maybe Coralline should have been elated at Ecklon’s declaration of love, but she wasn’t, for she already knew in her heart that he loved her, just as she knew she loved him. It felt strange to verbalize it for the first time in front of her parents, though, so she managed no more than to mumble, “Er, thank you.”

She then reached eagerly for her stone-sticks, pleased his “special occasion” announcement had been made, and she could finally eat her supper—

“I wish to marry you.”

Coralline’s stone-sticks clanged against her plate, and her gills fluttered wildly along the sides of her neck. She looked at her parents. Her father’s eyes shone with happiness, the lines around them spreading like sea fans. Don’t ruin the best day of your life, her mother mouthed to her. Coralline tried to pull the muscles of her face into a semblance of normality as she turned back to Ecklon. Fortunately, he didn’t seem to have noticed her reaction, for he was extracting something from his waistcoat pocket.

His hand unfurled before Coralline to reveal a shell with a pale pink center melting into smooth alabaster along the edges, like a slow summer dawn. The symbol of engagement, a rose petal tellin.

“Cora,” Ecklon began solemnly, “will you make me the happiest merman in the Atlantic by marrying me?”

Before this day, marriage had been a vague concept to Coralline, something in the distance, like the clouds in the sky. Now, she felt as though the clouds had descended suddenly upon her and struck her with lightning. Her mind churning, she considered the changes to her life that would be wrought by marriage. Her name would change, for one; she would go from Coralline Costaria to Coralline Elnath—the new name just didn’t have a ring to it. More importantly, she would no longer live in this home with her parents and little brother; she would live with Ecklon and his parents in the Mansion—the largest home in Urchin Grove. But she didn’t want to live in the Mansion.

“Cora?” said Ecklon.

His hand trembled under the tellin shell, Coralline noticed through her haze. It was that slight movement that shook her; it told her that, for the first time since she’d known him, he was nervous.

She thought back to the day last week when she’d been sick with a cold. She hadn’t told Ecklon, and she still didn’t know how he’d learned it, but he’d come knocking at her door with a bowl of buttonweed. “How did you know I was sick?” she’d asked. “I’m a detective—it’s my job to know,” he’d said. “Well, I’m a healer,” she’d countered, “and it’s my job to not make you sick.” His eyes glinting, he’d wrapped his arms around her waist. In contrast to her words, her body had melted against his, and her fingers had tangled in his hair. “I wouldn’t care if I was sick every day as long as I was with you,” he’d said, and given her a long, languorous kiss.

What was she thinking? Did she have dementia like her patient Mola? This was Ecklon, proposing to her—Ecklon, courageous and kind, Ecklon, as her mother often reminded her, the most eligible bachelor in the village of Urchin Grove. She would be fortunate to marry him. His proposal was a surprise, that was all, and she hated surprises.

“Yes,” Coralline said, raising her blue-green eyes to his. Then, more emphatically, “Yes.”

Ecklon smiled at her, then at each of her parents. They beamed back at him. Coralline found that, like a star, his smile could swing any satellite into orbit, even her mother and father, who otherwise rotated in opposite directions.

The rose petal tellin was strung on a translucent vine, and Ecklon held it out toward Coralline so he could clasp it around her neck. She turned away from him, grateful to have a moment without her face in full view. His fingers brushed her shoulder blades as they closed the clasp at the nape of her neck. The click of the clasp made her think of handcuffs, and her heart pounded in her ears. Turning back to face the table, keeping her gaze down, Coralline raised the rose petal tellin off her collarbone and ran her index finger over its surface, back and forth. The shell’s texture was smooth, its ridges gentle—as their relationship had been.

When Coralline looked back at Ecklon, she found that he had heaped dulse onto his plate, as had her mother and father. Finally, it was time to eat, but, though Coralline was hungry, she had no more appetite for the fronds she otherwise loved. She continued to examine the rose petal tellin, as if it would show her the future.

Suddenly, a tremor distilled into the living room through the window, its pressure that of a drumbeat, its vibrations throbbing through the stone of the house and pulsing through Coralline’s very marrow. A stone-stick slipped out of her father’s hand. It skittered slowly toward Coralline’s tailfin, but she did not dare retrieve it for him.

Her parents and Ecklon sat still and stiff—the standard reaction to passing ships, in order to reduce the possibility of detection—but Coralline clutched the rim of the dining table. Goosebumps climbed from her wrists to her shoulders, and her stomach clawed at itself. She longed to hide under the table, but it would look cowardly. In an effort to distract herself from her terror of the danger above, she started counting her breaths. But she’d managed to count only to five, when the grasp of her fingers started to loosen, and her head started to feel as light and bouncy as plankton. She was beginning to feel faint; it happened to her often. Her father said it was because she did not take the time to eat adequately; her mother said that fainting occasionally was fine, so long as she remained thin.

Coralline tried to anchor her thoughts onto something, for it would help her remain conscious. Her glance fell on her father’s right arm.

It was a narrowing rod that culminated not in a hand but in a bony swelling of a wrist. There was a filmy softness to the skin of his wrist, like that of a newborn; though her father was fifty years old, the skin over his stump was just months old. Coralline shuddered to remember the day his hand had been severed: His wrist had been a mangled mess of bone and sinew, blood spurting out of it like the ink of an octopus. Her mother called it his haccident—an abbreviation for “hand accident”—but Coralline considered the term misleading (though she’d grudgingly come to use it as well). What happened to her father had not been an accident: Ocean Dominion, its ships ever-present on the waters, had planted dynamite in a coral reef in Urchin Grove, in order to kill and collect schools of fish.

Coralline’s father, a coral connoisseur, had been studying the reef with his microscope. He’d made a note on his parchment-pad that coral polyps, the tiny, soft-bodied organisms whose exoskeleton formed the reef, were finding it difficult to absorb calcium carbonate from the waters, due to ocean acidification. When he’d looked up from his parchment-pad, he’d spotted dynamite tucked in a crevice of the reef. Immediately, he’d inserted his hand into the crevice to extract it. He’d managed to wrest the dynamite out and had raised his arm to hurl it away, but it had exploded, taking his hand with it.

Coralline’s mother had told him he should have bolted the scene instead of risking his hand and life.

“My hand exploded, so the reef wouldn’t,” Trochid had replied. “I would do it again, Abalone.”

“Well, I don’t want a handless husband!” she’d snapped, her amber-gold eyes flaming. “And if you have such poor judgment, I must insist you retire, Trochid.”

Applying steady pressure over the next days like a tightly bound tourniquet, Abalone had compelled him to resign from his role in the Under-Ministry of Coral Conservation. In his retirement, he had become a shadow of his former self, in Coralline’s opinion. He drifted aimlessly through the living room in the early hours like a ghost. His desk, previously stacked with books like The Animated Lives of Anemones and Love of Limestone, now sat empty, except for one volume: Handling a Difficult Adjustment to Retirement.

Coralline looked at her father’s stone-stick on the floor. It divided into two, then three, until it looked like an array of fingers. Her head started to loll, but, just then, the tremors in the waters ended. The ship had passed. Her daze dissipated slowly. . . . Once she was mentally steady again, she bent at the waist, collected the stone-stick, and handed it to her father. He took it, but rather than eat with it, he set it to the side of his plate. He clasped his left hand around his stump, as though his wrist throbbed with a phantom pain in proximity to the phantoms on the waters.

“Humans are a menace,” Trochid said. “Our only solace is that they cannot disrupt our lives any more than they already do.”

“Why not?” Coralline asked.

“Because they’re fire, and we’re water. Fire vaporizes water, and water vanquishes fire. The two can never truly meet.”
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Izar stepped out of his small basement office and looked right and left down the hallway. Satisfied that he was alone, he turned on his heel and strode down the dimly lit corridor to the private elevator, where he flashed his identification card before the scanner. The elevator was right there—Izar was the only person to ever use it—but it was so old and ramshackle that its bars moved as slowly as arthritic knees.

Izar examined his identification card as he waited for the elevator bars to part. A circular bronze-and-black insignia glowed on the back of his card, the letters O and D intertwined over a fishhook that slashed the circle in half. The front of the card stated: Izar Eridan, vice president of operations. Underneath the words was a faded picture of him—light-blue collar, chestnut curls, indigo eyes staring at the camera somewhat anxiously, for the day the photo had been taken six years ago had been his first at the company where he’d decided he wanted to spend the rest of his life.

The elevator bars groaned to a halt. Izar stepped inside the decrepit cage and rode it from the first floor of the basement, B1, down to the second floor, B2. The thirty floors of Ocean Dominion aboveground were sleek and modern—the building formed a bronze glass arrow pointing toward the sky in Menkar—but the three underground floors had always intentionally been excluded from renovation. B1 contained Izar’s office and those of other key men in the operations department; B2 was accessible only by this private elevator, to which Izar shared access only with Antares Eridan, the president of Ocean Dominion. But Antares had never descended into B2 after Izar’s first day at the company, so Izar considered B2 his private asylum. As for B3, it was accessible only to Antares, but Antares had no use for it, so it lay dark and dusty.

When the elevator opened again, Izar marched three steps to the one door on B2 and stepped inside the room. It was a windowless warehouse with unpainted walls and untiled floor, but he felt as comforted to enter it as though it were a penthouse—this room was his Invention Chamber. Every night, as soon as the responsibilities of his vice president day job were complete, after other employees had grumbled their way out the doors of Ocean Dominion, Izar slinked into his Invention Chamber to start his night-shift: Castor.

Outside the Invention Chamber, Izar existed; in the Invention Chamber, he came alive. But not tonight.

Instead of stomping into his lair like a lion onto a savannah, Izar closed the door and leaned against it, his shoulders sagging. Looking resolutely away from Castor, he took off his pin-striped suit jacket and dropped it to the floor. He then uncuffed his white, starched-cotton shirtsleeves and rolled them up to his elbows. His glance fell upon his watch; the luminescent hour markers told him the time was close to eleven at night. He unclasped his watch and dropped it upon his suit jacket on the floor, finding the concept of time too manacling in a place where sparks of innovation appeared and disappeared as suddenly as the glimmers of fireflies.

Izar continued to stand there, leaning against the door, for how long he did not know. He despised procrastination, but this night, the odds were stacked so high against him that he could not bear to face them . . . not yet. If he succeeded in what he intended, he and Antares would become the richest men on earth; if he failed, his life to date would have been a waste, like the dirt under his shoes. Not only the years of his adulthood but also his childhood would have been a waste, for he had been preparing for this purpose for the last twenty-five years, since the very day Antares had adopted him at three years of age.

Izar still remembered the moment like it was yesterday: Kneeling before him, Antares had lit a match. Izar had been mesmerized by the flame—it was a drop of suspended sunlight, a tiny golden phoenix—but Antares had dropped the match in a glass of water. Izar had plunged his fingers into the water to try to rescue the flame, but it had died instantly. Izar had snatched the glass out of Antares’s hand, raised it over his head, and smashed it to the floor. He could still feel the droplets of water splattering his shins.

Antares had not rebuked him. Instead, he had smiled. “I believe you’re a very clever boy,” he’d said in his hoarse smoker’s voice. “When you grow up, I want you to invent underwater fire.”

Izar had nodded, and, from that day, become obsessed with the idea of underwater fire. He had played incessantly with matchsticks; he had switched the stove on and off, staring at the crown-shaped blaze for hours; he had torn apart wires and sparked them against one another, reveling in their fumes. Throughout his early childhood years, the question that had driven him was how—how he would invent underwater fire; it was not until his adolescence that he had thought to ask Antares why.

“Because trillions of dollars’ worth of jewels lie beneath the ocean floor,” Antares had answered. “But they lie so deep that they cannot be accessed without blazing a path down. And yet no man on earth has found a way to sustain fire underwater. I myself have hired dozens of scientists at Ocean Dominion to attempt it, men with prestigious degrees and accomplishments, but, without exception, all have failed. You will invent underwater fire, boy. Gold and diamonds will form the embers of your flames.”

This night, the eighth of July, marked the end of Izar’s underwater-fire journey. If a fire didn’t flame today, not only would he consider his past to be a dead, dry slate, a barren wasteland, but also his future. It was not written anywhere on his business card, but his true role, the one for which he lived, was not vice president of operations but inventor. He had given the title to himself; this night, he would learn whether he’d earned it.

He longed to know whether he’d succeeded or failed with his underwater-fire mission, but he could not summon the courage . . . not yet. Now that he was at the end of this road, he thought it fitting to pay tribute to the lampposts that had lit his path over the last six years. Most people retained pictures as mementos; he retained implements, which lay scattered all over the floor of his Invention Chamber—ores of iron, sheets of magnesium, rounds of bullets, panes of sensors. An onlooker might view them as dangerous tripping hazards, but Izar knew precisely what each object signified.

He knelt next to a low mound of ash and swept his hand through the granules, watching them trickle through his fingers like black sand. They were the cinders of creators—the cinders of not one person but dozens—and not their bodies but their theories.

Izar had commenced on his underwater-fire journey by consulting scientific manuals, engineering treatises, and technical articles about combustion. They had all asserted, implicitly or explicitly, that underwater fire was an impossibility, a contradiction in terms. “Oxygen is the catalyst for fire,” one chemist had stated, “and water does contain oxygen, but it might as well not, for the act of combustion requires oxygen in gaseous form, not liquid.” “Even a child recognizes that the role of water is to devour fire,” had claimed a physicist, “not to nurture it.” “When it comes to fire,” had declared an engineer, “water acts as the wolf, not the sheep.”

Izar had piled up all the papers and thrown a lit match upon them. A fire had blazed, and its smoke had scorched his eyes but straightened his vision. In his new clarity, he had resolved that the only applicable laws in the universe of his Invention Chamber would be those that he proved or disproved himself.

Now Izar rose to his feet, strode four steps, and, kneeling, thumbed through a crimson-covered notebook that lay half open on the floor with its spine up, like an injured cardinal. Some of its pages were crumpled, others had corners that were softened by water, a few had burnt edges, and all were yellowed, but Izar grinned at the notebook. The night of the cremation itself, he had started scribbling in this notebook. Over the next years, he had written countless chemical and physical formulae into its pages, logging also the outcomes of all his underwater-fire experiments.

Though Izar had chosen the notebook arbitrarily—it had happened to be lying around that night—he seemed to have chosen well, for its length was just right: only one page remained. If Izar succeeded today, he would jot his final note on that page, and it would consist of just two words: Mission accomplished. With those two words, the journal would become the most important object in the Invention Chamber, for it would make his work replicable. If he failed, he would destroy the journal.

A burble sounded. Rising to his feet, Izar glanced at the labyrinth of pipes in the ceiling high above. In his first month at Ocean Dominion he had found the sporadic noises of the pipes irritating—they sounded like explosions of dysentery from a maze of intestines (sometimes, he could hear them even from his office upstairs)—but he smiled at the pipes now as at an ailing relative. The pipes had been with him all these years, their sounds his only source of companionship in his Invention Chamber.

His glance landed on the shelves along the walls. The shelves at least were more organized than the floor, though it was more out of safety than any punctiliousness on his part: The shelves were stocked with hundreds of flasks of flammable liquids and powders, potent enough to burn down the entirety of Ocean Dominion, all the way up to the thirtieth floor. Izar had collected them from all over the world and had experimented with each of them in his underwater-fire mission.

But his favorite memento of his journey lay not in the room but in his bone itself, in the form of a platinum chip. He had obtained the chip three years ago, soon after he’d begun experimenting with melting points for all types of metal—lead, tungsten, titanium, cobalt, iron—and had concluded that magnesium was optimal, for it was able to reach and sustain the highest temperature. He had molded himself a torch of magnesium and stuffed it with an array of combustion powders. With his right hand, he had pulled the trigger of the torch in a pail of water, placing his left wrist directly before the barrel to detect viscerally if any heat emerged. With the first iteration of his torch, he had felt no more than a wisp of smoke. The second iteration had singed the hair right off his wrist. He had then doubled the diameter of the internal gas chamber of the torch, to increase its storage capacity for oxygen. When he’d pulled the trigger in water the next time, the resulting flame, though ephemeral, had shot out so sharply that it had burned the inside of his left wrist clean to the bone.

Doctor Navi—the Ocean Dominion doctor from the company’s earliest days, a gaunt man with shifty eyes that scurried right and left like a rat’s—had replaced the charred inch of Izar’s bone with a platinum chip that he’d claimed would make Izar’s wrist as strong as an anvil. As Izar examined his wrist now, he smiled dryly to think that he, the wielder of metal, contained metal also within him.

When he looked up, his glance fell on Castor, and he recognized intuitively that it was time. He strode toward the robot. Looming to more than three times Izar’s six-foot-four height, Castor stood in an immense tank of water with a bulletproof glass boundary.

Izar knew Castor better than any man he had ever known. So profoundly did he relate to Castor, in fact, that, to his own bemusement, he had taken a knife and carved a hook-shaped scar into the side of the robot’s jaw to match his own.

His own hands had laid Castor’s flesh with the densest of metal alloys, and his own fingers had shaped Castor’s skin with zinc-galvanized steel, to prevent corrosion underwater. He had ensured Castor’s legs weighed more than one ton each, to enable the robot to retain his balance on an uneven ocean floor. He had slid magnets into the soles of Castor’s feet, in order to attract jewels, and he had also added a sieve of sensors, to separate the valuable materials from the worthless ones. He had inserted suction conduits as nerves inside Castor’s legs, to convey the precious metals and minerals to the cylindrical storage vaults in his vertebrae.

He had crafted and embedded a circular bronze shield of Ocean Dominion onto Castor’s chest, with Castor’s name written atop it. Behind the shield, he had inserted a vault that he’d loaded with hundreds of bullets. They were not ordinary bullets, but bullets that he himself had designed—cylindrical and streamlined, in order to counter water resistance. He had arranged them in concentric circles in Castor’s chest, as though artillery were an art.

He had also programmed Castor with a self-defense instinct. For instance, if any merperson were to touch Castor during a mining mission, let alone try to stop him, Castor would shoot the intruder. Izar had loaded long-range cameras inside Castor’s eye sockets, so that Izar would be able to view the robot’s underwater surroundings on a computer screen and amplify or override Castor’s self-defense instinct by remote control, if necessary.

As a lobster has two different claws, one a crusher and the other a pincer, Izar had given Castor two different arms, one a crusher and the other what he called a dragon. At twice the circumference of his right arm, Castor’s left arm was the crusher, capable of pulverizing strata into sediment in a matter of seconds. Castor’s right arm, the dragon, was intended to blast fire; it was on this arm that Izar’s dreams hung.

Mentally, Izar ran through how he hoped it would work tonight.

Upon the push of a button on Izar’s remote control, Castor would grow instantly hot, like an electric burner plate. His heat would transform some of his surrounding water into vapor. Catalyst chemicals would fly out of the glands along the sides of his neck, tearing apart the oxygen atoms in water vapor from their hydrogen companions, and compelling them to bond with one another to form oxygen gas. The gas would then funnel into Castor’s dragon arm through a one-way distillation chamber inserted in his skin, designed to permit only oxygen gas. The oxygen would spark the combustion chemicals loaded in Castor’s arm: sulfur, red phosphorus, potassium chlorate, and the finest of glass powders—the elements of matchsticks. Castor’s arm would then crook at the elbow, and a blaze would spew forth. Through the continuous cycle of heat, water vapor, and oxygen distillation, Castor’s fire would be self-sustaining, able to continue as long as the combustion chemicals lasted, or as long as Izar permitted through his remote control.

Izar snatched his crimson-covered journal off the floor, then climbed the ladder alongside the tank of water. He disembarked upon the platform above Castor’s head, which resembled a wide diving board but had a steel-grid base. Kneeling on the platform, he looked at the two objects lying there.

The first was a battery. Bending forward at the waist, Izar dipped his arm in the tank of water up to his elbow and inserted the battery in Castor’s skull. The size of a textbook, it fit perfectly, metal sliding reassuringly inside metal. The second object was a remote control. Grasping it with trembling fingers, Izar held it over Castor’s head. In his other hand, he clutched his journal, also above Castor’s head. If his attempt at underwater fire failed, he would drop the journal in the water.

He pushed the button on the remote control.

Heat began to emanate immediately out of Castor. The water roiled in disconcerted ripples, and, in the span of a minute, the air above the tank grew as moist and humid as that in a sauna. A bead of sweat trickled down Izar’s temple, paused over the scar along his jaw, then dripped off and disappeared into the tank of water. Chains of perspiration dribbled down his back, mingling to form sticky sheets.

Castor’s head swiveled side to side. This showed Izar that at least the first part was done; Castor had reached a sufficiently high temperature, and his glands were spraying catalyst chemicals into his surroundings. Next, the process of creating oxygen gas from water vapor also seemed to transpire without incident, evidenced by the streams of bubbles that erupted in the water.

Izar’s hands were so drenched with sweat that the cover of his journal felt slippery between his fingers, like a fish trying to escape. He placed the remote control down on the platform but continued to dangle the journal above the tank. Victory was not yet assured, not nearly—the most difficult part remained.

A thunderous rumble sounded as Castor’s right arm lifted slowly from his side to crook at his elbow. Izar’s jaw stiffened, and he stared at Castor without blinking. In his anticipation, he could not breathe—the fire would blaze forth now or else never—

An orange-red flame pounded through the water. A horizontal cannon of fire, it flowed continuous and consistent like lava, as inextinguishable as a ray of sunshine.

The journal slipped from Izar’s fingers. His other hand caught it just before it struck the surface of the water, and he placed it feebly next to his knees.

He had done it. His relief was so tremendous that, closing his eyes, he swayed on the platform on his knees, as though in a hypnotist’s trance. “Well done, son,” Antares would say when Izar told him. Izar had waited twenty-five years to hear those words.

Izar opened his eyes and gazed at the fire below. A flaming key, it would sear open the door to his future. Within a week, he would set up an assembly line and, using the instructions in his journal, would commence the process of creating thousands of Castors. Each would be a foot soldier in the mission of underwater fire.

Deposits of jewels were richest in the areas where merpeople lived. (Izar had overlaid maps of the ocean floor’s topography with maps of merpeople population centers, and the maps matched precisely.) Castor would turn their homes and gardens to rubble in order to extract the precious metals and minerals beneath. Merpeople would have nowhere to live, nothing to eat. By the end of the year, they would be extinct. Their extinction would be an important side benefit of Castor: Merpeople had killed Izar’s biological parents, and Castor would kill them.
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A Matter of the Heart
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A mermaid hurried through the door of The Irregular Remedy, a baby in her arms.

“What do you want?” asked Rhodomela Ranularia, glaring at the baby.

“I’m here because my son’s tailfin is not flicking yet,” the mermaid replied.

“That’s because he’s too young,” Rhodomela snapped. “His tailfin will start to flick in a matter of months. In the meantime, I recommend you stop obsessing over him and develop some ambition in life.”

With an insulted huff, the mermaid whirled around and departed.

Coralline looked at Rhodomela out of the corner of her eye. Everything about the master apothecary was efficient: her flesh, which formed a bare coating over her skeletal frame; her shoulders, without an extra tendon; her nose, with its narrow nostrils; her lips, a line as straight and unyielding as her opinions. In the silence of the clinic, Coralline considered asking Rhodomela about her day but then thought better of it. In her first weeks at The Irregular Remedy, Coralline had tried to get to know her boss in the day-to-day doses of conversation through with which one gets to know anyone, but it had been like trying to befriend a puffer fish. Rhodomela’s replies had been prickly or else she hadn’t even bothered to respond, leaving Coralline’s comments dangling pathetically in the water. Though Rhodomela’s and Coralline’s counters were just an arm’s length apart, there could just as well have been a wall of shale between them.

I’m fortunate to work for Rhodomela, Coralline reminded herself. I’m the only one who ever has.

Upon her graduation seven months ago from Urchin Apothecary Academy, and with her rank as valedictorian, Coralline had applied to all the clinics in Urchin Grove—The Conventional Cure, Modern Medicine, Green Rope, The Lone Linctus, and The Irregular Remedy. She’d obtained employment offers from all except The Irregular Remedy. Every acceptance scroll had stated the same role, apprentice apothecary, and the same compensation—one hundred carapace a week. But Coralline had waited an anxious week before sending in her reply. That week, she’d checked the mailbox every few hours, until the slow-moving, mild-mannered mailman had remarked that no one was ever so eager to see him as she.

Coralline had been about to deliver an affirmative reply to The Lone Linctus, when the mailman had delivered a scroll bearing the lime-green seal of The Irregular Remedy. Coralline had wrenched it from his hands, torn the seal, and unrolled the scroll to discover an interview date and time scrawled at the center of the parchment.

Rhodomela had interviewed her in a bare, shabby, dimly lit office at the back of the clinic. She had asked Coralline the standard questions, but her mouth had tightened ominously at the standard answers. Coralline had felt certain she would be rejected from the job, but a letter had arrived the next afternoon, stating:


Role: Apprentice apothecary

Wages: Fifty carapace per week

Condition of Employment: The employee will be subject to a probationary term of six months. If she passes the probation, she will remain an employee of The Irregular Remedy and will earn a hundred carapace a week. If she fails the probation, she will be asked to leave The Irregular Remedy promptly, with or without reference.



Coralline had yelped. Her mother had emerged from the kitchen at the sound and snatched the letter from her hands. Her amber-gold eyes had swept over the words quickly. “Who does the Bitter Spinster think she is,” Abalone had scoffed, “to make you such a low offer, half that of other clinics, and to subject you to a probationary term? How ridiculous!”

In her only act of defiance against her mother, Coralline had accepted the offer. Even had the wages been half again what they were, she would have accepted it—for it was Rhodomela who had instilled in her the meaning of healing, the day of her father’s haccident.

Coralline and Abalone had brought Trochid to The Irregular Remedy and lain him down on the stretcher next to the door. Rhodomela had injected his arm with anesthetic just above his vanished wrist, and she’d bound a tourniquet of spiny straggle below his elbow. Fresh blood had spurted out, and the pungent smell of it had invaded Coralline’s nostrils, making her waver dizzily. “Be useful!” Rhodomela had snapped. “Hold the tourniquet steady.” Nodding, Coralline had held the red strings of spiny straggle tight, but she had turned her head away from her father’s arm. She’d observed Rhodomela in an effort to distract herself from all the blood and to keep herself from fainting.

Rhodomela had combined smidgens of Clotter Blotter and Un-Infectant in a flask. Bubbles had spewed, then the blend had turned a still, leaden white, smooth as ice. With swift, meticulous fingers, Rhodomela had plastered the paste to Trochid’s stump, arresting the bleeding. In that moment, Coralline had understood why she’d always wanted to be a healer: so that she could save the lives of those she loved.

Now, as Coralline continued to look at Rhodomela from the corner of her eye, she contemplated committing her second act of defiance against her mother. She looked at the two scrolls she’d wedged into a corner of her counter, each tied with a golden ribbon—they were the invitations to her engagement party and wedding. She wanted to give one scroll to Rhodomela, though she was not supposed to. She was supposed to give the other scroll to Rosette Delesse—who worked as an associate apothecary at The Conventional Cure clinic next door—but she did not want to.

Coralline wanted to hand the invitation to Rhodomela nonchalantly, without fuss or ceremony, and she wondered how best to accomplish it. Her glance fell upon the tray on her counter, laden with implements—snippers, vials, labels, a mortar and pestle, scalpels, needles. Coralline always took the tray with her into the remedial garden outside the window. She would invite Rhodomela on her way out into the remedial garden, she decided, then she would invite Rosette once she was in the garden. She squeezed the two scrolls onto the side of her tray.

But if she was entering the remedial garden, she might as well snip some algae and refill one of her urns of medication, she figured. She turned to look at the unit of shelves that ran from floor to ceiling behind her counter. She examined the labels of her white-gray limestone urns: Rash Relief, Cough Cure, Swelling Softener, Bruise Abolisher, Gill Gush, Eyesight Enhancer, Headache Healer . . . She opened the Headache Healer urn; as she’d expected, only a spoonful of the gooey gray glob remained.

She’d prepared the medication at least half a dozen times and could probably recite it from memory, but she wanted to be extra certain; flicking her tailfin to rise toward her higher shelves, she ran her index finger over the spines of her medical manuals. Quick Concoctions for Quick Recovery. Medical Medleys. Heart: The Most Difficult Part. Secrets of the Central Nervous System. Extracting Medical Medleys, she flipped through the thousand-page textbook on her counter until she’d located her favorite recipe for resolving headaches. She scrutinized the short list of ingredients—yes, it was exactly as she remembered.

Gathering her tray, Coralline slipped out from behind her counter and hovered in front of Rhodomela’s.

“What is it?” Rhodomela asked, her serpent-like eyes flickering irritably.

“Nothing,” Coralline mumbled, losing her nerve. She darted out the window into the remedial garden.

The garden formed a crescent shape around half of The Irregular Remedy. Coralline found herself relaxing as she looked out over the dozens of algae. There were green algae, the most humble and uniform of the algae, the colors of their fronds varying from pale green to deep jade. Then there were brown algae, their strands taller than her, equipped with gas-filled bladders that floated the blades upward for easier photosynthesis. And there were red algae, Coralline’s favorite, the colors of their fronds varying widely from scarlet to maroon, pink to purple. Of the three families of algae, together numbering about ten thousand species, red formed the majority because of their ability to photosynthesize at great depths.

Placing her tray on the windowsill, Coralline approached creeping chain, a mat of interlaced blackish-purple red algae. She sheared three blades. Next, she sought the thick, hair-like thalluses of green rope smattering a rock and snipped the four most vibrantly colored fronds. Finally, she snipped just a sliver of iridescent cartilage, admiring its brilliant blue fluorescence. She ground each of the three algae separately in her mortar and pestle, then put all of them in a flask and shook the flask. Only when her arm tired did she hold it before her eyes: Bubbles were sputtering, and sounds were emerging from the flask, as though the algae were whispering to one another. The reaction showed her that the algae were joining, and, through their combination, becoming stronger together than they had been apart. Then, in the blink of an eye, the colors merged completely, and the mixture formed a gray glob. The Headache Healer solution was ready.

Coralline placed the flask on her tray, then grabbed one of the two invitation scrolls. It was time to invite Rosette Delesse, unfortunately. Straightening her shoulders, assuming a stoic expression, she turned to face The Conventional Cure next door.

Rosette was lingering in the remedial garden of the clinic. Her body formed a long, lithe shape, her eyes sparkled sapphire, and her hair, gathered over one shoulder, shone a passionate, fiery crimson. Her corset was woven of a fine, flimsy net and was precisely the same shade as her skin, such that she appeared to be wearing nothing. Coralline swam over to Rosette and handed her the invitation. Rosette’s fingers untied its golden ribbon to reveal a small square of ivory parchment filled with cursive gold writing.

The Elnaths and the Costarias request the pleasure of your presence,
along with your family,
at the engagement party of Ecklon Elnath and Coralline Costaria,
at noon on the fifteenth of July in the garden of the Elnath Mansion;
and, pursuant, their wedding two weeks after,
at noon on the twenty-ninth of July at Kelp Cove;
please confirm your attendance as soon as possible,
by scroll to either the Elnath or Costaria home in Urchin Grove.

When Rosette looked up, her gaze fell to the rose petal tellin shell at Coralline’s collarbone. Her eyes narrowed, and her face became vicious—she looked like she wanted to snatch off the symbol of Coralline’s engagement. Coralline wrapped her fist around the shell, as though she were shielding Ecklon himself from Rosette’s gaze.

In the days since the engagement, Coralline had touched the rose petal tellin so frequently that she’d started to worry the shell’s delicate ridges would wear. She still didn’t understand why she’d had such a cold fin during Ecklon’s proposal, but, fortunately, it had evaporated just after supper. Now, she felt so excited about marrying him that she was counting the days to her engagement party (three days) and wedding (seventeen days).

“There’s still time to the wedding,” Rosette muttered. “Time in which hearts can change. Say, Epaulette hasn’t ever invited you for supper to the Mansion, has she?”

“No,” Coralline replied quietly. Although Coralline’s mother, Abalone, had invited Ecklon for supper often, Ecklon’s mother, Epaulette, had never invited Coralline, nor had she once accepted Abalone’s invitation to dine at the Costaria home.

“Your shadows aren’t good enough to grace the floors of the Mansion,” Rosette said snidely. “My mother is Epaulette’s best friend, and we have supper with the Elnaths in their Mansion once a week. Our standing is similar to theirs; like the Elnath lineage, the Delesse lineage is one of wealth and prestige. It’s my destiny, not yours, to marry Ecklon.”

Epaulette had wanted Coralline and Ecklon’s engagement party and wedding to occur many months later; Abalone had fought to set the dates for both as soon as possible. At the time, Coralline had resented the early dates, but now she understood her mother’s rationale. “Epaulette wants the engagement party and wedding to take place in the distant future,” Abalone had said, “because she’s hoping Ecklon will change his mind between now and then and marry Rosette instead of you. We need to reduce the period of time in which Rosette can play her games. . . . How do I know she’ll play games? Because I know her type—I was her type.”

“You’ve loved Ecklon six months,” Rosette said, bending her long neck such that she and Coralline were nose to nose. “I’ve loved him since I was six years old. I’ll steal him away from you before your wedding, mark my words! And I promise I’ll ruin you!” Turning on her tail, she bolted in through the door of The Conventional Cure.

Coralline found that her tailfin was quivering, and her hands were clenched so tightly at her sides that her fingers were stiff. She swam into The Irregular Remedy through the window, collecting her tray from the windowsill. Coming to hover behind her counter, she clasped the tellin at her throat anxiously, wondering whether Rosette would succeed in stealing Ecklon away from her. But Rosette couldn’t, could she? Ecklon loved Coralline, didn’t he?

“Help! HELP!”

A tubby merman entered through the door of The Irregular Remedy, his hands over his heart. Thick, charcoal-gray hair curled around his ears, even as the summit of his head remained as bare as a baby’s cheeks. Coralline recognized him as Rhodomela’s patient Agarum, but she recognized him only just, for a patchwork of veins now ran across his cheeks, and the majority of his scales had bleached from cobalt to a stark white.

He wrenched off his checkered waistcoat and dropped it to the floor. Coralline helped him onto the stretcher next to the door and surveyed his body of folds. There was no blood anywhere on him, fortunately. She could set bones straight, she could prepare remedies for aching heads and tails, she could knead faltering glands into sudden functioning, but she was terrified of blood. It acted as a sort of tranquilizer for her; as soon as it entered her nostrils, she felt dizzy. Coralline hoped Rhodomela had not noticed her fear of blood, for it could prove fatal for her budding apothecary career.

Agarum was having a heart attack, Coralline concluded from her quick examination of him. Her own heart thudding as though to compensate for his, she asked Rhodomela, “How can we save him?”

She’d expected Rhodomela’s hands to be curling around one of her urns, but her knobby fingers were instead drumming a soundless beat on her counter. “As your probation comes to an end tomorrow,” she pronounced, “I’ve been waiting for an opportunity to test you. It has arrived today in the form of Agarum. Whether or not you save him will determine whether you’ll have a future at The Irregular Remedy.”

Agarum raised his head slightly and mumbled an incoherent protest.

Coralline stared at Rhodomela. Saving lives was not a game, nor was Coralline’s career. Also, how could Rhodomela rely on just one case, and such a difficult case, in deciding Coralline’s future?

Rhodomela’s eyes twinkled, and her onyx tailfin flicked restlessly—she was enjoying Coralline’s distress. “You’re in a race against time, Coralline,” she said. “To help you, I offer you use of my full array of medications.”

Rhodomela slid out from behind her counter to create space for Coralline to enter. It was the first time she’d ever invited Coralline behind her counter. Although a healer’s medicines appeared to be her most public possession, visible to anyone who entered a clinic, they were actually her most private, accessible to none but her, barricaded from the world by the fence that was her counter. And so, as Coralline slid behind Rhodomela’s counter, she felt as uncomfortable as though she were entering Rhodomela’s bedroom.

Rhodomela’s shelves were so heavily stacked with urns that they’d turned crooked under their burdens. Coralline perused the labels of some of the urns: Temple Tingler, Troubled Tail Tonic, Spine Straightener, Rib Rigidity Release, Appendix Unclencher, Ear Cleaner. From her textbooks, she knew that critical cases often required combining two or three pre-existing medications, sometimes quite unexpected ones. Which urns should she choose?

She pulled out one marked Artery Opener—given that it was intended for the heart, it should be sensible as one of the medications in her blend, she thought.

Agarum’s arm dropped off his chest and swung off the stretcher. Practically all residues of cobalt had drained out of his tail by now, Coralline saw, leaving all but a handful of scales a bleached white. He lay just a finger’s width from death.

“Hurry!” Rhodomela barked.

What should be the second medication in her blend? Coralline’s fingers trembled over the urns, coming to a stop above Rapid Reviver. She looked to Rhodomela for approval, but Rhodomela’s expression was flat, her lips straight as a needle. Coralline picked up the urn. She opened Rapid Reviver and Artery Opener on Rhodomela’s counter. She snatched three pinches of Rapid Reviver, a fine, deep-green mush, and two smidgens of Artery Opener, a whitish glop. She combined them in a flask and shook the flask vigorously. She then held it before her eyes, hoping to glimpse an alteration in color, a fright of bubbles, a commingling of texture—something, anything, to indicate a reaction.

But there was nothing. The green and white remained separate, lying limply against each other. It was failed chemistry—these two medications were not meant to marry. But this blend was all she had—she could only hope it would prove effective despite indications to the contrary.

Coralline dashed to Agarum. His thick cheeks, contorted earlier, now lay pale and still, but his lips quivered: He was still alive. She cupped his head and touched the flask to his lips—but a hand hurled the flask aside.

Rhodomela’s face, before she turned away, reflected bone-deep disapproval. The master apothecary darted to her shelves and, fingers moving as fast as four-winged flying fish, collected Rib Rigidity Release and Troubled Tail Tonic. She deposited pinches of the powders, brown and crimson, in a vial, then shook the vial. When she held the vial before her face, bubbles were frothing, and the brown and crimson colors were combining to form a smooth, brilliant emerald. Rhodomela inserted a syringe through the lid, filled it, then approached Agarum with her needle.

Coralline blocked her path.

“Simple Recipes for Remedial Success states that the key ingredients of each of Rib Rigidity Release and Troubled Tail Tonic,” she said, “in other words, the pink flaps of halymenia and the brown fronds of lobophora—act as a poison when combined. I distinctly remember reading it in the textbook’s appendix.”

Rhodomela pushed Coralline aside.

“But you’ll kill him!” Coralline cried.

Rhodomela looked at Coralline defiantly as she stabbed Agarum in the heart.

His body shook violently from head to tailfin, his flab rippling like waves. Rhodomela held his face steady in one hand and then swung her arm back and slapped his face. His jowls juddered before settling into a conclusive stillness.

Coralline came to hover to the other side of the stretcher, her breath rasping out of her gills. She’d never seen a dead body before—it was terrifying—and to think that she’d played a role in Agarum’s death, first with her failure of a potion, then with her failure to prevent Rhodomela’s attack.

But as she watched, Agarum’s eyes opened. He looked at the two faces peering down at him, then sat up slowly, as though awakening from a long slumber. With his hand over his heart, he bent carefully to collect his waistcoat off the floor. He slipped his arms through the checkered fabric and clutched it closed with a hand. From his waistcoat pocket, he extracted a slipper limpet and placed the five-carapace shell in the crock on Rhodomela’s counter. He bowed his head at Coralline and Rhodomela in silent gratitude, then swam out the door, a new spring in his tail, which was darkening again to cobalt.

“How did you save him?” Coralline stammered.

“I rely on my own judgment more than anyone else’s,” Rhodomela replied coldly. “I urge you to do the same. Don’t believe everything you read in your medical textbooks.”

Coralline plopped down on the stretcher vacated by Agarum, her spine limp. What would her inability to save Agarum mean for her probationary review tomorrow? Would Rhodomela fire her? Coralline bit her lip to control her urge to cry; if Rhodomela saw her crying, she would definitely fire her.

“What’s that?” Rhodomela asked.

Coralline followed her gaze to the invitation scroll on her tray. Under the present circumstances, with her dismissal all but imminent, she could not bear the thought of inviting Rhodomela to her engagement party and wedding. But nor could she think of a graceful way to bow out of inviting her, now that Rhodomela had seen the invitation scroll. Without a word, Coralline rose and handed the ivory parchment to her.

Rhodomela’s fingers untied the golden ribbon, and her eyes scanned the parchment quickly. “You’re making a mistake,” she said, looking up. “You should not marry.”

“Why not?”

“Because love is a farce.”

It was not Rhodomela’s fault, Coralline told herself, continuing to bite her lip. It was Rhodomela’s life that had turned her bitter. Her parents had been mysteriously murdered twenty-five years ago in the middle of the night, when Rhodomela had been twenty-five herself. Rhodomela continued to mourn them to this day; since their death, no one had ever seen her attired in anything but a plain black bodice. Her only living family member was an elder sister, Osmundea, who lived in the distant village of Velvet Horn and who was also said to be a spinster.

Coralline recalled what her mother had once said about Rhodomela: “The Bitter Spinster’s pain has numbed her to all emotion.”

“I love Ecklon,” Coralline said softly. “Have you ever loved anyone?”

Rhodomela’s face whitened.

“I’m sorry,” Coralline said, a flush creeping up her neck, making the skin prickle. “It’s none of my business. You don’t have to answer—”

“Once. I loved once, long ago.”
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A large, circular bronze-and-black insignia glowed on the glass door, the letters O and D intertwined over a fishhook that slashed the circle in half. Antares and Saiph sat to the other side of the glass, laughing so hard that they failed to notice him.

From the other side of the glass, Izar felt as though he were observing a private scene, a father-son moment he had no business witnessing. He knew that if either of them were to turn to see his face at this moment, they would see him staring at them with the desperate loneliness of an orphan—the orphan that he was.

His mind traveled back to the day he had met them. Suddenly, he was three years old again. The moon was glowing like a low-hanging white pear in the sky, and the wind was whipping his hair mercilessly about his cheeks. The jagged gash along the side of his jaw was bleeding a scarlet trail down his neck. He was trying to stanch the flow of his blood with his hands, but he couldn’t—there was always more, and then more still—surely, it would all trickle out of him until he was a crumpled sack of skin. Antares’s hand on his shoulder had been the only thing that had steadied him that night.

Kneeling to be close to Izar’s eye level, Antares had asked, “Do you remember anything of your life before this day, son?”

Izar had tried to remember—he’d tried so hard that tears had squirted out of his eyes—but his mind had been as empty of memories as the sky above of clouds. “Who am I?” he’d asked in a trembling voice.

“Your name is Izar,” Antares had said, speaking slowly, as though to aid Izar’s comprehension. “You’re the son of one of my fishermen. I was passing by in a trawler in the middle of the night, and I saw merpeople attacking your father’s fishing dinghy. Merpeople drowned your parents, but I managed to rescue you from their clutches.”

“Why did they drown my parents?” Izar had asked.

“Because they’re evil. They’re vicious savages.”

Izar had attempted anew to conjure images of his parents in his mind, but there’d been nothing—not a whisper, not a glimpse, not a scent of them. He had felt as though he was standing before a mirror but seeing no reflection.

“I’m sorry for your loss. From this moment on, you should consider me your father, just as I will consider you my son.”

Antares had carted him to the Office of the Police Commissioner of Menkar. The chief police commissioner, a moustachioed man named Canopus Corvus, had written a brief report on Antares’s description of the human-merpeople altercation. A reporter from the newspaper Menkar Daily had simultaneously interviewed Antares for an article. Meanwhile, Doctor Navi, summoned by Antares, had stitched and bandaged the gash along Izar’s jaw.

By the time Antares had taken Izar home, the sky had been bright with morning light. He had taken Izar straight to the backyard. Saiph had been playing in the grass, his hair like smooth, heavy waves of sand—just like Antares’s at the time. Izar had gleaned at a glance that Saiph was Antares’s son. Two years older than Izar, standing a head taller, Saiph had crossed his arms over his chest and glared at Izar. Meanwhile, Antares had knelt in the grass, unclasped a large wooden box, and turned it over. An assortment of wood blocks had tumbled out—squares, rectangles, triangles, circles, semicircles. “Build me a replica of our home, boys,” Antares had demanded.

Izar’s shoulders had slumped with tiredness, his jaw had throbbed mercilessly, but he’d sensed that Antares was not a man to tolerate protest. He’d looked at the house, memorized its lines, then commenced his construction. He and Saiph had completed their models at the same time. Izar’s had been square, three stories high, as tall as himself, with semicircular windows like half-open eyes, and a roof embedded with a circular skylight; the edifice had been a precise replica of the house. Saiph’s structure had risen to his knees, its shape haphazard, its lines crude; it had borne no resemblance to this home or any other. “Excellent work, Izar,” Antares had said, beaming.

Excellent work, Izar—perhaps Antares would pronounce the words today as well, when Izar told him of Castor. Izar knocked on the glass door. Antares and Saiph jerked their heads in his direction simultaneously. Izar flashed his identification card against the scanner outside the door and entered.

Striding through a fog of cigar smoke, he pumped Antares’s and Saiph’s hands in greeting. He then settled into the chair next to Saiph, such that both he and Saiph were facing Antares from across Antares’s grand mahogany desk. Antares poured him a glass of whisky and lit him a cigar. Izar took the glass and grasped the thick, dirt-brown stick between two fingers. He didn’t care for cigars—he was driven by fumes from his underwater-fire work, not smokes—but cigars and whisky formed a ritual at their weekly meetings, as fundamental as the handshakes preceding them.

He glanced out the thirtieth-floor window. Skyscrapers loomed over Menkar’s shores as bright, glassy rectangles interspersed with long-fingered palm trees. Located along the southeastern coast of America, Menkar was among the largest cities in the country, and, in Izar’s opinion, the greatest. He had not been born in Menkar but wished he had been, for he loved the dry, dusty city.

He turned back to face Antares, who was sitting deep in his leather chair, a cigar dangling out of the side of his mouth, steel-gray eyes gleaming beneath tufty gray eyebrows. “Updates, vice presidents,” Antares commanded.

The atmosphere changed subtly but perceptibly; by mentioning their titles, Antares transformed from their father to their boss. Izar and Saiph sat straighter and patted the buttons of their pin-striped suit jackets. Saiph began with his update first, as always.

“In the last week, I terminated a dozen men whose roles had become redundant. I fired another five who disagreed with me.”

“Good.” Antares nodded, sipping his whisky. “Everyone’s a resource, boys, and every resource has a shelf life. Now, what’s the update on Ocean Protection?”

“I’m continuing to keep an eye on the organization,” Saiph replied. “They’ve been rallying dozens of people to their protests outside our building, with signs that say we’re murdering the oceans.”

“What have those loonies taken to calling the three of us these days?”

“The Trio of Tyrants.” Saiph scoffed.

“Those nutcases would have us believe that just because the upper half of the merperson body resembles ours,” Antares said, “they are equal to us rather than inferior. But regardless of Ocean Protection’s idiotic beliefs, we would be wise to not underestimate them. Their supporters keep growing, not to mention their media coverage. So long as we avoid environmental fiascos like oil spills, though, they won’t have anything specific to rally against.”

“Agreed,” said Saiph.

“And your update, Izar?” Antares asked. Izar wondered whether he’d imagined it, but a note of hope seemed to have lifted Antares’s voice at the end.

Izar leaned forward in his chair, his fingers tense around his cigar. He’d waited six long years to make his announcement, but now that the time had come, he found he did not have the words. “Castor’s ready,” was all he managed.

Antares bolted out from behind his desk and squashed Izar in a hug.

The smell of smoke was strong on Antares, every pore exuding it—it made Izar think viscerally of Castor. He clutched Antares back and breathed deeply, feeling that a massive weight had been lifted off him. So heavily had Castor weighed on his mind that it was as though the twenty-foot-tall robot had been standing on him all these years. But every failure and disappointment Izar had undergone during his underwater-fire mission, each of the thousands of hours he’d spent on Castor—were all worth it, just for this one embrace from his father. He would do anything, invent anything, even another moon, to win Antares’s approval.

When Antares returned to his chair, Izar fell into his own seat, dazed with happiness.

“Thirty-five years ago, when I was younger than both of you,” Antares said, “I started Ocean Dominion, with no more than the spare change in my pocket. For almost all of Ocean Dominion’s existence, the company was a fishing enterprise. Then, two years ago, you, Izar, tripled our revenues when you created our second division, Oil. Our stock price multiplied tenfold in response, such that it sits at an astounding one thousand dollars today.”

A warmth flooded Izar’s chest.

“From the company’s very first days, I dreamt of one day plundering the oceans for precious metals and minerals. Today, you’re making my dream a reality, Izar. You’re leading us single-handedly to our third bloodline of business. Your underwater-fire breakthrough will enable us to mine for jewels not in depleted mountains but in the depths of the seabed. Think of how much more valuable a pound of gold or diamonds is in comparison to a pound of oil, let alone a pound of fish. We’re going to make trillions of dollars, boys—trillions—all thanks to you, Izar.”

The glow on Izar’s face rivaled that on the tip of his cigar, resulting more from Antares’s praise than from the prospect of wealth beyond measure. Izar did not particularly care for more money, for there was nothing in his life he would change with it. He viewed excess wealth as an umbrella—useful on rainy days but otherwise unworthy of much contemplation.

Turning to Saiph, Antares asked, “Is Castor’s patent ready?”

“Yes.” Saiph’s teeth flashed white below chiseled cheekbones. “The Patent Office originally gave Ocean Dominion a patent for one year, but I paid an acquaintance to pull some strings and extend it to two years.”

The patent was the one area of Castor’s life in which Izar had played no role. Antares had assigned the matter to Saiph from the beginning, to Izar’s relief. Managing relationships with external stakeholders, associates, and allies was Saiph’s territory. Saiph inherently knew whom to talk to, how to get things done, how to keep the right people dancing about his thumbs.

“A two-year patent!” Antares exclaimed. His smile revealed tobacco-stained teeth, and his fist pounded the table, sloshing whisky over the rim of his glass. “Two years, before any other company can start mining the oceans for gold and diamonds. By the end of the patent, there’ll be nothing left for anyone else!” Antares guffawed, white smoke surrounding his mirth in the shadows of dusk. “Our stock price will sky-rocket when I announce our third division, Precious Metals and Minerals. When shall I hold the press conference?”

“We’re drilling oil again in a few days,” Izar said, thinking out loud, “on the fifteenth of July. The day happens to mark exactly two years since we began the Oil division. As such, I think the evening of the fifteenth—the two-year milestone of our second division—would be an opportune time to announce the launch of our third division.”

“That sounds fine,” Antares said. “But stock prices rumble when press conferences are canceled. A cancelation won’t be needed, will it?”

“No. I give you my word.”

Izar tried to avoid it, but his gaze traveled to the framed picture of Maia on Antares’s desk. There was a perfunctory aspect to her presence in Antares’s office—her picture was something necessary but not necessarily wanted, like the coatrack on which Antares’s black suit jacket hung. She’d had dark, shoulder-length hair, a haughty chin, and charred-kale eyes that Saiph had inherited. Though he’d been only three when he’d first met her, Izar still remembered how her face had cooled when she’d seen him—it had been like custard hardening. “He belongs to one of your mistresses,” she’d said to Antares, without anger, without vehemence, as though she were simply stating a fact.

“He’s the son of one of my fishermen,” Antares had retorted. “I rescued him from the clutches of merpeople. You’ll see an article about it in Menkar Daily tomorrow morning.”

Maia had been opposed to Antares’s desire to adopt Izar, but, for a reason Izar still didn’t understand, Antares had insisted. Maia had nonetheless continued to resent Izar’s “illegitimate” presence in her home. To keep him out of her sight, she’d given him a storage closet in the basement as a bedroom. She’d hired the best tutors money could buy for Saiph; Izar had had to make do with Saiph’s old school textbooks and uniforms. But Saiph’s grades had still rarely exceeded mediocre, whereas Izar’s had always been stellar, without his actively trying.

At school, Saiph and his friends had chased Izar as cats chase a mouse, and Izar had escaped like a mouse, darting into any alley, into any trash can, into any corner he could fit in. Antares had been the only one who’d been kind to Izar in those childhood years, but he’d rarely been home, returning home late every night, sometimes smelling of stale perfume. Izar’s moments with him had felt coveted and stolen, like crumbs of bread rather than a slice; he’d always felt hungry after, but crumbs were all he’d had.

By the time Izar had become an adolescent, his intellectual curiosity had shifted from his textbooks to the way things worked. He would sit on the floor of his storage closet, ringed by a fortress of rubble and parts. One night, when he was sixteen, Maia discovered him with his head and hands in the hood of her luxury car.

Tugging his hands out, she’d slapped his face.

“I just wanted to know how the engine works,” he’d protested in a hurt voice.

Antares’s car had pulled onto the cobblestone driveway just then.

“Your mistress’s son is trying to kill me,” Maia had snapped at him.

“I’m losing patience with you,” Antares had said in a tightly controlled voice, stepping out of his car. “I think you should visit a psychiatrist. I’ll take you to one myself tomorrow.”

“Don’t bother! I’m going to meet with a divorce attorney first thing tomorrow morning.”

But she’d never made it to a divorce attorney’s office—her car had exploded on the highway. She’d died instantly.

The Office of the Police Commissioner of Menkar had opened an investigation into the case. The prosecution had fought to send Izar to jail for life, but Antares had settled the case out of court: He’d paid moustachioed chief police commissioner Canopus Corvus half a million dollars to bury the case. Izar had felt as small as a worm in those days. Not only had he killed Antares’s wife, even if by accident—though, to this day, he could not fathom how his brief exploration had resulted in an explosion—but Antares had had to spend heftily to save him.

Now, Izar met Antares’s gaze across the mahogany desk. Antares’s steel-gray eyes wore a strange look—Izar knew they were both thinking of Maia’s funeral.

Antares had wept that day as Izar had never seen a grown man weep, as he hoped to never again see a grown man weep. It was at Maia’s funeral that Izar had learned that love could be contradictory and conflicting and flawed, and it was then that he’d determined that his love, if he were ever to love a woman, would be neither contradictory nor conflicting nor flawed—it would be a pure, clear river flowing consistently over both rocks and shallows.
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A Constellation of Stars
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Coralline tucked Naiadum’s blanket around his shoulders.

“Read me a story!” he demanded, his pudgy cheeks pink with anticipation.

“Yesterday, I read you The Wandering Cardinalfish,” she said, tousling his golden hair, so like their mother’s. “What would you like me to read you today?”

She ran her index finger over the spines of story books stacked on his bedside table: The Sneaky Snipefish, The Sly Sergeant Major, and The Legend of the Elixir.

Turning his head to examine the titles, he piped, “The Legend of the Elixir.”

Coralline had been hoping he’d select one of the other two, but she nodded and opened the requested book on her lap.

“The story of the elixir is the oldest legend of the ocean,” she read aloud in a deep voice. “The elixir is a life-saving potion made of starlight, prepared by a magician named Mintaka. Over the millennia, countless individuals have embarked on quests for the elixir, in order to save the life of a loved one, but only a rare few have succeeded in finding Mintaka and her elusive elixir. Even those who have succeeded are said to have been doomed, in a sense, for the elixir is a blessing that comes accompanied by a curse—”
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