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    Terrified of the world, Sylvia lives with her mother in a luxury penthouse apartment. For Sylvia, everything is a cause for fear and panic. Isolated and friendless, she has no interest in the outside world at all. And then, one day, her mother unveils her latest purchase. 
 
      
 
    A mermaid. 
 
      
 
    A real, live mermaid, captured and placed in a water tank. 
 
      
 
    For Sylvia, the mermaid is both terrifying and fascinating. Repulsive and beautiful. Soon, however, Sylvia discovers that the mermaid hasn't just been brought to London so it can be put on display. And as the mermaid makes plans to escape its terrible fate, Sylvia is thrown into a horrific battle for survival. 
 
      
 
    The Mermaid's Revenge is the story of a scared little girl who comes face to face with the true horrors of the natural world. 
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 Prologue 
 
      
 
    I see it now. There's a light ahead, calling me. It's the only light left, the only light that could possibly break through the all-encompassing darkness that surrounds me. It's the only light in the world, and now I finally know what I have to do. 
 
    I have to stop resisting. 
 
    I have to stop being scared. 
 
    I have to go into the light. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter One 
 
      
 
    Today 
 
      
 
    The crane swings across the sun, and in the distance a man calls out: 
 
    “Heavy load coming! Heavy load coming!” 
 
    I blink away the sunspots and watch as the crane continues to turn. At the end of the crane's arm, a large shipping container is hanging from some chains. The shipping container was just lifted from the deck of a huge boat. The boat is called the SS Ossingham. Mother has been talking about the SS Ossingham a lot lately. I think this is why we're here. 
 
    It's not often that she lets me come with her on these trips, so it has to be something important. 
 
    “Easy!” a different man shouts, although he too sounds as if he's far away. Maybe he's at the other end of the dockyard. I'm not used to having so many people around. “Steady!” 
 
    The crane starts lowering the shipping container. A moment later there's a very loud banging sound, and I instinctively step back, only for a hand to grab my shoulder and hold me in place. I can already feel long fingernails on the ends of the hand's fingers, and I can smell Mother's perfume. I know it's her. She wants me to not be scared. If I look scared again, she'll start making comments about how I have to be braver. 
 
    “Gently does it!” a man yells. Maybe the first man I heard yelling, maybe not. “Bring her down nice and easy!” 
 
    Mother lets go of my shoulder. 
 
    The shipping container continues to be lowered down from the sky until it's just a few meters above the concrete ground. Now the crane seems to be slowing slightly, although a moment later there's another loud clank and I again step back. I couldn't help myself. 
 
    Again, Mother grabs my shoulder, harder this time. 
 
    “Stop that,” she says under her breath. “Sylvia. Be brave.” 
 
    “I'm sorry,” I mumble, although I don't think I said it loud enough for her to hear. 
 
    The shipping container is moving very slowly now. I think they're being careful. There's still a loud banging sound, however, when it finally hits the ground, and this is followed by the sound of slack chains suddenly slipping through hoops that connect them to the crane. I've never been to a dockyard before, and I don't much like it now. I've seen one on TV, of course, but on TV you can't smell the smells or feel the ground shuddering. The place is so noisy, with the sound of so much metal being thumped and banged, that I don't know how anyone can possibly want to spend time here. 
 
    Mother lets go of my shoulder again. 
 
    “Everything's in order?” I hear her ask. 
 
    “You don't need to worry about anything,” one of the men replies. “I've arranged for a customs bypass. Nobody's going to be looking inside that thing. I sent all the documents straight to Randall.” 
 
    “I'm going home,” Mother continues, her voice sounding just as calm and flat as ever. “I'll wait for the installation there. Let me know how they're both doing.” 
 
    Suddenly she grabs my shoulder again, and this time I can feel her starting to pull me around. I turn, because I know that's what Mother wants, and I start following her back across the dockyard toward the limousine. Mr. Randall is waiting with the door open for us, so I slow enough to let Mother get slightly ahead. As she climbs in, I look down at her long legs, and I'm amazed by how black and smooth her tights look. Mother always dresses so well, as if she really wants to make an impression. She dresses like people dress on TV. 
 
    And then Randall swings the door shut. 
 
    “If you'll follow me, Miss Sylvia,” he says with a friendly smile, gesturing for me to go around to the other side of the car with him. 
 
    I do as I'm told, although I can't help stopping after a moment and looking back toward the shipping container. Mother has been going on and on about this delivery for months, and I think she's actually been sounding quite excited. I don't know what she's bought now for her collection, but I think it must be something very exciting. Maybe it's some more African art. Even now, lots of men are fussing around one end of the container, although I can't help noticing that several of them seem to be doctors. I wish I could be a little older, so that I could understand. 
 
    “Miss Sylvia?” 
 
    I turn and see that Mr. Randall is waiting for me. 
 
    “Sorry,” I mumble, hurrying around and climbing into the limousine. As I slip into my safety belt, Mr. Randall swings the door shut, and I jump slightly as I feel the frame shake. Then I freeze, waiting in case Mother saw this latest example of me being scared of everything. 
 
    “They'd better not fuck anything up,” Mother mutters under her breath, using a naughty word. “I've waited too long to get my hands on this pair.” 
 
    I don't know what she's talking about, but it sounds important. I'm sure she'll tell me eventually, if I need to know. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    “And here's your sandwich,” Mr. Randall says as he sets a plate on the coffee table in front of me. “Your mother wanted me to remind you that you must drink your zero-calorie protein shake first.” 
 
    “Where is Mother?” I ask, looking up at him. 
 
    “Your mother is busy attending to something downstairs,” he continues, as if he'd anticipated the question. “She'll be up shortly. You need to focus on your snack.” 
 
    “But what's she doing?” I ask. “Is it something to do with what came off that boat today?” 
 
    “I am also to advise you,” he replies, “that your cello lesson for tomorrow has been moved. You'll now be having a double lesson next Wednesday.” 
 
    “Has Mummy got something new for her collection?” 
 
    “I'll be through to collect your empty crockery once you're done,” he adds, and it's clear that he's not going to answer my questions. Mother probably told him not to, and he'd never disobey Mother. “Remember to eat up. You're a growing girl.” 
 
    With that, he turns and walks away across the marble floor. I watch him until he disappears into the next room of the apartment, and then I turn and look at the huge TV screen on the far wall. My favorite game – Master Fish Hero V – is on pause, waiting for me to resume playing. Mother likes me to play for at least one hour each evening, so that I can improve my reflexes (whatever that means) but right now I feel particularly bored. I mean, hunting fish on a video game can be fun sometimes, but not when Mother's acting so strangely. 
 
    Reaching over to the coffee table, I'm about to pick up the plate of sandwiches when I remember that I'm meant to have the shake first. So I take the glass instead, slip the straw into my mouth and begin to drink. I don't really like these shakes, they taste too much like plastic, but Mother insists they're good for me and Mother's always right about these things. Mother's always right about everything, and I can only hope that one day I'm as smart as her so that I can understand. I want to be like Mother one day. 
 
    “Fuck!” she shouts suddenly in the distance, and I turn to look over at the far door. I can hear Mother storming up the stairs, although after a moment her footsteps seem to go through into the kitchen. “Fucking idiots!” 
 
    I flinch as soon as I hear glass smashing. Mother's having another of her rages, and sure enough a moment later I hear the sound of more breaking glass. I think she's throwing things in the kitchen again, which means she's mad at someone, which means something must have gone wrong. As I listen to the sound of her tantrum continuing, I actually feel glad that she's not in this room with me. I know that makes me a bad daughter, but I don't like it when Mother gets really mad. Sometimes she scares me a bit. 
 
    “Argh!” she yells, or something like that. 
 
    Then I hear Mr. Randall's voice, although I can't make out what he's saying. He always speaks so softly. 
 
    “I don't care!” Mother screams. “Do I look like I give a damn right now?” 
 
    This is followed by the sound of more glass breaking, and then by the sound of Mother stomping away once more. She must be going to her bedroom, and sure enough a moment later I hear a door slamming shut. 
 
    Then silence. 
 
    I sit with the straw still in my mouth, although I'm not sucking. 
 
    Finally I hear the sound of Mr. Randall starting to sweep up all the broken glass. I think it'll take him a long time, but I don't know what else to do so I simply sit and listen for several minutes until eventually I realize that I might get into trouble if I don't finish my snack. I start drinking the rest of my shake, and then when that's done I eat the sandwich, chewing carefully as I continue to listen to the sound of glass being swept into a pan. 
 
    I don't know how long it takes before Mr. Randall's done. Ten minutes, maybe, or even fifteen. Finally, however, I hear him coming back through. 
 
    “Your mother will not be joining you this evening,” he says as he takes my by-now empty plate and glass. “She has a headache and will be retiring to bed early. She asked me to tell you that you're to finish your session on the video game, and then you're to go over your assignments for Ms. Harper tomorrow. Is that clear?” 
 
    I nod. 
 
    “Oh, and have you had a chance to check the list of invitees for your tenth birthday party next week?” 
 
    I pause, trying to remember. 
 
    “Are there any friends you want to invite?” he asks. 
 
    “I don't have any friends,” I point out. 
 
    “But your mother has friends. And her friends have children of their own.” 
 
    I pause again, and then I nod. 
 
    “So have you thought about which of those children you'd like to invite?” 
 
    “I think so,” I say finally. “I saw a list that Mother showed me.” 
 
    “I'll check with her,” he replies. “Tomorrow.” 
 
    “Is Mother okay?” 
 
    “Of course. It's just a slight headache.” 
 
    “Did she throw stuff again?” 
 
    “Absolutely not. Now please, get back to your game.” 
 
    “Is she upset about something?” 
 
    “Remember your goal for the week,” he continues. “If you can attain a high score of three thousand for the first time, you'll be allowed an extra cookie on Saturday. You'd like that, wouldn't you?” 
 
    I think about the suggestion for a moment, specifically about how hard it'll be to get three thousand points, but then I nod. I'm supposed to say that I can rise up to these challenges, because then people will think that I'm determined. Mother wants me to be a go-getter. 
 
    “Your mother will be very pleased if you can hit your target,” he adds, before hesitating. He seems a little concerned, as if he doesn't quite know what to do next, but then finally he reaches out and pats the top of my head. “Good girl, Sylvia. I'll be through to check on you a little later, and to help you with your ointment.” 
 
    I wait until he's done, and then I watch him walking out of the room. I know he didn't tell me the truth about Mother, but that's okay. I'm used to him pretending she'd not mad when she is. I'm used to him telling me she's calm or tired when I can hear her screaming in one of the other rooms. That's just part of his job. 
 
    Realizing that I should get on with the game, I pick up the controller and un-pause the level I'm on. I'm nowhere near three thousand points, and it's going to take a whole lot of practice to get there by the end of the week. Then again, Mother says the game is good for me and that it helps me get better at learning, so I suppose I must keep trying. I'll get better eventually. After all, I'm only nine years old, and as Mother always says: 
 
    Growing up means getting better at things. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    “I think it's starting to heal nicely,” Mr. Randall says as he runs more ointment down my right arm. “How's the pain?” 
 
    “It's okay,” I reply, standing still and not mentioning how cold the ointment feels against my sore skin. I'm only wearing my underwear, and I really wish Mother would give me my treatment instead of Mr. Randall, but I'm not allowed to complain. Anyway, Mr. Randall does so much for me, it'd be wrong of me to complain. I've had a particularly bad outbreak over the past few days, stretching all the way across my shoulder, and the ointment will make that go away. 
 
    “Does it hurt?” Mr. Randall asks. 
 
    I hesitate, before nodding. 
 
    “If it hurts,” he continues, “then why do you say it's okay?” 
 
    “It just is.” 
 
    “And what does that mean?” 
 
    “It's hurt since it happened,” I reply, glancing down at my bare right arm and seeing the scarred, twisted skin that runs all the way to my wrist. “I know it's supposed to hurt, so it's okay.” 
 
    “I can speak to the doctor,” he explains. “I can see about getting you some better pain-killers.” 
 
    “Mother spoke to him last week.” 
 
    “She did?” 
 
    “She said she was going to get someone to speak to him.” 
 
    “That would usually be me,” he replies, sounding a little cautious. “Maybe she just forgot. I'll call him first thing in the morning, just in case he -” 
 
    Suddenly he stops speaking as we both hear Mother screaming in the distance. She sounds furious, and I can immediately tell that she's downstairs, which means she's probably screaming at one of the workers. I've heard her getting angry before, but this time she sounds like she actually wants to hurt someone. I wait, hoping that Mr. Randall will finish giving me my ointment, although right now his hand is simply resting on my bare shoulder. I don't like it very much when people touch me. Only Mother. 
 
    “Mother's angry at someone,” I say finally. 
 
    “She's fine,” he replies, immediately starting to rub the ointment into my skin again. “Don't pay any attention.” 
 
    “Who's she angry at?” 
 
    “Do you remember what we said about asking too many questions, Sylvia?” 
 
    I nod. 
 
    “What did we say?” he continues. 
 
    “We said that it's rude to be nosy,” I reply, “and that if I need to know something, someone will tell it to me.” 
 
    “That's right. And can you think how that might apply to this situation?” 
 
    I pause, before nodding. Mother's still yelling, and I can only imagine that someone down there must have done something very wrong. Mother gets angry at a lot of things, but she usually reserves her real fury for when people make mistakes or don't do what they say they'll do. I suppose someone down there must have done a screw-up. Mother will probably fire him, or her. I sure wouldn't like to be that person right now. 
 
    “There,” Mr. Randall says, suddenly pulling away, and a moment later I hear the reassuring sound of the cap being put back on the bottle. “All done for another night.” 
 
    I immediately grab my dressing gown and slip into it, so that I'm warmer and more covered. 
 
    “You're not still having nightmares, are you?” he asks. 
 
    I turn to him. 
 
    “No,” I lie. 
 
    Lying's bad, but sometimes telling the truth gets you into more trouble faster. 
 
    “I might speak to your mother about that,” he says, heading over to the table and starting to wash his hands in the sink. “There are things the doctor can give you, Sylvia, to make the nightmares go away forever, so that you don't even remember you had them. You'd like that, wouldn't you?” 
 
    “I suppose so.” 
 
    “You only suppose so?” 
 
    “I don't know.” 
 
    He glances at me. 
 
    “You know,” he says after a moment, still washing his hands, “for a nine-year-old you can be very inscrutable sometimes.” 
 
    “What does inscrutable mean?” I ask. 
 
    “Difficult to read. Difficult to understand.” 
 
    “Oh.” I think about that for a moment. “I don't mean to be.” 
 
    He smiles. “I know you don't. It's just something you are.” 
 
    “I'll try not to be.” 
 
    “Don't. It can be a good thing.” 
 
    “Can I go to my room now?” I ask. 
 
    “Are you tired?” 
 
    I nod. 
 
    “Go on, then,” he says, and I immediately start heading toward the door. “Remember you've got Ms. Harper early in the morning and she'll want to go through your fractions with you. Are you ready?” 
 
    Stopping at the door, I turn to him and nod. 
 
    “That's good,” he says with a faint smile. “You're a good girl, Sylvia. I hope you know that.” 
 
    I try to smile, but I don't really feel much at all so I simply turn and head out of the room. 
 
    “Oh, and Sylvia?” 
 
    I turn to him. 
 
    “Has your mother mentioned anything about what's going on downstairs?” he asks. “She seems to have a new project, but she's running all the financing through... Well, I just wondered whether she'd mentioned anything to you.” 
 
    I shake my head. 
 
    It's weird that Mr. Randall wouldn't know. 
 
    Really weird. 
 
    “Forgive me,” he continues. “I shouldn't have asked. Go to bed now.” 
 
    As I make my way along the corridor, I realize I can hear Mother a little more clearly now. I head through to the front room and turn to go to my bedroom, but then I stop as it occurs to me that I might be able to hear Mother properly if I go to the top of the stairs. I glance over my shoulder and listen to the sound of Mr. Randall still working in the bathroom, and then I creep out into the hallway and over to the top of the stairs, where I stop and listen to the sound of voices from the floor below. 
 
    “How can anyone fuck this up so badly?” Mother is yelling, using naughty words again. “Do I not pay people enough? Do I not give them enough time?” 
 
    “The process was somewhat experimental from the start,” a man's voice replies. I've heard him before, although I don't remember his name. “We got half the cargo here without any trouble.” 
 
    “I didn't pay for half,” Mother sneers. “I paid for both of them!” 
 
    “And you have one of them,” the man says. “If I might be so bold, Ms. Hall, even one of them is one more than anybody else in the world has. If someone like Anastasia Ilnyachov or Jason Flemyng has any idea of the -” 
 
    “Don't patronize me,” she snaps. “Don't fucking tell me I should be happy to have one when I damn well paid for two!” She sighs. “I swear, if this one dies, I... I don't know what I'll do, but I will make sure that people pay for letting me down! This isn't just about possessing something fancy, it's about...” 
 
    She sighs. 
 
    “You wouldn't understand,” she adds finally, and now she sounds exhausted. “No-one would.” 
 
    “Everything looks stable so far,” he explains. “Whatever problems we experienced with subject A, they don't seem to be presenting with subject B. I'll know more after I've examined subject A in the morning, but for now I want to focus on subject B and ensure that she settles in to her new environment. We're making real progress.” 
 
    Before Mother can say another word, I hear something moving behind me. Turning, I see that Mr. Randall has come and found me eavesdropping. 
 
    “Please don't tell Mother!” I whisper in a panic. 
 
    “Come on,” he says with a sigh, steering me back through to the main part of the apartment. “You need to sleep. You're a growing girl, Sylvia. You need all the sleep you can get.” 
 
    As he leads me away, I can still just about hear Mother yelling downstairs. And then I realize that when I turned around, Mr. Randall was simply standing behind me. It's almost as if he was eavesdropping too, but I don't understand why Mother would hide anything from him. She always tells him everything, even things I'm too young to know. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    “Sylvia, wake up! Wake up, Sylvia! It's Mummy!” 
 
    Opening my eyes, I find that the lights are suddenly on in my bedroom. Squinting, I put a hand over my face to shield myself, and I turn to see that my bedside clocks says it's 3:34 in the morning. I don't think I've ever been awake at that time before. 
 
    “Come on,” Mother says, pulling the duvet aside, “I want to show you something.” 
 
    “What is it?” I ask groggily. “I'm tired.” 
 
    “It can't wait another second,” she says, taking hold of my shoulders and forcing me to sit up in my nice warm bed. She starts putting my dressing gown around my shoulders. “You have to come downstairs with me right now and see something no little girl has seen in hundreds of years. Maybe even longer!” 
 
    I start rubbing sleep out of my eyes. 
 
    “Come on!” 
 
    Grabbing my arm, Mother pulls me off the bed and I have no choice but to stumble after her. I almost trip on some books, but finally we get out into the corridor and Mother immediately starts leading me toward the open elevator. My dressing gown falls off, but Mother doesn't give me time to go back and get it. Now I'm only wearing my pajamas and I already feel a little cold. Especially my feet, which are bare on the marble floor. 
 
    “Can't I go back to bed?” I ask. “Please? It's so cold out here!” 
 
    “You won't be cold in a minute,” she replies as we step into the elevator's chamber. She immediately selects the next floor down, and the door slides shut. “This is a once-in-a-lifetime moment, Sylvia. You have no idea how lucky you are, but you'll figure that out soon enough. I swear, your eyes are going to pop out on stalks when you see what I've got installed right here in our apartment! I've been working on this for so long, and it's finally here.” 
 
    Looking up at her, I see that she's grinning from ear to ear. She looks a little as if she's been crying, too, but all things considered she seems a lot happier than she was just a few hours ago. At the same time, she seems very nervous, as if she can't quite stay still. Before I can really think about that, however, the chamber shudders to a halt and the door slides open, and Mother starts leading me out into the boring workplace corridor down here on the floor beneath the penthouse. 
 
    I've never really understood what Mother does down here. When I've asked, she's only told me that it's something for grown-ups, and I once heard her mention a laboratory. Even Mr. Randall hasn't been allowed down. 
 
    “There's nothing to be scared of,” Mother says, starting to walk even faster and dragging me along. Sure enough, after a moment I almost trip over my own feet. “Come on, Sylvia, wake up a little. You're almost ten years old and you act like you're scared of everything. It's time for you to see some of the wonders of the world!” 
 
    “Can't I see them in the morning?” I ask, but we're already well along one of the cold, metal-lined corridors that lead into Mother's special laboratories, and I know it's too late to go back to bed now. 
 
    Mother doesn't say anything as she leads me through a set of double-doors and into another corridor. I've only been down here a few times, but I remember parts of the layout and I can already tell that we're going to the really big room that has been left empty for years. Or at least, I think it's empty. I've overheard Mother talking about having something really big and important in there, but she's never really said what she's planning. Right now, however, she seems so excited, and it's really weird to think that just a few hours ago she was shouting angrily at people. 
 
    I don't understand what changed, but I suppose she finally got whatever she's been wanting for so long. 
 
    As soon as we get into the huge room, a man gets up from a computer desk and comes over to meet us. He's wearing a white coat, and he has a kind, friendly old man's face. 
 
    “Numbers are still good,” he says, glancing uneasily at me before turning back to Mother. He's definitely the man whose voice I heard earlier, the man who was talking to Mother when she was angry. “I'm very happy with the -” 
 
    “Lights,” Mother replies, storming past him and leading me toward the farther, pitch-black end of the vast room. She clicks her fingers. “Come on! Lights!” 
 
    “I'd rather keep the lights down for at least the next six hours,” the man calls after her. “If we disorientate the subject, she might -” 
 
    “Just for a minute or two,” Mother says, leading me further into the darkness. That's all that's ahead of us now. Darkness. “You can turn them back off after I've shown my daughter. A couple of minutes isn't going to hurt anyone.” 
 
    The man doesn't reply, and all I hear for a moment as we head into the darkness is the sound of our feet against the bare metal floor. And then, one by one, lights start to switch on all across the high ceiling until finally Mother and I stop in front of a huge glass tank that has been constructed at the room's far end. 
 
    My eyes open wide with shock as I see that this tank goes almost all the way up to the ceiling, and that it's full of water. There's some kind of construction at the back of the tank, like one of those fake shipwrecks that get put in fish tanks sometimes for the fish to swim in and out of, except that it looks to be an actual shipwreck. I can't really make out any of the details, since the water's kind of murky and dark. All I can really do is stare up at the vast glass wall and think about all the water that's on the other side, and after a moment I take a step back as I start to worry that the wall might break and all the water will come rushing out on top of us. 
 
    “Stay,” Mother says, keeping hold of my hand but not looking at me. “Stay, Sylvia.” 
 
    “What is it?” I ask. 
 
    “It's the most beautiful thing in the whole world,” she explains. “It's something no-one else has.” 
 
    “But what is it?” 
 
    “Wait and see. Any minute now.” 
 
    With my mouth hanging open, I stare straight ahead into the water tank, but all I see are a few small particles drifting past. The water looks pretty calm and settled, and I suppose it's beautiful like Mother said, but I still can't help worrying that the tank might break and hurt us. Mother says I should stop thinking about the worst possibilities and start thinking about the best, but I can't help myself. 
 
    “Where are you?” Mother whispers. 
 
    “I'm right here,” I tell her. 
 
    “Not you,” she replies, before taking a step closer to the glass. She's still holding my hand, but I stay back. “Come on,” she continues, her voice lowered to a hush now, “where are you? Let me see you again.” 
 
    She pauses, before reaching up and tapping the glass. 
 
    “Don't do that!” I gasp. 
 
    Ignoring me, she taps again. Louder this time. 
 
    “I recommend not disturbing her,” the man says, and I turn to see that he's watching us from one of the computer terminals. His face is bathed in glowing green light from the screen. “We don't want to startle her.” 
 
    “She's not some kind of nervous wreck,” Mother replies. “I'm sure she can handle a few bumps on her glass.” 
 
    “Who are you talking about?” I ask. 
 
    “Is this all the lights?” Mother asks, turning to look at the man. “Seriously, do we not have more?” 
 
    “I'm worried about photo-sensitivity and other -” 
 
    “Just for a minute or two!” Mother says firmly, and I immediately recognize her out-of-patience voice. “I'm telling you, Doctor Collier, it won't hurt her. Just max the lights long enough for us to see her, and then turn them off again.” 
 
    The man sighs and taps at his computer, and then a moment later several more lights come on all around the tank, lighting it not only from the top this time but also from the back and even the bottom. Light is being directed into the tank from every direction now, and I can see much better, although there still doesn't seem to be anything except what looks like some kind of old wooden boat. I mean, that's kind of cool, but it doesn't seem like a good enough reason for Mother to drag me down here. There aren't even any Dory or Nemo fish. 
 
    “Is it fish?” I ask, looking up at Mother. “Did you get fish?” 
 
    “Keep watching,” she replies, before pulling me closer. “It's safe, Sylvia. Come on, don't be a scaredy-cat your whole life. It's totally safe, nothing can go wrong. This is where you get to see something special. This is where you start getting a grown-up view of the world.” 
 
    She sounds a little breathless. 
 
    I'm feeling even more scared now. I can't believe a piece of glass can be strong enough to hold back so much water. Any second now it's all going to come crashing down on top of us along with millions of glass shards and we'll be all cut up. I know I should be brave, and that I should trust Mother, but I can already feel the tears in my eyes. I'm going to hate myself if I start sobbing, but sometimes I can't hold the tears back. 
 
    “Make her come out!” Mother shouts. 
 
    “I don't know how I'd do that,” the man replies. 
 
    Mother turns and glares at him. “Are you serious?” 
 
    “It was always anticipated that -” 
 
    “I don't care what was anticipated!” Mother snaps. “I didn't bring her all the way here just so she could hide behind the junk that you insisted had to go in the tank with her.” 
 
    “Environmental acclimatization is -” 
 
    “I don't care! I want to see her! I woke my daughter up in the middle of the night and brought her down here, and now I want to show her what's in the tank! So make the damn thing appear! It was here twenty minutes ago!” 
 
    “It's okay,” I whimper. “I can see it tomorrow. Whatever it is.” 
 
    “Wake up!” Mother yells, turning and banging her fist on the tank's glass. 
 
    “Don't do that,” I gasp. 
 
    “Come out of there!” she continues, banging again. “Jesus Christ, can't we drop some food in or something, to get her out from wherever she's hiding?” 
 
    “It doesn't work like that,” Doctor Collier replies. “We have to be very careful about her feeding routine until we're sure of her natural diet. The stomach contents of the -” 
 
    “I'm not talking about a full meal! Just some sprinkles of something.” 
 
    “The data -” 
 
    “Show me the data!” she snaps. “You're probably reading it wrong, anyway!” 
 
    Suddenly she lets go of my hand and marches back across the room, heading toward the terminals where Doctor Collier is working. Shocked, I don't know for a moment what to do, but finally I start walking after Mother. 
 
    “Stay where you are, Sylvia!” she calls out, as if she realized even with her back to me that I was following. “I'll only be a minute.” 
 
    I stop, even though I want to keep going. 
 
    “Do you mean to tell me,” she continues as she reaches Doctor Collier, “that you spent twenty million pounds of my money on a tank and you didn't even think to include a way to poke the bitch out of her hidey hole?” 
 
    They're locked in a discussion now, and Mother's being quite mean to Doctor Collier. I don't really understand what they're talking about, so after a moment I turn and look back into the vast water tank. I can't imagine how Mother's builders even got all this water up here onto the second-highest floor of the tower, but I suppose that's why Mother always has to hire the absolute best people. And as I continue to stare at the water, I can't help thinking how pretty it would be if Mother filled the tank with lots of lots of brightly-colored fish all swimming around together. 
 
    Then again, maybe that'd be a sad thing to see. I'm sure the fish would prefer to be free, rather than trapped here. 
 
    After a moment I look over at the fake shipwreck. I think Mother might have bought an entire old boat and plopped it in the tank, complete with old pieces of rope wrapped around the masts. There's are even some words painted on the boat's side, although I can't quite make out the letters. Squinting, I try to read the name, and after a few seconds I think I can figure out the first word at least. 
 
    “Sally...” I whisper, before squinting harder to read the second word. 
 
    I take a step closer to the glass. 
 
    “Ann?” I add. “Sally Ann?” 
 
    That's a funny name for a boat. Then again, I suppose - 
 
    Suddenly I gasp as I spot something moving. It's only a quick flash of a shadow, but something large definitely moves behind the sunken boat, and then for a fraction of a second I think I spot a hand slipping away from a section of the rotten wood. Already the thing is out of sight, but my heart is racing and I know I saw something that was way bigger than any fish. Well, bigger than most fish, anyway. And I'm pretty sure fish aren't supposed to have hands, not hands like people have. Fish have fins. 
 
    Mother is still arguing with Doctor Collier. I want to go over to her, but I stay frozen to the spot as I watch for any further sign of movement. I keep telling myself that I made a mistake. After all, I often make mistakes, and Mother always tells me that I have flights of fancy. This time, though, I'm sure I saw a human hand over there in the water, so I stay completely still and watch in case it appears again. 
 
    Sure enough, a moment later I do see something moving. It's as if there's somebody behind the boat, slowly edging toward the farthest end. I can just make out a hint of a shadow on the glass at the bottom of the tank, and finally I see the hand again, reaching out around the edge of the boat. And then, holding my breath, I watch as a shape starts to lean around the side and a shadowy face - 
 
    “Come on, Sylvia,” Mother says suddenly, grabbing my hand. 
 
    Startled, I turn to find that Mother has come over from the terminal. Before I can say anything, she starts leading me away from the tank. 
 
    “The money I spend on these things is being given to idiots,” she mutters under her breath, marching me straight past Doctor Collier. “I'd better see an improvement tomorrow, or heads are going to start rolling!” 
 
    “I think I saw something,” I tell her, looking back toward the tank. 
 
     There's no sign of anything now, however, and a moment later Mother leads me through the double doors and back out into the corridor that leads to the elevator. Looking up at her, I realize she's still talking to herself, and I don't think she even heard what I said. I could try again, but somehow I don't think she's in the mood to listen. When she gets like this, Mother always turns into a bundle of rage and I'm usually too scared to say anything. Sometimes she gets really mad and I don't even know why. Besides, she hates being contradicted. 
 
    So I stay quiet as we reach the elevator, although I can't help thinking back to the thing in the water tank. I saw a hand twice, and right at the end I think I also saw a face. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    “That's really good, Sylvia,” Ms. Harper says as we sit in the study room and work on my algebra cards. “You've improved a lot since last week. How about we just do one more round, and then we can break for lunch?” 
 
    She smiles as she starts gathering the cards from the table, and I watch as she shuffles. I'm pleased I've done well this morning, although to be honest I've been struggling to concentrate. There's something I really want to ask Ms. Harper, but so far I've held back all morning because I'm worried she'll think I'm stupid. Now, however, I'm starting to feel like I'll burst. 
 
    “Are you okay?” she asks after a moment. “You seem quieter than usual. And you're usually quiet as it is.” 
 
    I open my mouth to reply, but the words catch in my throat. Again, I just think she's going to think I'm a real idiot. 
 
    “What is it, Sylvia?” she continues, before glancing briefly across the room as if she's checking we're alone. She turns back to me, and now she's shuffling more slowly than before. “Is there something you want to say? You can trust me, you know.” 
 
    “I have a question,” I tell her. 
 
    “That's good, Sylvia. Questions are good. Is it about algebra?” 
 
    I shake my head. 
 
    “Is it about anything we've been doing this morning?” 
 
    Again, I shake my head. 
 
    “It's about something else, huh?” She pauses, before setting the cards down. She glances across the room again before turning to me. “Well, that's okay,” she continues, and now her voice is a little quieter. “You're almost ten years old, so you're bound to have questions. If there's something you don't feel you can ask your mother, you must feel free to ask me instead. I mean, we're kind of friends now, aren't we?” 
 
    I want to do that so badly, but I'm still worried about getting into trouble and looking like a moron. After a moment I look around the room, just to make sure that Mother isn't anywhere to be seen. 
 
    “You can talk to me, Sylvia,” Ms. Harper continues. “About anything. You know that.” 
 
    “It's about something silly,” I tell her. 
 
    “I don't think anything's silly. Not if it's upsetting you.” 
 
    I take a deep breath, but I'm still too scared. 
 
    “Is something upsetting you, Sylvia?” 
 
    I hesitate, before nodding. 
 
    “I remember when I was your age,” she continues. “I was starting to have questions about things too. Well, maybe I was a year or two older, but that doesn't matter. Sometimes things happen earlier to some people and later to others, and it's not easy to talk to your mother or... Well, I would have liked to have had someone I could ask, so you must feel free to speak to me about anything at all.” She pauses. “And,” she adds finally, “anything you say will be strictly between you and me. I won't tell anyone else.” 
 
    “Do you promise?” I ask. 
 
    She nods. 
 
    “Even if it's something really, really dumb?” 
 
    “I'm sure it's not dumb, Sylvia. Not if it's troubling you.” 
 
    Taking another deep breath, I look down for a moment at my hands as they rest in my lap. I'm scared to speak, but finally I realize that I really have to know, so I look back over at Ms. Harper and decide to try. 
 
    “Are mermaids real?” I ask. 
 
    I wait for an answer, but she simply stares at me. 
 
    “Are mermaids real?” I ask again, in case she didn't hear the first time. 
 
    She furrows her brow. “Mermaids?” 
 
    I nod. “Are they real?” 
 
    I wait. 
 
    And I wait. 
 
    She seems surprised. 
 
    “Are mermaids... real?” she says finally. “Is that what's worrying you, Sylvia?” 
 
    I nod again. 
 
    “Are you sure?” she continues. “If you're scared of saying what it really is, there's no need. If this is some kind of metaphor...” 
 
    “It's mermaids,” I tell her. “I always thought they were make-believe, but...” 
 
    My voice trails off. Mother has always told me that I must never talk about anything I see down on the floor below this one, and she was especially clear about that last night. I'm probably even saying too much already, but at the same time in my mind's eye I'm seeing the mermaid over and over again. Or rather, I'm seeing the hand, and the maybe-face. Honestly, I don't think anyone could think they saw a mermaid, and then not mention it to people. 
 
    “You want to know whether mermaids are real?” Ms. Harper says, sounding a little confused. “Why do you want to know that, Sylvia?” 
 
    “I always thought they were silly, like unicorns or things like that. Like Santa.” 
 
    “Did you never believe in Santa?” 
 
    “Mother says only stupid girls believe in Santa.” 
 
    “Right.” Ms. Harper sighs and looks around for a moment, before turning to me again. “You know, there's no harm in believing in fun things now and again,” she says cautiously. “There's no need to rush into being an adult. It can be fun believing in crazy stuff, so long as you don't get too caught up in it. If you're not -” 
 
    “But are mermaids real?” I ask, interrupting her. I'm starting to feel a little desperate. “Can you just say yes or no?” 
 
    “Do you know what fairy-tales are, Sylvia?” 
 
    I nod. 
 
    “Mermaids are a kind of fairy-tale,” she says, taking her phone from her pocket and unlocking the screen. “They're a story that people tell when they want to use a story to explain something, or to illuminate something that they can't just say blankly.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” 
 
    She looks at the screen for a moment. 
 
    “Here we go,” she says finally. “According to this, the mermaid myth goes back thousands of years, all the way to Ancient Assyria. I guess you don't know what that means, but you'll cover it some other time in your studies, I'm sure. But the point is, mermaids have been in stories for almost as long as stories have been around. I'm sure you've seen some in cartoons.” 
 
    I nod. 
 
    “Mermaids are supposed to be able to do lots of things that we can't do, Sylvia, like live and breathe underwater. They can also lure sailors from their ships, and they can call to people across great distances. Some of them are nice and friendly, but others...” 
 
    She pauses for a moment. 
 
    “Well,” she continues, “that's something to talk about another time.” 
 
    She tilts the phone so that I can see an old painting of a mermaid hugging a man. The mermaid is very beautiful, although I can't help looking at her scaly lower half and – in particular – at the fin that runs down into a rough sea. At first I think the mermaid is hugging the man, but then I realize that maybe she's actually trying to drag him down, although the man is smiling as if he doesn't really understand that he's in danger. In fact, after a moment I realize that the mermaid's tale looks like it's wrapped around the man's leg. I can't help staring at the picture, although I don't really think it looks very much like the water tank from last night. 
 
    “Does that answer your question?” Ms. Harper asks. 
 
    I look over at her. 
 
    “Mermaids aren't real,” she continues, “but that doesn't mean we can't talk about them and think about them and draw them. That's part of the fun of having an imagination, Sylvia. The world would be boring if we only thought about things that are real. Do you want to try drawing a mermaid later?” 
 
    “I don't know,” I reply. 
 
    “Well, maybe we can try after -” 
 
    Suddenly there's the sound of footsteps nearby, and we both turn – startled – to look over at the door. Mother's coming, although after a moment her footsteps start getting further away again, which I think means she's going to her office. Still, I don't dare even breathe for a few seconds, until I hear a sound and turn to see that Ms. Harper has started shuffling the cards again. 
 
    “Let's get on with your algebra,” she says, and she seems a little flustered, as if she's worried we were going to get caught talking about silly things. “Then we'll do lunch, okay?” 
 
    “But -” 
 
    “Let's just stick to the lesson,” she says firmly. “There's a time for fantasies, but there's also a time for algebra, and this is a time for algebra. Just forget about mermaids.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    “Be very careful, because it's hot,” Ms. Harper says as I slide the tray out of the oven, revealing the six gingerbread men we baked while we were eating our sandwiches. “Oh wow, Sylvia! Aren't they pretty?” 
 
    I nod, and for a moment I'm genuinely entranced by the sight of the biscuits. They're so bright and colorful, and I want to eat them right away even though I know they're far too hot. Besides, I'd feel sick if I ate them all together, and one of them is for Ms. Harper and two more are for Mother and Mr. Randall. 
 
    I can't be greedy. 
 
    “Can you take them to the side for me?” Ms. Harper asks, as she closes the oven door. “That's good, Sylvia. Just be very careful”. 
 
    “I will.” 
 
    Carrying the tray ever so carefully, I start making my way across the kitchen. I'm very cautious with each and every step, so I walk ever so slowly. I can hear Ms. Harper putting some more things into the dishwasher, but I have to focus totally on the tray so I try to put all other thoughts out of my mind. As I get closer to the other counter, however, I'm starting to think that I'll be just fine. 
 
    And then, suddenly, I hear Mother's footsteps in one of the other rooms. 
 
    I freeze, and for a moment I almost drop the tray. As mother's footsteps get further away again, I take a deep breath and steady myself, and then I start walking again. I'm starting to feel quite proud of myself for getting this far, and - 
 
    “I saw you.” 
 
    Startled, I turn and look toward the door. As I do so, however, my foot catches against the leg of a stool and I trip, falling forward and dropping the tray. I cry out but I'm too late to save myself, and the tray crashes to the floor next to me, sending the gingerbread men spilling out and breaking as they hit the skirting board. 
 
    “Sylvia!” Ms. Harper calls out. “Are you okay?” 
 
    I look around. 
 
    Who was that other voice. 
 
    Who said: “I saw you”? 
 
    Too shocked to even know how I can reply, I feel myself starting to tremble as I see the ruined gingerbread men. I know I'm about to cry, but I'm determined to stay calm so I try holding the tears back. At the same time, however, I can feel myself shaking more and more, and finally a kind of faint, low whimpering sound comes from my lips. Tears are already starting to stream down my face, and the anger that I hate so much is rumbling in my tummy. 
 
    “Sylvia,” Ms. Harper says cautiously, kneeling next to me, “remember what we talked about before. Think of something that makes you happy. Think of something that makes you calm. Think of -” 
 
    Before she can finish, I start screaming. I feel Ms. Harper place a hand on my shoulder but I lash out, screaming louder than ever as I try to punch her in the face. And as I lose all control of my body – and as I throw myself at my teacher and she calls for help – the real me is buried deep inside my head and I'm weeping and begging myself to stop being so horrible. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “That was the worst one yet,” Ms. Harper says quietly, keeping her voice low as she talks to Mr. Randall in the lounge. “She was... It was like she was possessed. For a moment I actually thought I wouldn't be able to get her under control.” 
 
    “At least you did,” Mr. Randall replies. “Finally.” 
 
    “When Sylvia gets like that,” she continues, “she becomes this kind of ball of pure hatred. I know she doesn't mean to. The rest of the time she's the sweetest little girl I've ever met, but it's like there are two of her. There's the usual Sylvia, who's timid and meek and wouldn't say boo to a goose, and then there's the Sylvia who goes berserk whenever she's upset. I honestly don't know how to help her.” 
 
    They fall silent for a moment. 
 
    “Your job isn't to help her,” Mr. Randall says after a few seconds. “Your job is to educate and discipline her. She's still a child, remember.” 
 
    Taking a step forward, I peer a little further around the corner and see the pair of them at the floor-to-ceiling window, silhouetted against the London skyline. 
 
    “You don't have to work here,” he continues. “There are plenty of other positions that might suit you better.” 
 
    “Have you ever thought of quitting?” 
 
    “Of course not, but there's no shame if you want to leave. Catherine Sykes is a demanding woman, and she insists upon nothing but the best from her staff. I've learned to give her the kind of service she wants, but perhaps you're too fragile for this line of work.” 
 
    “It's not that,” Ms. Harper replies, sounding exhausted. “I know Catherine Sykes must be difficult too. It's just that her worst qualities are starting to show through in Sylvia.” 
 
    Worst qualities? 
 
    Does she mean that I'm starting to behave like Mother? 
 
    “I don't think we can do anything,” she continues after a moment. “That kid needs a child psychologist. I'd bring it up with her mother, but I reckon we can both guess how that'd go down. Right now, I can't afford to quit. I've got bills to pay, and rent. My boyfriend and I want to finally take a holiday next summer. I can't just walk out of here.” 
 
    “You just have to watch her more closely,” Mr. Randall replies. “You know what triggers her tantrums, so -” 
 
    “I turned around for two seconds!” 
 
    “And she managed to fall over. You can't turn around for any time at all. Honestly, I've never met such a clumsy child.” 
 
    “So I'm supposed to keep my eye on her all the time?” 
 
    “I know it's hard, but that's just what the job is. Babysitting. And we get paid well, so it's not all bad. Believe it or not, there are much worse jobs out there in the world.” He pauses. “Listen, I have something you might find useful. It's a kind of sedative that -” 
 
    “No!” she says firmly. 
 
    “Just consider it,” he continues. “It's a very mild sedative, so long as it's given in low doses. I got some as back-up in case I need it, although thankfully she'd never been that bad with me. It's in liquid form, so it needs to be injected, but just in case you ever feel threatened you could have some with you.” 
 
    “I'm not drugging the kid!” 
 
    “As a last resort.” 
 
    “She won't do it again.” 
 
    “Of course she will.” 
 
    “No, I really think she won't.” She pauses. “If she does it again, then maybe I'll change my mind, but for now I don't want to go down that route. I just feel like I'd be a complete failure if I even considered that option.” 
 
    “There's nothing wrong with taking precautions,” he replies. “Sylvia's a very difficult child, and sedating her occasionally would be more -” 
 
    Suddenly he stops talking. I wait for him to continue, but a moment later I hear the sound of someone coming toward the door. 
 
    I instinctively step back into the shadows. 
 
    “What is it?” Ms. Harper asks. 
 
    “Quiet.” 
 
    I wait. 
 
    Silence. 
 
    “Shit, she's not around, is she?” Ms. Harper says after a moment, her voice so low now that I can barely hear her at all. “I left her in her room for a few minutes. I told her to stay right there.” 
 
    “I think it's okay,” Mr. Randall replies. “You should go back to her, though. God knows what she might get up to while we're here. If you like, we can talk later at the pub. I finish at ten, so I could meet you at about twenty past.” 
 
    “I'm going to lose my mind if this carries on much longer,” she says. “I've been trying to find a new job, but I just know that bitch won't give me a reference.” 
 
    Hearing footsteps, I realize Ms. Harper is coming this way. 
 
    I pull back and hurry along the corridor, scurrying quickly into my bedroom and racing to the desk. As soon as I've sat down, I turn to another page in my algebra book and pretend that I'm reading, and then a moment later I spot movement in the corner of my eye. Turning, I see Ms. Harper coming into the room. She's smiling as usual, pretending that everything is fine, although after hearing her conversation I think I can just about make out a hint of sadness in her eyes. For the first time ever, I'm starting to think that she and Mr. Randall don't like me. 
 
    “Hey Sylvia,” she says, “how are you doing in here? Are you feeling better?” 
 
    I want to ask if she really thinks I'm like Mother, but instead I simply nod. 
 
    “That's good,” she continues, and now her smile seems a little more genuine. “I think we'll have to give the biscuit-baking a miss for the rest of the day, but how about we go back to doing some algebra? That shouldn't be too dramatic, should it?” 
 
    “No,” I reply, even though I feel horribly sick, “I'm sure it won't be.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    “I heard you had a little accident in the kitchen,” Mother says as we sit at opposite ends of the dining table. “Something to do with some broken biscuits?” 
 
    “It was nothing,” I reply, not looking up from the spaghetti that I'm trying to swirl around my fork. Why is this so difficult? 
 
    “Ms. Harper said you were upset.” 
 
    I shake my head. 
 
    “Sylvia, will you please look at me?” 
 
    I hesitate for a moment – for too long, really, which is naughty – and then I force myself to look at Mother. 
 
    She's smiling. 
 
    “Come here,” she says. 
 
    “I thought I wasn't supposed to get up while I'm eating.” 
 
    “I'm giving you a special exception, Sylvia. Come over to me.” 
 
    I hesitate again, before realizing that I really have no choice. Setting my fork down, I climb off the chair and make my way slowly around the side of the table. Mother has never, ever asked me to go over to her during dinner, and I can't deny that I'm feeling a little bit nervous. I can't show that, of course, so I try to look relaxed as I reach her. She's simply staring at me, however, and her smile seems to have faded a little. 
 
    What's that word that Mr. Randall used? 
 
    Instable? 
 
    Inscruble? 
 
    Inscrutable? 
 
    Yes, that was it. 
 
    Mother looks inscrutable. I can't tell what she's thinking. 
 
    “You and I are very alike, you know,” she says finally. “I've always known that we are, since the moment you were born, but the similarities are becoming more apparent with each passing day. You're growing up, Sylvia, and you're becoming a woman. As that happens, your true character is beginning to form, and you're becoming more like me than I ever dared dream. Not that I want you to be a facsimile, of course, but it's good to see certain strengths evolving in your person.” 
 
    I wait for her to continue. I don't know why she's telling me this now. 
 
    “Other people can be very cruel,” she continues. “People outside our home, I mean. I specifically chose Ms. Harper and Mr. Randall because they demonstrated some degree of kindness, but they really are an exception that proves the rule. I know that one day you'll leave the building without me, at least for short trips, but I would be remiss as a mother if I didn't try to prepare you for the cruelty that's out there. You know that I'm protecting you, don't you?” 
 
    I nod. 
 
    “The good news,” she says, with a hint of tears in her eyes now, “is that because you're like me, you'll learn to deal with all of this. You won't let the bastards grind you down. I'm sorry to use a bad word, Sylvia, but sometimes such things are appropriate. My grandfather used to say that phrase to me when I was your age, and I was never too badly harmed. And the truth is, when I say that you're like me, what I really mean is that you're at least like me. My sincerest hope, my darling, is that you will exceed me in every possible way. Do you know what exceed means?” 
 
    I nod. 
 
    “What does it mean, Sylvia?” 
 
    “Be better than.” 
 
    “That's right.” Her teary smile widens. “Do you think you can do that, Sylvia?” 
 
    I pause, before nodding again. 
 
    “That's my girl.” Reaching out, she pulls me closer and starts hugging me, holding me tight as if she's worried I might try to turn away. “I'm so proud of you. And I promise you, when Ms. Harper says that you have one of your outbursts, I'm never angry. I'm pleased, Sylvia, because it means that you're getting tough the way you should be tough. One can't remain raw and tender forever. I want you to always remember that.” 
 
    “Okay,” I whisper. 
 
    She pulls away and places her hands on my shoulder, and now she's grinning at me as tears actually run down her face. Sometimes, like now, I think Mother has a lot going on in her head that she never really lets out. Sometimes I even think she's hiding things from me. 
 
    “You're going to have all the chances that I never had, my sweet little angel,” she continues. “You're going to be better than me in every single way. And you're going to see things that no other child has truly seen. Why, straight after dinner I'm going to take you downstairs and show you what I wanted to show you last night. I was down there all day making sure that those idiots fixed the problem, and now the time has come. You're excited about that, aren't you?” 
 
    I feel very nervous, but I know I can't show that. So instead I nod yet again. 
 
    “Now go back to your chair and eat your dinner,” she says, sniffing back tears as she wipes her cheeks. “Mummy's precious little girl is growing day by day, and you need all your strength! You're feeling okay, aren't you?” 
 
    I nod. 
 
    “No... tiredness?” 
 
    I shake my head. 
 
    “You're feeling absolutely fine?” 
 
    I nod again, before turning and starting to go back to my seat. 
 
    “Oh, and Sylvia?” 
 
    I swallow hard. 
 
    “What is it?” I ask, worried that I might be in trouble. 
 
    She stares at me for a moment, and then her smile returns. 
 
    “I'm going to show you something after dinner,” she says finally. “Something amazing. Something most people don't even believe is real.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    One hour later, instead of going through to my room to do some more algebra work, I walk behind Mother as she leads me back along the corridor on the floor beneath our apartment. This is the same corridor we walked down last night, and I've got the same nervous feeling in my tummy. 
 
    In fact, the feeling might even be worse. 
 
    I can't help thinking about the tank of water, and about the hand I saw, and about what might happen if the tank breaks. 
 
    “Keep up,” Mother says, turning to me and smiling as she reaches the double doors. “You're going to love this, Sylvia. It's going to change the way you see the world.” 
 
    She pushes the doors open and holds them for me so that I can follow her through. I know I should act like I'm more excited, but I can't quite summon a smile so I simply shuffle through until I'm in the same huge room from last night. I can see the tank ahead, still mostly empty except for the sunken boat. Doctor Collier is at one of the computer terminals, and when he turns to look at Mother I can see an expression of real dread on his features. He's one of those people who just seem scared all the time. 
 
    “Okay,” Mother says, walking past him and leading me toward the tank. “Let's get this show on the road. I trust we won't have any further disappointments tonight?” 
 
    “I just want to stress,” he replies, “that I in no way condone the use of -” 
 
    “Just do it!” 
 
    Mother and I stop in front of the tank, but a little further back than yesterday. Mother takes hold of my hand and pulls me forward so that I'm right next to her, and I stare ahead in wonder at the vast amount of water. The lights are on again, making the blue look really beautiful, but I still don't see anything moving about in there. 
 
    “Are you doing it?” Mother calls out. 
 
    “I am,” Doctor Collier says through what sounds like gritted teeth. “I'm turning the level up gradually.” 
 
    “I had him install a device that produces a mild charge in the water,” Mother explains, nudging my arm. “Nothing dangerous, nothing that'll hurt her. It's just enough to make her feel uncomfortable, and after the training program today she now understands that she can make the charge stop at any moment simply by showing herself to us. Don't worry, as soon as she comes out the charge will be turned off. She actually learned very quickly. She must be intelligent.” 
 
    I don't understand what she means, but I don't ask her to explain. Instead I continue to stare at the tank, and slowly I start to realize that the hairs are standing up on the back of my neck. I reach around to feel them, and it turns out that I'm right. I try to smooth them down, but they immediately stand up again. At the same time, my tummy is feeling more and more nervous and I have to fight the urge to turn around and run straight out of the room. 
 
    “I don't feel very well,” I say finally, hoping that Mother will understand and let me go. 
 
    “Just wait.” 
 
    “I can hear a buzzing sound in my ears,” I add, which is true. There's a faint murmur that seems to be getting louder. “I think it's coming from in the water.” 
 
    “Nonsense,” Mother replies. “We're completely shielded.” 
 
    “But -” 
 
    “Stop imagining things, Sylvia.” She sounds annoyed. “Please, just watch.” 
 
    “But it feels wrong,” I reply, as I look at my right arm and see that the hairs are starting to stand up there too. “I don't feel right.” 
 
    “Why's it taking so long?” Mother shouts to Doctor Collier. “She should be out by now!” 
 
    Clenching my teeth, I try to keep calm, even though my tummy is really feeling bad. I don't want to be sick, and I definitely don't want to disobey Mother, but this sensation is getting worse and worse and I'm worried that at any moment I might not be able to hold back. Finally I let out a faint murmur of pain, but somehow I don't actually start crying as the buzzing sound gets louder and louder. 
 
    “Can't you hear that?” I ask finally. 
 
    “Stop imagining things!” Mother barks. 
 
    “I'm not, but -” 
 
    “Stop!” 
 
    “I'm not imagining things,” I add, hating the whine in my own voice, “I promise, but -” 
 
    “Sylvia!” 
 
    “Please, I'm just -” 
 
    Suddenly I spot something rushing toward the front of the tank, and I'm shocked to see a human figure slam into the glass. It's a woman, and she looks like she's in pain, but as she places her bare hands against the glass I look down at her legs and see that she doesn't have legs. Instead, as the buzzing sound gets louder and louder and as my ears start to hurt, I realize that the woman's lower half looks like a fish's tail. 
 
    All I can do is stare at her. She can't be real, she has to be some kind of trick, but... 
 
    “There,” Mother says proudly, placing a hand on my shoulder. “Didn't I tell you I had something special down here?” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    “That's enough!” Mother shouts. 
 
    Almost immediately, the buzzing sound stops and the hairs on my neck and arms go back to normal. Staring straight ahead, I see the pain start to ease from the face of the woman in the tank, and then a moment later I watch as her huge fishy tale swings around beneath her and bumps against the inside of the glass. Her hands are still touching the glass, but then a moment later she pulls back a little until she's simply floating in the water and staring back at me. 
 
    She's a mermaid. 
 
    She has to be. 
 
    I mean, if she's real, if... 
 
    If... 
 
    Her upper half is human. She's beautiful, with blonde hair rippling gently in the water. She has human arms and a human chest, and a human tummy too, but she doesn't have a tummy button and instead her skin around her waist goes from being pale to being scaly. Her hips are wide and broad, and her entire lower half is mostly silver with patches of greeny-blue scales around the side, leading down to a thick, powerful-looking tail that even now is swishing slowly and gently through the water as if it's keeping her upright. 
 
    I stare at the tail for a moment, before looking up at the woman's face and seeing that she's still staring right at me. 
 
    Not at Mother. 
 
    Not at Doctor Collier. 
 
    At me. 
 
    I open my mouth to say something, but I don't know where to begin. And then, just as I'm about to try taking a step back, I notice that the woman has what looks like a set of cuts on each side of her neck, almost as if she has gills like a fish. 
 
    I don't understand. 
 
    This isn't possible. 
 
    Mermaids aren't real, Ms. Harper said so, so how - 
 
    “Isn't she magnificent?” Mother asks, her voice filled with a sense of awe. 
 
    Looking up, I see that Mother is staring at the woman in the tank with bright, excited eyes and a huge grin. 
 
    “Don't fight it, Sylvia,” she adds. 
 
    “The mermaid?” I stammer. “Why would I want to fight a mermaid?” 
 
    “I don't mean that.” She puts her hands on the sides of my head and forces me to turn back to look at the figure in the water tank. “Don't fight the truth of what you're seeing. Enjoy broadening your understanding of what's real in the world, Sylvia. It does us all good, now and then, to feel a few knots of certainty becoming untied in our minds.” 
 
    “But...” 
 
    My voice trails off. 
 
    Even though the mermaid is right in front of me, I still can't quite believe that she's really really really real. She could be a hologram, or a robot, or a cartoon, or a trick or a projection or someone in a costume or anything else, anything except... 
 
    Anything except an actual, real mermaid. 
 
    “Look at her power,” Mother continues. “Look at that tail. Imagine what she can do. Look at her face, Sylvia. Look how beautiful she is. Even her hair, I mean... Well, I suppose bad hair days aren't much of a problem for someone who lives in the water, but just look at her! Have you ever seen anything so utterly beautiful?” 
 
    My mouth is hanging open, but I don't care. I feel as if my brain isn't quite working suddenly, as if I can't understand what I'm seeing. I think there's still a part of me that thinks this can't be real, that the woman can't be a mermaid, but she can clearly breathe underwater and after a moment she flicks her tail, which causes her to sink a little further toward the back of the tank. 
 
    She's real. 
 
    I don't know how, but suddenly it hits me like a thump to the chest. 
 
    She's a real mermaid, swimming in a water tank right here in the heart of London. 
 
    “Where's she going?” Mother says. “She's not going to hide again already, is she? What's the point of that? She knows we can see her.” 
 
    “Can she talk?” I ask, keeping my eyes fixed on the woman's face. 
 
    “That's one of the many things we're going to figure out,” Mother replies with a hint of pride in her voice. “She can certainly produce vocalizations, but whether she actually has a language is something we'll have to discover. And the odds of her speaking English are very low, although perhaps she can be taught in time. It's exciting, though, isn't it? Nobody else in the world has something like this, Sylvia. I'm the only one.” 
 
    I look up at her. 
 
    “How do you know?” I ask. 
 
    “Because she's the last,” she continues, still staring into the tank. “As far as we can tell, anyway. Their final colony was almost completely wiped out by accident with a tanker about five years ago. I had the last two of them tracked and finally they were picked up. There were supposed to be two in here, a male and a female, but... Well, something went wrong in transit and now there's just this one. The breeding program's off, but at least we have this magnificent specimen for a while. Can you imagine how much she's worth?” 
 
    Looking back into the tank, I see that the woman is a little closer to the sunken boat now, although she's still fully in view. 
 
    “I'll tell you exactly how much she's worth,” Mother continues, stepping forward until she's almost right up against the tank. “She's worth nothing. Because nothing in the world would ever induce me to part with her, or even to let anyone else know that she's real. There are people out there who'd give anything for her, but money simply doesn't come into it so they might as well be paupers. She's mine. I have her now, and I've been planning for this moment for a very long time.” 
 
    She reaches out and places a hand against the glass. 
 
    “This is just the beginning, Sylvia,” she adds. “We're going to -” 
 
    Suddenly the mermaid swings her tail around and swoops under one end of the sunken boat, quickly vanishing from sight. 
 
    “Should I try to get her out again?” Doctor Collier asks wearily. 
 
    Mother doesn't answer immediately. Instead she stares into the tank for a moment, as if she's contemplating what she should say. I wait for her to tell Doctor Collier to start the charge again, but finally she steps back and moves her hand away from the glass. 
 
    “No,” she says, sounding a little tired, as if the experience was almost too much for her, “let her be. Let her rest for a while. She'll need her strength in the morning.” 
 
    Turning to me, she actually seems a little shaken. 
 
    “Come on, Sylvia,” she says, reaching down and taking my hand. She's trembling. “It's late and I need to sleep. You should sleep too, it's been a big day.” 
 
    She starts leading me away, but then suddenly she stumbles and falls. Shocked, I step back as she lets go of my hand, but she simply falls onto one knee for a moment before getting back up. 
 
    “Excuse me,” she mumbles, “I just... Today has been very trying. I'm sure tomorrow I'll be much better.” She turns to me, but she still looks a little weak even though she's trying to smile. “We're at the beginning of something very exciting, Sylvia,” she continues. “One day you're going to look back on this as one of the most important days of your life.” 
 
    By the time we reach the elevator, she seems even more exhausted, and I can't help noticing when she suddenly leans against the wall for a moment. I'm worried she might collapse, but somehow she managed to keep going and finally we get back up to our apartment. She talks some more about how excited she is, about how this is a momentous night, and she promises me that we're going to be closer than ever. 
 
    But then, for the first time ever, she tells me to put myself to bed. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    “Wake up.” 
 
    Opening my eyes, I find that I'm in my bedroom. The curtains are closed, but light is leaking in around the edges of the gray fabric and a moment later I hear footsteps coming toward my door. I glance at the clock and see that it's one minute to seven, which means Mr. Randall is about to come and wake me. 
 
    Wait. 
 
    Who said “Wake up” just now? 
 
    I look around and - 
 
    Suddenly there's a knock at the door. 
 
    I sit up just as the door clicks open, and then I see Mr. Randall peering into the room. 
 
    “You're awake,” he says softly. “Well, wonders never cease. Breakfast will be served in fifteen minute, Ms. Sykes.” 
 
    With that, he shuts the door again, leaving me sitting alone in bed. Every morning for as long as I can remember, Mr. Randall has woken me by gently nudging my shoulder. Then he makes a joke about how I'm such a deep sleeper, and about how I have to get up. This morning is the first time I ever remember waking up before he comes in, and I've got to admit that I feel a little confused. 
 
    I sit in the bed for a few more seconds, trying to make sense of it all, before climbing out and sliding my feet into my slippers. 
 
    Something's off. 
 
    Something just feels... different, somehow. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Isn't Mother coming to have breakfast with me?” I ask. 
 
    “Your mother had a very early start this morning,” Mr. Randall explains as he pours me some fresh orange juice. “She told me to tell you that she'll see you later, and that you're to go about your business as normal.” 
 
    He takes a step back, but some lingering concern seems to be troubling him. 
 
    “Can I see her?” I ask. 
 
    “She said she doesn't want to be disturbed.” 
 
    “But -” 
 
    “She said that you'd understand, Ms. Sykes. It almost seemed as if you and she are keeping some kind of secret between you.” 
 
    I open my mouth to ask what he means, but then I think of the huge room on the floor below. I think of the tank of water, and of the fish lady in there. I know I'm not supposed to mention her to anyone, and it's clear that Mother trusts me to keep the secret to myself. I look at Mr. Randall and see that he seems to be waiting, and I really do want to tell him about what I saw last night, but Mother would never forgive me if I told our secret. It's as if she's testing me, so... 
 
    “Is Ms. Harper coming?” I ask. 
 
    “At the usual time.” 
 
    “What should I do until then?” 
 
    “Do, Ms. Sykes?” 
 
    “I usually sit with Mother after breakfast.” I look down at my plate, which is now nothing more than smeared pieces of egg and half the skin of a tomato. “That's what I do every morning. I sit with her by the window and she tells me about my lessons for the day.” 
 
    “Ms. Harper will tell you about your lessons today.” 
 
    “That's not what I mean.” 
 
    I stare at the plate for a moment longer, before suddenly hearing Mr. Randall walk away. Turning, I see him heading toward the kitchen. 
 
    “But what should I do?” I ask, even though I don't like sounding so stupid. 
 
    “I have to tidy the kitchen,” he replies, not even glancing back at me. “Perhaps you would like to sit in the lounge area and catch up on some extra reading? I'm certain Ms. Harper would be impressed.” 
 
    Once he's gone, I sit alone at the breakfast table for a moment. I drink my juice, because I always drink my juice, but then I look along at Mother's empty seat. I can't remember the last time she wasn't sitting there at the end of breakfast. Even on the rare occasions she gets sick, she forces herself to come and join me; she wears a face-mask to protect me from germs, and she makes me wear one too, and she sounds all snuffly and ill, but she does come. Always. Every morning. 
 
    Until now. 
 
    Finally I pull the chair back and hop down, and then I make my way over to the open double doorway that leads into the lounge. I actually forget for a moment that I won't see Mother on the sofa, and I stop in the doorway and look out across the large room. There are plenty of things to do and read, but it feels weird to be here all by myself. This is the sort of thing adults do, but I'm not an adult. I'm just a little girl. 
 
    I wander past the TV screen and over to the window that covers the entire far wall, and there I stop to look out at the city. From up here on the ninetieth floor of the building, everything else seems so small and insignificant. There are a few other buildings that are as tall as ours, but Mother has always promised that one day we'll get an even taller home. I watch the other skyscrapers for a moment before looking down, and now I can just about make out the street far below. I've never been there, of course, but I can see things moving in the shadows between the tall buildings. 
 
    There are people down there. 
 
    Lots of people. 
 
    And the funny thing is, right now they look like they're in a tank, just like the mermaid lady. After all, I'm looking at them from behind glass, and I can't talk to them. I watch for a moment longer, before heading along the window and over to the next wall, where another window lets me see a different part of London all the way to the river. Again, I can see people and cars and trains, and they look like they're in a fish tank behind glass. 
 
    I go to the next wall, and again I can see another part of the city. 
 
    All the people look like they're trapped in a glass tank. From up here, it's as if the whole of London is trapped in a tank and I'm the only free one because I'm the only one who can move around and watch them all. 
 
    Above me, the air- conditioning unit shifts tone slightly. 
 
    “Ms. Sykes?” 
 
    Startled, I turn to see that Mr. Randall is watching me from the other side of the room. 
 
    “Are you alright, Ms. Sykes?” 
 
    I nod, before quickly heading to the nearest sofa and plopping down. I take the first book from the coffee table, which turns out to be a big photo-book about African art. I don't really like the pictures, but I'm too scared to swap for a different book so instead I open to the middle and wrinkle my nose a little as I see a photo of some old sculptures. Mother's a big fan of African art, and she even used to go on safaris before I was born. I should try to like all this stuff too, if I'm going to be like her one day. 
 
    “There might be rain later,” Mr. Randall says. 
 
    I nod, without looking up from the book. 
 
    “You don't mind rain, do you?” 
 
    I shake my head. Again, I don't look at him. 
 
    “Your mother seemed tired this morning.” 
 
    I stare at the photo in the book, before finally glancing over at Mr. Randall. 
 
    “And distracted,” he continues. “I do hope that nothing untoward happened last night after I retired from my shift. You would tell me if you thought there was anything I needed to know, wouldn't you?” 
 
    I pause, trying to work out exactly what he means. Mother wouldn't have told him about the thing in the water tank, that's for sure. 
 
    “You can confide in me, Sylvia,” he says after a moment. “I won't tell your mother if you tell me things. I just want you to know that if you're worried about her, you can tell me absolutely anything. Doesn't that make you feel a little bit better?” 
 
    I nod, even though I don't really feel better at all. Then I wait for him to keep talking, but instead he simply watches me for a moment as if he's thinking really hard about something. And then, with a brief smile, he turns and heads back into the kitchen and I hear him getting back to work. 
 
    Looking down at the floor, I try to imagine what's going on beneath the apartment, in the level where Mother had the tank installed. I've always preferred being up here in the apartment, but now – for the first time – I want to go and see for myself. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    “So do you think King Edward was really as bad as people claim,” Ms. Harper continues, “or might there have been people who wanted to make him sound bad so they could get what they wanted?” 
 
    Now she's waiting for an answer, but I've barely been able to concentrate on my history lesson all morning, and I'm pretty sure she's noticed that something's up. 
 
    “That's called propaganda,” she explains. “Even back then, there were people who tried to rewrite history so that they looked better and so that their enemies looked worse. So for example, if someone had deposed the rightful king, they might want to rewrite history so that they seemed like they were doing the right thing. Do you think that might have happened in the case we've been studying?” 
 
    In my mind's eye, I see the mermaid again. She's swimming around in her water tank and she looks so beautiful. 
 
    “Sylvia?” Ms. Harper adds after a moment. “You must have an opinion?” 
 
    Turning to her, I realize I'm not sure I even remember the question. 
 
    “What happened to him, again?” I ask, hoping to buy myself some time and get a few clues. “He died, didn't he?” 
 
    “He died, but -” 
 
    “How did he die?” 
 
    “That doesn't matter right now.” 
 
    “Can't I know?” 
 
    “He was murdered.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    She looks uncomfortable now, and that's good. If she's uncomfortable, she might change the subject and I won't have to answer any more questions. She might even decide to get some different books, which in turn will give me a few minutes alone so I can think some more about the mermaid lady. 
 
    “There are some things you're a little young to learn about,” she says finally. 
 
    “Because they're nasty?” 
 
    “You know what?” She smiles. “Why don't we try a different topic for a while? I'll go get some other books and we'll talk about castles or something like that. Sounds fun, yeah?” 
 
    Without even waiting for me to answer, she gets to her feet and heads out of the room, leaving me to have some peace and quiet at the table. I know I have to do my schoolwork, but really all I want to think about is the mermaid lady downstairs. I want to ask Ms. Harper some more questions, although I know that she'd probably get suspicious and then maybe Mother would be angry at me, so I have to keep quiet. Still, as I sit here now, I can't help thinking about the way the mermaid swam through the water, and the way she flicked her tail to keep herself steady. 
 
    I've never seen anything so beautiful. 
 
    Glancing at the window, I spot something moving in another window in another building. I squint, and I can just about make out a woman at a desk. A moment later I realize I can see my own reflection in the glass right in front of me. 
 
    I wish I could be beautiful. 
 
    “Sylvia?” 
 
    Turning, I see that Ms. Harper and Mr. Randall are standing in the doorway. 
 
    “Your mother has sent for you,” Ms. Harper explains, sounding a little surprised. “Apparently you and I are done for the day.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” I ask. 
 
    “She wants you to go downstairs and meet her.” 
 
    I immediately feel a flicker of hope in my chest. 
 
    “Where?” I ask. 
 
    “One floor down.” 
 
    I pause, before climbing off my chair. I want to go and see the mermaid, but at the same time I'm scared of what might happen when I get there. Maybe it'd be better to just stay up here and do the same things I always do. 
 
    “Is she coming to fetch me?” I ask. 
 
    “She wants you to go down by yourself.” 
 
    For some reason, this makes the fear a little worse. 
 
    “Are you coming?” I ask her. 
 
    She shakes her head. 
 
    “I thought you'd be glad to get out of schoolwork for the day,” she says, before turning to Mr. Randall. “Most kids'd be doing cartwheels by now. She's basically getting a snow day without the snow.” 
 
    “You should hurry,” Mr. Randall tells me, gesturing for me to follow as he and Ms. Harper head back across the hallway. “Come along, Sylvia. You don't want to keep your mother waiting, do you?” 
 
    “No,” I murmur, heading after them. When I see the open elevator door up ahead, however, I slow my pace a little. Every time I've gone down there before, I've been accompanied by someone. After all, I'm still quite little. I guess I can't get lost, but I'd still like someone to hold my hand. 
 
    And now I feel like a real baby. 
 
    “I'll see you bright and early tomorrow morning,” Ms. Harper says. “I don't know what we'll learn about, but I'll make sure it's something really fun.” 
 
    Stopping, I feel a sense of dread getting stronger in my chest. 
 
    “I can't go by myself,” I point out finally, relieved at the realization. “The elevator won't work with my fingerprints.” 
 
    “It will now,” Mr. Randall says. “Your mother had you added to the system.” 
 
    I swallow hard. “She did?” 
 
    “Big day, huh?” he continues. “I hope whatever's down there... I hope it's interesting.” 
 
    I don't really know how to respond to that, so instead I turn and start making my way toward the elevator. Even when I'm inside the chamber and looking at the activation panel, I don't really believe that Mother will have made it so I can go alone, but then I touch the panel and a green light flashes. Feeling a sudden rush of panic, I turn and see that Mr. Randall and Ms. Harper are watching me from the corridor, just as the elevator doors slide shut and I feel the chamber start to descend. 
 
    It worked! 
 
    It really worked! 
 
    Looking at my fingertips, I realize that finally I can use them to activate the elevator any time I want. I've been waiting so long for this moment. Mother said she'd only add me to the system once I became old enough, and now... 
 
    The chamber reaches the next floor down and stops, and then the doors slide open. I see the empty corridor ahead, lit by bright strips that run along the ceiling. For a moment I don't really want to walk by myself, but then I remind myself that Mother is waiting beyond the double doors at the far end. Still, as I start walking, I can't help remembering that Mother was always walking with me before, and I really miss having her holding my hand. I suppose she trusts me now and thinks I'm grown-up enough to do this, but I'm not so sure. 
 
    When I reach the double doors, I have to really push against them with my shoulders to get them open. Then I slip through and into the large room, and I freeze as soon as I see the huge water tank at the far end. 
 
    She's right there. 
 
    The mermaid is right up at the front. She might even be touching the glass. Even from this distance, she looks so beautiful with her long hair and her big, powerful fish tail, although I can't make her out in too much detail since the lights around her tank have been turned down a little. I take a couple of steps forward, mesmerized by the sight, before hearing voices nearby and turning to see that Mother is talking with Doctor Collier I hushed tones at one of the terminals. 
 
    She hasn't even noticed that I'm here yet. 
 
    After taking a deep breath, I make my way over toward Mother, coming up behind her as she continues to talk with Doctor Collier. 
 
    “I've always believed,” she's telling him, “in turning negatives into positives, and that's what we're going to do here. If you don't feel capable of -” 
 
    “Of course I'm capable,” he replies tersely, “it's just that we only get one stab at this and I'd prefer to preserve the specimen for as long as possible before -” 
 
    “It's dead!” she says firmly. “It's going to start rotting soon, isn't it? The bloody thing's half sushi.” 
 
    “I'd just prefer to take a more cautious approach.” 
 
    “Well you're not paying the bills, are you?” she replies. “It's my operation, and I can't waste any time. That cream you developed for -” 
 
    Suddenly she turns, as if she sensed my arrival, and her face immediately lights up with a smile. 
 
    “Hey Sylvia,” she says, leaning down and kissing the top of my head, “I bet you weren't expecting this, were you? I'm sorry I couldn't join you for breakfast, but we had a lot to get done down here. We spent all morning working, but finally I thought it'd be more fun for you if you came down and joined in a little. Does that sound like fun?” 
 
    I turn and look over at the mermaid lady. 
 
    “You can go and say hello, if you like,” Mother says. 
 
    I turn back to her. 
 
    “I can?” I ask. 
 
    “You can try,” she continues. “She can't answer you, obviously, and we don't know yet whether she understands English, but you can at least take a closer look. You'd like that, wouldn't you?” 
 
    I pause, before nodding. 
 
    “So go on, then,” she says, taking my hand and starting to lead me toward the tank before stopping and letting go. “I'll come and join you in a while. There's no need to be scared, it's perfectly safe. Be my brave little girl and have fun.” 
 
    She turns back to Doctor Collier and starts talking to him again. I try to listen to them, but to be honest I'm way more interested in the mermaid. In fact, as I start making my way toward the tank, I can't help keeping my eyes fixed on the woman as she floats close to the glass. It's strange, but I actually feel like something's drawing me closer and closer, as if I don't have any choice. In fact, by the time I get almost all the way to the glass, I'm somehow feeling braver than I've ever felt in my life. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
    She swims down to the bottom of the tank, over to one of the corners, where she runs her hands against the glass. She's been doing this for a while now, exploring the tank's edges, and I've been sitting here cross-legged watching her. I don't care what she does, so long as I can see her. She's more beautiful than anything I've ever seen in my life. 
 
    Finally, almost without even thinking, I get to my feet and step closer to the tank. 
 
    I'm still worried about the glass shattering, but right now that doesn't seem quite so important. In fact, the closer I get to the glass, the less I worry about anything at all. By the time I'm close enough to put my hand against the cold surface, all I can think about is how amazing the mermaid looks as she swims almost straight past me. She doesn't look at me, of course, but for a moment I get a really close-up look at the scales on her tail. The colors are dazzling – lots of oily blue and yellows and purples set against the silver – although my attention is quickly drawn to the swish of her tail. 
 
    That tail looks so powerful. 
 
    I bet she could really hurt someone with her tail. 
 
    She stops at the far end of the tank, so I hurry after her and stop to look up at her face. She's examining the glass again, which allows me to watch her features. Just looking at her face and not at the rest of her, it's like I'm looking at a regular person, save for the gray-green slits on the side of her neck that I suppose must be her gills. She even has ears like anyone else, and when she reaches out to touch the join of the glass I see that she has normal, elegant fingers on a normal hand. It really is as if someone took the top half of a woman and stuck her onto the bottom half of a fish. 
 
    Looking down toward her waist, I squint a little as I try to make out the section where her human skin gives way to the silver scales. The scales seem to start sporadically around the lower part of her ribs, with one or two individual patches that don't really link together in any way. Then around the spot where her tummy button should be, the scales seem to erupt from her normal skin, forming the vast, wide-hipped waist section that leads down to her tail. I follow the line with my eyes, marveling at how smooth she looks. 
 
    Suddenly she flicks her tail again, tapping the inside of the glass with the tip. The glass shudders and I instinctively take a step back, but now the mermaid is already swimming up to check another part of the tank. 
 
    “Hey there, kiddo.” 
 
    Turning, I find that Mother has come over. She sits on the ground, crossing her legs just like I was doing a moment ago. I'm not quite sure what to do, but I feel slightly embarrassed at having been caught looking so closely at the mermaid, so I go back and sit next to her and then we both watch as the mermaid swims along the top of the tank and inspects another section where the glass plates are joined together. 
 
    “She's intelligent,” Mother continues. “You can see it in her face, can't you?” 
 
    I don't reply. I'm too busy watching as the mermaid presses against the tank's glass roof. There's a pipe running into the tank near that point, blowing bubbles into the water just like in a fish-tank. 
 
    “She's examining her surroundings,” Mother explains. “When she first arrived, she hid. We had to force her to show herself. Once she'd done that, I suppose she realized there was no point being coy any longer.” 
 
    “What does coy mean?” I ask. 
 
    “Quiet. Shy.” 
 
    “Do you think she's shy?” I ask, watching as the mermaid suddenly flips back and turns in the water, swimming gracefully over to the tank's far end. She makes it look so easy. 
 
    “I think she's in an environment she doesn't understand,” Mother replies. “She spent all her life in the waters of the Pacific. This must be a big change for her. It's natural if she's scared, but she'll learn soon enough that she's in no danger.” 
 
    “Why did you bring her here?” I ask. 
 
    “Why wouldn't I want to bring her here? She's magnificent.” 
 
    “But couldn't you just have gone to see her where she lives?” 
 
    “It doesn't work like that.” 
 
    “But why did you bring her all the way to London?” 
 
    “It's complicated.” 
 
    “But why -” 
 
    “It's complicated, Sylvia,” she adds, and now she sounds a little irritated. “You wouldn't understand.” 
 
    I know better than to ask again, so instead I watch the mermaid for a moment longer. She's examining another section of the tank's glass wall, and slowly I start to wonder whether she's trying to find a way out. 
 
    “Do you think she feels sad?” I ask. “Maybe she doesn't want to be kept like that?” 
 
    “She didn't have a chance in her natural waters,” Mother says. “There was so much pollution, and an oil company's moving in next month to perform some fresh drilling. From what my team has seen of them, these beautiful creatures don't like leaving their natural habitats. Even when faced with problems in their breeding grounds, they persisted until eventually they began to die out. Doctor Collier thinks that's a sign of limited intelligence, but I'm not so sure. I keep wondering whether they're simply stubborn. Maybe they didn't want to leave their home.” 
 
    “But what if she's lonely?” 
 
    I wait for an answer, before turning to Mother. 
 
    “What if she's lonely?” I ask again. “Couldn't you have got a friend for her?” 
 
    “She had a friend,” Mother replies, still staring at the tank. Waves of reflected light are rippling across her face. “It's a long story, Sylvia, but I did try to bring a friend here for her. Unfortunately that didn't work out.” 
 
    I pause, before turning back to look at the tank. I know better than to try pressing Mother. After all, she decides what I do and don't need to know, and she always has my best interests at heart. If there's something she's not telling me, then it's for my own good. 
 
    “Maybe you're ready,” she says suddenly. 
 
    I turn to her again, and this time she meets my gaze. 
 
    “I feel like you've grown up so much in just the past twenty-four hours,” she continues. “Or maybe I'm seeing you in a new light now that things are changing. You've always been a very timid child, Sylvia, but now you seem more mature.” 
 
    I don't know what to say to that, so I look back at the mermaid and see that she's over at the other side of the tank now. She's no longer examining the glass, though. Instead, she's looking out across the room, and when I glance over my shoulder I realize that she seems to be watching Doctor Collier as he works at the terminals. I watch him too, for a few seconds, until he gets up and heads through a door that I suppose leads into some other room. I wait to see if he comes back, before turning back to the Mother and finding that she's still watching me. 
 
    “You're curious about things,” she says. 
 
    “What does that mean?” 
 
    “You want to know. You want to see. Don't be sorry, it's a good thing.” 
 
    “I don't know.” 
 
    “I saw you at the glass. You wanted to see the mermaid close up. That's good, that's what I wanted you to do when I asked you to come down here. I wasn't ignoring you, Sylvia. I just wanted to see what you'd do if you were left alone without direction.” 
 
    “Did I do the right thing?” 
 
    Smiling, she nods and reaches out to ruffle my hair. Then, suddenly, she gets to her feet. 
 
    “I have some things I need to check,” she explains, “so will you be alright here for a little while?” 
 
    “Where are you going?” I ask, worried that she might leave me alone. 
 
    “I'll just be in the next room.” 
 
    “Can I come with you?” 
 
    “Not quite yet.” 
 
    “But -” 
 
    “You'll be fine, Sylvia. You're my brave girl, aren't you?” 
 
    I hesitate, before nodding. I only nod because I know it's what she wants me to do. 
 
    “I'm doing this for you, you know,” she adds, with a hint of sadness in her voice. “For me too, but mostly for you. You can't understand, not yet, but you will one day. Just trust me for now. I have a plan and I'm going to see it through, and it's going to work. I promise.” 
 
    And then, as she turns and walks out through the same door that Doctor Collier went through, I look back over at the mermaid and see to my surprise that she's right up close to the glass, and that she's staring straight at me. More than staring, really. It's as if she's looking into my soul, as if she's been waiting to get me alone. My initial reaction is to feel scared, and to want to run after Mother, but then I feel a sense of calm starting to rest on my shoulders. 
 
    I feel safe. 
 
    Slowly, I get to my feet and start walking toward her. Her eyes are fixed on me, and somehow I feel certain that when I get over there, she's going to say something to me. So I walk all the way over and finally I stop right next to the glass, right in front of the mermaid, and I stare into her beautiful eyes for a moment before opening my mouth and surprising myself by uttering one single word: 
 
    “Hello.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
    I wait, but she's simply staring at me. Her eyes are the most vibrant greeny-blue color I've ever seen, and she looks ever so kind, but I still feel as if she's waiting for me to do or say something else. Finally I decide to try again: 
 
    “My name's Sylvia,” I tell her, although my voice is trembling slightly. “I... My name's...” 
 
    The words fall away. 
 
    “Do you like it here?” I continue, figuring that I should try to say something. “I know you don't have much space to swim in, but I think Mother's going to make it better for you. London's not so bad, it's... You're in London. Did you know that?” 
 
    The mermaid stares at me for a moment longer, and then slowly she turns her gaze and looks at my right arm. 
 
    “What is it?” I ask after a moment, before realizing that she's looking at the exact spot where – under my shirt – I have the scars. It's almost as if she knows they're there, although I know that's impossible. At the same time, she seems really interested, and I suppose it's possible that maybe she overheard Mother and Doctor Collier talking about what happened to me. 
 
    I wait, but she seems totally focused. 
 
    “Do you want to see?” I ask. 
 
    When she still doesn't answer, I start rolling my right sleeve up until I've exposed the lower section of the scarring that starts just below my elbow. 
 
    “There was a fire,” I explain, holding the scars up for her to see. Sure enough, her gaze follows my arm. “It was such a long time ago, I don't even remember. I was just a baby, but it was quite bad. I still have to have a special ointment put on it so that it doesn't get too dry. Even after all this time, if I miss the ointment, my skin starts drying out again. Weird, huh? I have to have the ointment every evening. It doesn't hurt, though. It's just annoying to have to have it night after night.” 
 
    Again I wait, but again she doesn't really respond. 
 
    “Are you scared?” I ask finally. “Do you miss someone?” 
 
    As soon as those words leave my lips, her eyes turn to look at me again. 
 
    “Do you understand me?” I continue. “Can you speak? Are you -” 
 
    I stop suddenly. 
 
    “Sorry about all the questions,” I add. “I don't want to annoy you.” 
 
    She continues to stare, and after a moment I realize she doesn't seem to blink. I suppose maybe that's because she's underwater all the time. A moment later I spot movement further down, and I notice that her tummy muscles are flexing as she slowly swooshes her tail back and forth. And then, with no further warning, she slowly turns and starts swimming away. 
 
    “Hey, come back!” I call out, knocking against the glass as a rush of panic runs through me. I don't want her to go away. “Please come back!” 
 
    I watch as she swims past the sunken shipwreck, and then she turns and makes her way along the tank's back wall and past the bubbling vent before swimming back this way and whooshing past me. Startled, I watch as her magnificent tail flicks in the water, but she's already back over by the shipwreck again as if she's determined to swim around and around in circles. 
 
    I can't believe something like this is real. 
 
    Seconds later she swims past me again, and this time I stare at her tail as it rushes along just a few inches past the other side of the glass. I can see small particles getting blasted out of the way in the water, but already the mermaid is now making her way around the rear of the shipwreck. She is swimming in circles, and a moment later she comes rushing past again, faster than ever. I can't help smiling as I realize how fast she can swim, and I watch in awe as she circles the boundaries of the tank over and over again, picking up speed until suddenly she twists around at the far end and rushes straight toward the front. 
 
    At the last second, she flicks her tail around and smashes it hard against the glass, causing the huge wall to shudder. I instinctively let out a gasp and step back, but the glass hasn't even cracked. 
 
    The mermaid inspects the spot where her tail struck, and then she starts circling the tank again. She's picking up speed just like the first time, and I watch with a growing sense not only of awe that she's so powerful, but also fear that she's trying to smash her way out of the tank. Sure enough, after she's completed maybe ten or twelve more circuits, she once again comes rushing toward the front of the tank and slams her tail against the glass, this time striking a little more with her hips. She instantly flicks away and starts circling again, but there's still no sign of a crack on the glass. 
 
    I take a step back, still worried about the wall maybe breaking, but I can only stare in stunned silence as the mermaid swims around and around. She seems faster than ever, and she spends long circling before finally twisting and coming straight this way. I brace for the impact, and this time I see the expression of pure fury on her face as she spins around and slams her tail against the glass with such force that I instinctively take another step back. 
 
    Yet still the glass doesn't crack. 
 
    “What's going on in here?” Mother shouts, and I can hear her rushing through from the other room. 
 
    “She's trying to get out,” I stammer, wide-eyed and shocked as the mermaid starts once more swimming around the edges of the tank. “She's using her tail to try to smash the glass!” 
 
    “Well, that won't work,” Mother says, and I turn to see her going over to the computer terminals. “I've got to stop her before she does herself some damage.” 
 
    She taps at the screen, and a moment later I feel the hairs starting to stand up again on the back of my neck. I turn and look at the tank, but now I'm feeling the same nausea I felt yesterday and I start wincing as I step back from the tank and watch the mermaid completing another circuit. 
 
    “She'll learn,” Mother says firmly. 
 
    “What's happening?” I ask, rubbing my arms and feeling the hairs starting to stand up there too. “Make it stop!” 
 
    “She'll be fine,” Mother replies. “She's had it before.” 
 
    Still the mermaid swims around and around, and now she seems to be taking longer than ever. If she swam around fifteen times before the last strike against the glass, she must have managed twenty by now and she seems to be getting even faster. At the same time I can feel a sharp pain starting to tighten in my tummy, as if something's squeezing on my guts. I think I'm about to be sick. 
 
    “Make it stop,” a voice whispers in my head. 
 
    “Make it stop,” I whimper, with tears in my eyes. “Mother, please, make it -” 
 
    Suddenly the mermaid swims at the glass and smashes her tail harder than ever, so hard that I actually hear the glass shake and I feel the ground shudder beneath my feet. Gasping, I step back while still holding my tummy, but now the mermaid has stopped swimming around and she's simply floating back from the other side of the glass. She looks exhausted and defeated, but her face is filled with anger. 
 
    A moment later, the nausea fades and the hairs relax on the back of my neck. 
 
    “There,” Mother says calmly. “I think she learned her lesson. If she tries that again, I'll run an even stronger charge through the water.” 
 
    The mermaid looks past me for a moment, fixing Mother with an expression of pure hatred. And then, with no warning, she opens her mouth and something small and thin shoots out, striking the other side of the glass harmlessly. The mermaid keeps her eyes fixed on Mother for a few more seconds before turning and swimming toward the back of the tank. She slips behind the shipwreck, and then she's out of sight. 
 
    “I was expecting something like that,” Mother says, as I watch the thin stick start sinking down to the bottom of the tank. “Good job I made sure the glass was triple-reinforced.” 
 
    She stops in front of the tank and runs a hand across the glass. 
 
    “Perfect,” she continues. “Not even so much as a crack.” 
 
    Kneeling down, I stare in awe at the stick as it reaches the bottom and rests on the floor. 
 
    “A defense mechanism,” Mother says. “A poison-tipped barb that they can shoot from their mouths at up to ninety miles an hour. Impressive, isn't it? Fortunately they don't have many, and it takes a while for fresh ones to regrow once they've been used up. I suppose this pretty lady saved one or two after she was captured. We lost several good men hunting these creatures down.” 
 
    I stare at the barb for a moment longer. 
 
    “I'm sorry, Sylvia,” Mother continues. “You must be upset. That was scary.” 
 
    “It wasn't scary,” I whisper, before getting to my feet and looking over at the boat. I know the mermaid is hiding there somewhere. She might even be watching me right now. I should probably be terrified after seeing how strong she is, but instead I keep thinking about how powerfully she hit the glass. I'm sure she can't have been far from breaking through. 
 
    “If it wasn't scary,” Mother says, stepping closer, “then what was it?” 
 
    I pause, before looking up at her. 
 
    “It was really pretty,” I reply. 
 
    She smiles. “The perfect answer. That's my girl. You're just like me.” 
 
    Reaching down, she takes my hand in hers. 
 
    “Now come along, Sylvia,” she continues. “I've got something else, something very different, to show you in the next room. You've seen the beauty. Now you need to see the rest.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
    “It's okay to be scared sometimes,” Mother says as she leads me along another corridor, toward a set of plastic curtains that are covering the door ahead, “but not all the time. You have to manage your fear, Sylvia, and use it to your advantage. You have to turn a negative into a positive. Do you understand?” 
 
    “I'm tired,” I reply, feeling as if it must be lunchtime already. “Can I take a nap soon?” 
 
    “Not yet,” she replies, her voice filled with excitement. “If you thought the mermaid was beautiful, Sylvia, then what you're about to see... I can't even describe it for you. You'll just have to see it with your own two eyes.” 
 
    “But -” 
 
    “Don't dawdle. Doctor Collier is ready to get started.” 
 
    Before I can ask what she means, she parts the curtains and leads me through into a room with white tiles all over the walls. Doctor Collier is washing his hands at a sink, and it takes a moment before I see that there's something under a sheet on a big table in the middle of the room. The smell in here is strange too, slightly fishy and salty, and I can't help feeling nervous as Mother leads me to the side of the table and then stops. 
 
    “What is that?” I ask, staring at the sheet that's covering something large. 
 
    “Are we ready?” Mother asks, turning to Doctor Collier. 
 
    “I still think -” 
 
    “Are we ready, Doctor Collier?” she says firmly, clearly wanting him to agree with her. 
 
    “I suppose we are,” he replies, stepping around the table and taking hold of the sheet, before pulling it away to reveal a man. 
 
    Or at least, half a man. 
 
    Gasping I step back as the sheet comes away to reveal another mermaid, except this one has the upper half of a man. He's flat on his back with his eyes wide open, and his whole body is so long that the end of his fishy tail is hanging over the bottom end of the table. The man's chest is big and muscly, but his skin is very pale and I can't help noticing that he doesn't seem to be moving at all. After a moment, filled with a sense of fear, I step back behind Mother for protection. 
 
    “There's no need to be scared,” she says, forcing me to step in front of her instead. “This is the other specimen I acquired, Sylvia. A male, to go with the female. That was the plan, anyway, but I'm afraid he died during the journey. As far as we can tell, he was killed by stress after the capture.” 
 
    Shaking my head, I turn again to leave the room, but Mother grabs my shoulders and not only holds me in place, but also forces me to turn until I'm looking again at the man on the table. I immediately close my eyes and lower my head, and then I scrunch my nose up so that I won't be able to smell the weird smell in the room. 
 
    “No no no,” Mother says, placing a hand under my chin and forcing me to raise my head again, “brave girls don't hide from this kind of thing. I want you to look, Sylvia.” 
 
    I shake my head. 
 
    “You have to see, sweetheart.” 
 
    Again, I shake my head. 
 
    “You have to!” 
 
    I squeeze my eyes tighter shut, but suddenly Mother uses her fingers to force them open again and I see Doctor Collier leaning over the fish-man. I'm trembling with shock, but Mother keeps my eyes wide open as Doctor Collier takes a silver knife and starts cutting a line straight down the man's chest. 
 
    “I don't want to see!” I sob, with tears starting to stream down my face. “Please don't make me see!” 
 
    “We have a unique opportunity here,” Mother says firmly. “The original plan was to keep them alive together, but when this one died I realized that instead we could open him up and figure out exactly how these creatures work. This is pioneering science, Sylvia, and it's happening right in front of you. Doctor Collier's going to perform a full autopsy over the next few days.” 
 
    She takes a chair and places it next to me, and then she lifts me up and stands me on the chair so that I can see properly as Doctor Collier cuts down past the fish-man's tummy and into the start of his scaly tail. 
 
    I try to turn away, but Mother forces me to keep facing the table. 
 
    “Don't disappoint me now, Sylvia,” she continues. “Please, don't go back to being a scaredy-cat. You're better than that.” 
 
    I can barely see through my tears, but I can just about make out dribbles of blood running down the sides of the man's waist and onto the metal table. I flinch and start to turn away, but Mother quickly puts one hand on the back of my head, forcing me to watch, while she uses her other hand to grip my left arm and hold me steady. 
 
    “Stay strong,” she whispers, as Doctor Collier's blade slices further and further down into the dead fish-man's tail. “I know you can do it, Sylvia. I know you can!” 
 
    “I don't want to,” I sob. 
 
    “Trust me.” 
 
    “Why do I have to see it?” I ask as Doctor Collier sets the blade aside. “Why did you show me something so beautiful, and then make me see something like this?” 
 
    “The world's isn't just beauty,” she replies. “Not on the surface, at least. But look, Sylvia. Try to see beauty in what you're seeing right now.” 
 
    I don't know what she's talking about, but I watch with a growing sense of horror as Doctor Collier reaches his white-gloved hands into the fish-man's belly and starts pulling the skin aside to reveal a yellowy-red mess of intestines and other organs. There's blood everywhere, including all the way up to Doctor Collier's elbows, as his hands squelch deeper into the insides of the dead man. 
 
    “This is quite remarkable,” he says after a moment. “The blood is running more freely than I would have expected, given that the specimen has been dead for some time now. Everything down to the waist area, excluding the arrangement of the gills, is extremely similar to human anatomy. It's only here that you start to see the real changes that are manifested on the exterior. It's truly as if somebody took the top half of a human and simply placed it on the back half of a giant fish, and then crudely sewed the sections together. Although...” 
 
    He moves his hands further down, pulling the scaly skin aside and revealing pools of blood that seem to be a darker red. 
 
    “Fascinating,” he continues, his voice lowered to a hush now as if he's really concentrating. “The bone structure retains many human features, albeit twisted to fit the tail area.” His hands squelch some more as he reaches even deeper inside. “I'm definitely feeling legs, or at least what remains of the femur and even perhaps a crude knee-cap. That suggests to me that these creatures are descended from mankind, instead of having developed separately but concurrently.” 
 
    “And what does that mean?” Mother asks. 
 
    “It means I don't know what to think,” he replies, still rooting about in the bloodied body. “I'm particularly interested in the reproductive organs and how they've adapted. Honestly, this is like something out of a fairy-tale.” He pauses for a moment, before turning to Mother. “Actually, forget I said that, that was an awful thing to admit. It's not a fairy-tale, it's right here in front of me.” He glances briefly at me, then back toward Mother. “Maybe the girl doesn't need to be here. It's too much for her.” 
 
    “I'm toughening her up,” Mother replies. 
 
    “Sure, but -” 
 
    “I know how to raise my daughter,” she continues with the kind of clipped tone that I've heard from her so many times before. She's angry, but she's holding it in. For now. “She needs to see this, so can you please get on with your work? How about starting with those legs you just mentioned?” 
 
    “I ran X-rays earlier,” he replies, pulling the fishy skin wider open and in the process creating a ripping sound, “and I saw what I thought might be these vestigial structures, but I considered the possibility that I might be wrong. Now, though...” 
 
    He reaches deep into the tail section. 
 
    I want to close my eyes, but after a moment I realize that Mother is looking up at me, watching to make sure that I'm brave. Tears are streaming down my face, but I have to keep watching what Doctor Collier is doing. 
 
    Slowly, he starts pulling on something deep inside the fish-man, and I hear a cracking sound as he finally starts pulling out part of a pale, bent-double section of bone. 
 
    “I think that's what's left of the femur,” he says with a hint of awe in his voice. “It's sort of turned around on itself, but the patella looks to be functional. It's as if this creature curled its human legs up and tucked them away so it could fit them into the lower section of its body. I've honestly never seen anything so remarkable.” 
 
    “So you're saying it evolved?” Mother asks. 
 
    “This isn't evolution,” he continues. “This is something else, this is...” His voice trails off for a moment. “Evolution takes place over long periods of time. This seems like something that happened more suddenly and more directly, almost as if it was forced. It's almost as if somebody deliberately performed surgery to create these things, except that there's no indication of surgery having taken place. In which case, I'm back to square one and I honestly can't even begin to explain what I'm seeing.” 
 
    “Maybe you've reached the limits of your abilities,” Mother replies. “The team in Geneva can handle the sequencing, but maybe I should get someone else here to help you with the rest.” 
 
    “No,” he says quickly, almost in a panic, “I can do this. I just need time. You can't expect me to open this thing up and immediately explain it all. Give me time and I promise you, I'll have this figured out.” 
 
    “Can we go now?” I ask, sniffing back tears. 
 
    She doesn't say anything, but she tightens her grip on my arms. 
 
    “I don't want to see this,” I sob, as Doctor Collier cuts open another section of the fish-man's tail and causes more dark red blood to dribble from the wounds. 
 
    “This must be part of the reproductive organ,” the doctor says, pulling out a white and pale blue lump that's trailing several long tentacle-like things. “I've got the testes here and epidydimis, and the tubules, but it's not like any fish I've ever seen before.” He tears one of the tentacle things away, causing a sucking, ripping sound in the process. I flinch, but Mother holds me tight. “There are definite elements of human organs here too, as if the whole set-up is some kind of hybrid. I just...” 
 
    He pauses, as if he's completely lost. 
 
    “I have to check the brain,” he says suddenly, hurrying to a nearby bench and picking up a machine with a round saw blade on the end. 
 
    “No,” I stammer, shaking my head but unable to stop watching as he carries the saw to the table's far end. “No, please...” 
 
    “Be strong!” Mother hisses, just as the blade starts spinning. 
 
    “No,” I say again, “I don't want to see, I don't want to -” 
 
    Before I can finish, Doctor Collier places the saw against the side of the fish-man's head and starts cutting. I immediately hear a horrific grinding sound as the saw cuts through the man's skull, and I start screaming as the grinding gets louder and louder and - 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
    “Wipe,” Mother says firmly, thrusting a bundle of tissues into my trembling hands as I sit sobbing in the lounge. “Come on, get on with it.” 
 
    I look down at the tissues, but I can barely see through all the tears in my eyes. I can feel snot running from my nose and my bottom lip is shaking, and in my mind's eye I keep seeing Doctor Collier removing the top of the fish-man's skull. And in my ears, I can somehow still hear the sound of the saw grinding through bone. 
 
    “For God's sake,” Mother sighs, crouching in front of me and taking the tissues, before starting to roughly wipe my nose. “Do you have any idea how you look right now? You look like a baby, Sylvia. How are you ever going to grow up and take over this company one day, if you're still acting like this? You're almost ten years old, but you're acting like you're half that age!” 
 
    “I'm sorry,” I sob, before turning away as she tries to wipe tears from my cheeks. 
 
    “You're a baby,” she mutters. “That's what you are. You're a goddamn baby.” 
 
    “I didn't want to see!” 
 
    “It's science!” 
 
    “I didn't want to see it!” 
 
    “Because you're scared?” 
 
    I try to tell her that I don't like blood, but instead I simply start weeping again. I know I should be stronger and braver, but I can't help myself. In fact, the more I cry, the more I feel frustrated by my own weakness, and the more I start wailing. Finally I put my face in my hands, trying to hide from Mother even though she's still right in front of me. 
 
    “Sylvia -” 
 
    “I didn't want to see it!” 
 
    “Too bad!” she snaps, erupting with anger. “You might not like to see the nasty stuff, you might only want to see the beauty, but it's the nasty stuff that's going to save your -” 
 
    She stops suddenly, before she can finish the sentence, and her anger seems to vanish in a split second. She hesitates, before looking away, and I can see tears in her eyes. Her lips are trembling, and I'm desperately waiting to hear what she says next. What did she mean about the nasty stuff? What's it going to save? 
 
    “Is everything alright?” another voice says, but I keep my face covered even though I know it's Ms. Harper. 
 
    “Can you clean her up?” Mother says, and now I hear her walking away. She sounds tired. “Find her something to do for the afternoon.” 
 
    “I thought she was going to be with -” 
 
    “The plan changed!” Mother snaps. “Stop asking questions and just do what you're bloody told!” 
 
    I hear her footsteps getting further and further away, and then a moment later I hear other, softer steps coming closer, followed by the sound of Ms. Harper crouching down in front of me. 
 
    “Hey Sylvia,” she says cautiously, her voice sounding so kind and concerned. “How are you doing there? How about we get you cleaned up, and then we can find something really fun to do this afternoon. We can even try making ice cream. Do you remember the last time we did that? We got pretty far, and then it didn't quite work, but I bet we can do it this time. What do you say?” 
 
    I hesitate for a moment, before lowering my hands and looking at her. 
 
    “Oh, you -” 
 
    Her voice catches. She looks upset, but also... 
 
    I think she's a little bit scared of me. 
 
    “Let's go freshen you up,” she continues finally, taking my hand and getting to her feet. “You'll feel a lot better then, Sylvia, I promise.” 
 
    I don't really think she's right, but I suppose I can't sit here all day so I get up and start following her toward the bathroom. Sniffing back tears, I swear I can still hear the sound of the bone-saw in my ears, but I can't say anything to Ms. Harper or anyone else about that. Mother always tells me that what happens on the floor beneath this one has to stay a secret. So as we reach the bathroom, I simply sniff back more tears and listen to Ms. Harper telling me what we'll be doing next, and I try not to think about the awful things I saw being done to the fish-man. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Where's Mother?” 
 
    Mr. Randall finishes setting my dinner plate in front of me, before taking a step back. 
 
    “Your mother asked me to tell you that she's not feeling well this evening, so she's retiring early for the night. She said you'd understand.” 
 
    I immediately feel a flicker of fear in my chest. Mother wasn't with me for breakfast this morning, and now she's not here for dinner either. I know I disappointed her earlier and let her down, but I didn't think she'd still be mad at me all these hours later. Her rage usually goes away pretty quickly, but apparently she still wants to punish me. 
 
    I look along the table and see her empty chair. 
 
    I miss her. 
 
    “How are you feeling this evening, Sylvia?” Mr. Randall asks. 
 
    I look up at him. He doesn't usually ask me things like that. 
 
    He pauses, before pulling one of the chairs out and taking a seat next to me. He's never done that, not ever. He'd never be allowed to when Mother's here, and he usually follows the rules even when she's not around. I look down at my plate of spaghetti bolognese, but I'm suddenly too nervous to actually eat. I just want Mr. Randall to get up and go away. 
 
    “Ms. Harper told me you were upset today, Sylvia,” he continues after a moment. “Not the way you sometimes get upset, but crying a lot. I was just wondering whether anything bad had happened. Is there anything you want to talk about, maybe?” 
 
    I hesitate before shaking my head, while still looking at my food. 
 
    “You know you can talk to me, don't you?” he says. “You went downstairs with your mother, I believe. That's not something that happens every day. I bet it was fun, Sylvia.” 
 
    I swallow hard. 
 
    “What did you go down for?” he continues. “Did your mother have something exciting to show you?” 
 
    “I don't know,” I whisper. 
 
    “She's very particular about who goes onto that floor, isn't she? I've never been allowed down there, and neither has Ms. Harper. I know there's at least one man who works there, and I know that something happened a day or to ago, didn't it? There was some kind of massive delivery. Of course, your mother didn't tell me what was being delivered, since I don't actually need to know. Still, obviously it was something she decided to show you today. I'm just wondering whether that was what upset you?” 
 
    I don't know what to say, so I keep quiet. 
 
    “Is that it, Sylvia?” he asks. “Did your mother show you something upsetting? Maybe it'd make you feel better to talk about it.” 
 
    “I don't know,” I say again. 
 
    “You don't know whether it'd make you feel better, or you don't know whether you say anything?” 
 
    “I don't know.” 
 
    “Look at me, Sylvia.” 
 
    I pause, before turning to look at him. I don't want to, but I don't think I have any choice. 
 
    “It won't hurt to tell me,” he continues. “Your mother's a very rich and powerful woman, isn't she? I bet she could afford to have anything she wanted down on that lower floor. Would you maybe like to tell me what's going on down there?” 
 
    He keeps his gaze fixed on me, almost as if he's trying to read my mind. I'm certain Mother wouldn't have told him anything about the mermaid in the tank, but he definitely thinks I might blurt it out. I've always liked Mr. Randall, but now I think he's being a little odd. 
 
    “Well, maybe another time,” he says finally, before getting to his feet and briefly patting me on the shoulder. “I'll come through later to get you ready for bed. We'll have to apply your lotion as usual. Bedtime can be nine o'clock tonight. I know it's usually eight but, well, I believe your mother's going to be in her room for the rest of the evening so I think we can stretch the rules on this occasion. You get to stay up late, Sylvia! Isn't that fun?” 
 
    I nod, but really I don't think it sounds particularly fun. 
 
    He turns and heads over to the doorway, where he stops and glances back at me. 
 
    “And let's not tell your mother about our little conversation just now, Sylvia,” he continues. “She's not feeling too well, and you don't want to put any more stress on her.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
    I didn't see Mother all evening. I haven't seen her since I was crying earlier. 
 
    Flat on my back in bed, in the dark bedroom, I stare up at the ceiling and listen to the hum of the air-conditioning unit. Mr. Randall kept to his word and let me stay up until nine, although I didn't really know what to do with the extra time. Then he put me to bed as usual, and I've been wide awake ever since. I don't usually have any trouble sleeping, but tonight my mind is racing and I keep thinking not only about Mother being mad at me, but also about the mermaid in the tank downstairs. 
 
    Finally I remember something important and I sit up in the darkness. I know I'm supposed to stay in bed until the morning, but there's something I want to do, and I just realized I can do it. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Peering around the corner of my bedroom door, I look both ways along the bare, brightly-lit corridor. Mr. Randall and Ms. Harper have long since retired down to one of the lower levels for the night, and Mother seems to still be in her room. I listen for a moment, to check that there's nobody about, and then I start making my way along the corridor. And for some reason, I'm not scared. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The elevator door makes a whooshing sound as it opens. I flinch and look over my shoulder, but the sound doesn't seem to have disturbed Mother. Once I'm sure I'm safe, I step into the chamber and use my fingerprints to activate the control panel. I'm still not cared. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    After stepping out of the chamber on the next floor down, I stop to listen. I can't hear anyone around, and I'm sure Doctor Collier will have gone home by now. After all, it must be almost midnight. I still wait a while, though, before making my way along the corridor and then through the double doors at the far end. Finally I slip through into the main room, and I see the huge water tank at the far end. It hadn't occurred to me that the room would be dark, and I don't dare turn on the lights, so I simply start making my way toward the tank. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Where is she? 
 
    Standing right in front of the tank, I stare ahead into the darkness. With just a few lights left running on the ceiling, the tank is basically completely dark, and I can barely even make out the sight of the sunken shipwreck near the back section. I certainly can't see any sign of the mermaid, and I suppose she must be sleeping. 
 
    I'm so stupid. 
 
    I expected all the lights to be on, and I thought the mermaid would come out so that I'd be able to see her. As I make my way along the front of the tank, however, I look into the darkness and feel a sense of disappointment. Even mermaids must have to sleep, and it wouldn't really be fair of me to wake her up. I stop again and look ahead into the darkness, but my bare feet are freezing against the cold metal floor and I'm starting to think that I should just go back to bed. 
 
    And then I hear a faint rattling sound. 
 
    Something's making a noise inside the tank, over at the far end. I start making my way over, listening to the sound as it continues. Whatever's happening, it doesn't have a regular pattern. Instead, it's as if somebody's jigging something, although I can't imagine what. By the time I get to the other end of the tank, however, I can tell that I'm much closer to whatever's happening, and finally I'm just about able to make out a shape in the darkness. 
 
    It's her! 
 
    The mermaid is over by the vent, where the bubbles are blasted into the tank. She's definitely not asleep. Instead, she seems to be examining the grille that covers the vent, and she's actually trying to pull part of it away. I take a few cautious steps closer, squinting in an attempt to get a better view of her, but then I have to make my way around to the side of the tank. I lose sight of the mermaid for a moment, but finally I get closer to the large metal machine that hums gently as it pumps bubbles into the water. 
 
    I lean closer, but now she's gone. 
 
    The rattling sound has stopped, and I can't see the mermaid at all. In fact, I'm starting to wonder whether she was there at all. Maybe the vent was simply making a noise for some other reason, and I imagined the mermaid in the darkness. Either that, or she suddenly noticed that I'd arrived and she didn't want me to see her. I suppose she might still be shy, although I'd really like to talk to her and tell her that I won't hurt her. I just want to see her. 
 
    “Hello?” I whisper, staring into the tank's dark water. “Are you there? Can you hear me?” 
 
    I wait, but there's no reply. 
 
    My heart is pounding and I feel like I should be scared, but somehow I feel brave. 
 
    “My name's Sylvia,” I continue, hoping that maybe the mermaid is listening to me. “Are you scared? Is that why you're hiding? I get it, you're not used to being here, but Mother says it wasn't safe for you to be out in the ocean anymore. She says you might not have survived, so really she's helping you. I don't know what she's going to do with you, but she's not a mean person. Everything'll be okay, I promise.” 
 
    Again I wait, hoping against hope that maybe the mermaid will swim to the glass and wave at me. Maybe she'll even say something, although I don't know how she'd be able to speak underwater. 
 
    There's a lot I don't know. 
 
    “Just be patient,” I say finally. “There's no need to be scared, Mother would never hurt you. She's -” 
 
    Before I can finish, I remember the sight of the fish-man getting cut open. Suddenly I realize that he might have been her friend, that she might miss him and she might not know he's dead. I hesitate, although I know I can't tell her about what happened to him. For a few seconds I think back to the sight of all that blood running from his dead body, although eventually I manage to push those thoughts aside and focus on the tank again. Still, I can't help feeling really sad, but I tell myself that Doctor Collier only cut the man up because he was already dead. 
 
    He and Mother would never do anything like that to the mermaid. 
 
    She's alive. 
 
    Cutting her up would kill her, and Mother would never, ever want that. 
 
    “I suppose you're asleep,” I say, feeling disappointed that I won't see her but also knowing that I'll get another chance. I pause, before taking a step back. “I don't want to wake you up, because that'd be mean, but I'll come and tell you this stuff again another time. Maybe in the daytime, when you're awake and you want to listen.” 
 
    I wait again, giving her one final chance to appear, and then I turn and start walking back across the dark room. I'll just have to go back to bed and try to sleep, although as I reach the doorway I stop and look over my shoulder. The rattling sound has returned, but I remind myself that it's just the vent system making stupid noises. It's nothing to do with the mermaid. 
 
    A few minutes later, during the ride up in the elevator chamber, I start to feel like I should never have gone down to look at the tank tonight. Mother might be upset if she found out, and I don't want Mother to get upset. By the time I step out of the elevator and start making my way to my room, I've already decided that I won't sneak down again. I'll be good. 
 
    And then I hear a voice. 
 
    “Sylvia,” Mother groans from her bedroom, sounding as if she's in pain. “Sylvia, is that you? Sylvia, please... Come here...” 
 
    I hesitate, hoping that maybe she won't ask again. If she doesn't ask again, I can just go back to bed. 
 
    “Sylvia,” she continues after a moment. “Please...” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
    Stopping in the doorway that leads to Mother's bedroom, I feel my chest tightening with fear. The room ahead is dark, with just a hint of light coming from the lights of the city far beyond the window. Mother never closes her curtains, she always likes to rise with the sun, but now... 
 
    I take a deep breath. 
 
    I'm in trouble for getting up in the middle of the night. 
 
    “Come here,” she says again, and I hear the sound of her patting the bed. She sounds tired, much more tired than ever before. 
 
    As my eyes get used to the darkness, I realize I can just about make out the shape of her in the bed. She's half sitting up, half resting on her elbows. 
 
    “I'm sorry I was up,” I tell her, although my throat is very dry. I don't know whether she realizes I went downstairs. If think maybe if she knew, she'd be angrier. “I know I shouldn't have been.” 
 
    “Don't worry about that,” she replies. “Come and -” 
 
    Suddenly she starts coughing, and it takes several seconds for her to clear her throat. 
 
    “Come and give me a cuddle,” she continues finally, still sounding very weak. “I'm sorry I was mean to you early, Sylvia. Today has just been... I'm sorry.” 
 
    I stay in the doorway, not really knowing what to do. I should be in bed, and that's where I want to go, but I also don't want to disobey Mother. 
 
    “Please,” she says, patting the bed again. “Do you want to sleep in here with me?” 
 
    In here? 
 
    With her? 
 
    She's never, ever suggested that before. I look around the room for a moment, and I can't help but feel that it's pretty warm in here. Then again, that's another thing that Mother always likes. She's often told me that bed is the place where you give your body the perfect space in which to recover from the day's activities. 
 
    Finally, supposing that I'd better do what I'm told, I make my way over to the foot of the bed. 
 
    “Climb on,” Mother says, patting the sheets yet again. “Please, Sylvia. Don't you want to?” 
 
    I don't want to, but I know that I have no choice. Climbing onto the bed, I crawl up to the top end, making my way across the silk sheets until I reach Mother's side. She's settled back down against her pillow now, and I can just about make out the glass and various pill bottles on her bedside table. After a moment I realize that, over the sound of the air-conditioning system, I can actually hear Mother breathing. I've never noticed that before. Everything around her is usually so busy and frantic. 
 
    “Come here,” she says, rolling over and pulling me down, then putting her arms around me and holding me tight. “That's my girl. You've had a big day, haven't you?” She kisses the top of my head, while rubbing my shoulder. “What do you think about the mermaid, Sylvia? Are you scared of her? Do you find her interesting?” 
 
    “She's pretty,” I whisper. 
 
    “Definitely,” she replies. “What else?” 
 
    “Do you think she's happy in that tank?” I ask. 
 
    I wait for an answer, but at first she doesn't say anything. 
 
    “She won't be in there forever,” she says finally. “There's just something I want from her, Sylvia. It's complicated. She'll get a bigger tank eventually. For now, Doctor Collier says she has enough space. We've studied their natural habitats and we're confident we have a handle on all her needs. She might want a bigger tank, but from a physiological standpoint she doesn't need one. She'll survive just fine in there until we've...” 
 
    Her voice trails off for a moment. 
 
    “Until we've got what we need,” she adds finally. 
 
    “What are you going to do with her?” I ask. “Is she like a pet?” 
 
    “A pet?” She starts laughing, although after a moment her laugh becomes a coughing fit. I don't dare move as she tries to recover, although I can feel her whole body shaking as she continues to hold me tight. 
 
    The coughing fit lasts several minutes, and when it's over Mother lets out a long, slow sigh. Reaching over, she takes a glass of water and sips. She offers some to me, but I turn her down, and then she puts the glass back on the bedside table before hugging me again. 
 
    “I've waited my whole life to get hold of her,” she says finally. “It's ten years since I first heard that they existed, and from that moment on I knew I had to get hold of one of these things. Their habitat was dying, they were dying out, and I considered it to be my moral duty to save at least a specimen or two. Very few people in the world know that mermaids are real, the knowledge is strictly guarded. You have no idea what hoops I had to jump through, just to get a boat near their waters. If it had been left up to other people, their species would be dead within a couple of years.” 
 
    “So that's why you brought her here?” I ask. “To save her?” 
 
    “Do you know how old that particular mermaid is?” she replies. “Go on, Sylvia. Take a guess.” 
 
    “I don't know.” I think about it for a few seconds. “Twenty?” 
 
    She starts laughing again, although this quickly turns into another cough. 
 
    “She's about a hundred years old,” she says finally. “Maybe ten years either side of that. These creatures have very long life-spans. Although as it turns out, they can die quite easily when circumstances turn against them. They've evolved to survive very well in specific habitats, and they're remarkably quick at adapting, but that male specimen seems to have died of pure stress during the capturing and transportation process. That's not something we ever anticipated. But the important thing is that their bodies can regenerate massive damage, if the circumstances are right. They can fix themselves. We're going to figure out how, and then maybe we can use that.” She pauses. “How can she be a century old, and look so young and beautiful? It's like she and the others like her possess a gift for lengthening life. It seems like magic to us, but it's not magic. There's science behind it, and we're going to figure out that science.” 
 
    “So that's why she's here?” I ask. 
 
    I wait for an answer, but she simply continues to hold me tight. 
 
    “You're not going to hurt her, are you?” I ask. 
 
    She starts stroking my hair, running her fingers through the strands. 
 
    “I don't want you to hurt her,” I add, although I immediately worry that I'm being too forward. 
 
    “We're not going to hurt her,” she says, sounding a little weaker now. “She might experience some discomfort, but I didn't bring her all this way just to do bad things to her. I thought we'd have two of them, so now she'll have to bear the brunt of all the tests we intend to run. That won't be easy for her, but in the long-run she'll be just fine. She'll help us uncover the secrets of her longevity, and then she'll be fine. We'll keep her in a lovely place. I'm having a larger tank constructed at our summer home.” 
 
    “You're not going to release her back into the sea?” 
 
    “She'd never survive.” 
 
    “But -” 
 
    “She just wouldn't, Sylvia,” she adds, interrupting me. “I can't explain it all to you now, you're too young, but just trust me on this. I know what's best for her, whether she understands that or not. I know what's best for everyone.” She kisses the top of my head again. “And that includes you.” 
 
    “Okay,” I whisper, even though I'm not entirely convinced. 
 
    “And now it's time to get some sleep,” she continues, nuzzling my ear briefly. “Do you want to stay in here with me tonight? You can if you want to.” 
 
    “I don't know,” I reply. 
 
    “It'll be fun,” she says. “Please, Sylvia, for me, I...” 
 
    Her voice trails off, and now her breathing sound a little raspy. 
 
    “Just stay in here with me tonight,” she continues. “It'll be nice, I promise. Let's just sleep like this for tonight, and in the morning you can come down with me and see the mermaid some more.” 
 
    “I don't want to see the man mermaid,” I tell her. 
 
    “You have to be a little more grown-up. You have to get tougher, faster. You're too scared of the world.” 
 
    “I know, but that doesn't mean I have to see horrible things.” 
 
    “I'm only doing this to help you, Sylvia. You'll see in the long run. I'm so scared that you'll never become the woman I know you can be. I'm nudging you along and eventually, one day, you'll thank me. I promise you will.” 
 
    I wait, terrified in case she mentions the fact that I went downstairs alone, but now she seems to have fallen silent. I think maybe she only woke up after I came back out of the elevator, which means I didn't get found out. After a moment, however, I start worrying that she's testing me, to see whether I confess to being naughty. This fear builds and builds until I feel like I can't even breathe anymore, and finally I realize that I can't hold anything back, not from Mother. I know she'll probably be really mad, but it's my fault if that happens. 
 
    I've never kept a secret from Mother, and I don't want to start now. 
 
    “Mother,” I whisper. “I did something naughty. I went downstairs without you and went to look at the mermaid. I didn't see her, or I don't think I did. Maybe I did. I didn't do anything bad, I didn't touch anything, I just talked to her for a while. That's all. But I'm really sorry and it won't happen again and I don't want you to be mad at me.” 
 
    There are tears in my eyes now, but several seconds pass and I start to realize that she's asleep. Her breathing sounds slow and ragged, and she clearly didn't hear my confession. 
 
    I want to go back to my own room, but she's holding me too tight and I don't want to wake her up and have her get mad at me for leaving. Besides, if she wakes up now, I'll have to confess again, and I don't think I'm brave enough to try twice in a row. I'll tell her in the morning, but for now I suppose I'll have to stay in here with her. She seemed to want to cuddle me tonight, which is nice. I'll stay for her, to make her feel better. It'll only be for one night, anyway. It's not like she's going to suddenly want me to sleep in here with her every night. 
 
    And I'll tell her what I did in the morning. I won't ever keep secrets from her. I promise I'll tell her when we wake up in the morning. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Wake up.” 
 
    Opening my eyes, I'm shocked to see that morning sunlight is streaming into the bedroom. I blink a couple of times, still feeling tired, but finally I realize that I must have finally fallen asleep. I spent ages trying, until I thought I'd have to stay awake all night, but I suppose I nodded off. 
 
    Mother's arms are still around me. I know I should just stay here until she decides it's time to get up, but I need the toilet and anyway Mr. Randall will be arriving soon. I can see a clock on the far bedside table, showing that it's 5:58 in the morning, so there's no point going back to sleep. I wriggle slightly, trying to get comfortable, but I need the bathroom so finally I try to very gently lift Mother's arm away. 
 
    For some reason, her arm seems very stiff, so I slide myself out and get ready to crawl away. At the last moment, however, I turn and look back at Mother, and then I freeze as soon as I see that her eyes are open. She's staring down at the spot where I was just resting, and she doesn't seem to have reacted to the fact that I moved. In fact, she doesn't seem to be moving at all, and her mouth is slightly open. 
 
    Trying to reassure myself, I reach out and touch her hand, only to gasp as I find that she's strangely cold. 
 
    “Mother?” I whisper, before nudging her should slightly. “Are you okay?” 
 
    When she still doesn't respond, I nudge her again and then I touch the side of her face. Her cheek is cold like her hand, and her skin feels weird, almost a little rubbery. 
 
    “Mother?” 
 
    I nudge her again, harder, but her body doesn't really react and I can feel the panic rising in my chest. A moment later I hear a very distant bumping sound, and I realize that Mr. Randall is arriving for the morning. 
 
    “Help!” I scream, pushing Mother's shoulder over and over again but still not getting her to react. Her eyes aren't even blinking. “Help! Mr. Randall, something's wrong with Mother!” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Seventeen 
 
      
 
    “No!” I scream, as Mr. Randall tries to pull me away from the bed. “Stop! Let me go!” 
 
    Ms. Harper tries to come and help, but I immediately kick hard at her face. She ducks out of the way at the last moment, but I try again and again until I hit her shoulder. She lets out a cry of pain and falls back, but at that moment Mr. Randall puts an arm around my throat and holds me tight. 
 
    “Stop it!” he shouts. “Sylvia, stop right now!” 
 
    “Let me go back!” I scream, trying to push him away and get to the bed so I can reach Mother again. “She's not dead! She's just asleep!” 
 
    “Sylvia!” 
 
    “Let go!” 
 
    He adjusts his grip, but I manage to lean and bite him hard on the wrist. I dig my teeth deep into his skin until I taste blood, and then I keep biting even though he's gasping in pain. At the same time, through tear-filled eyes I can see Ms. Harper clambering onto the bed and shaking Mother, calling her name over and over again and sounding more and more worried. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Eighteen 
 
      
 
    They're out there talking now, in the lounge. 
 
    Sitting on the end of my bed, with my feet dangling over the edge but not quite reaching the floor, I wait for Mr. Randall or Ms. Harper to come through and tell me what's happening. They're talking very quietly, in hushed tones, as if they don't want me to hear. I thought they'd be rushing around by now, calling for an ambulance and trying to make Mother wake up, but there's been none of that. 
 
    In fact, other than the distant whisper of their voices, the apartment seems very quiet. 
 
    Nobody else has come yet. 
 
    Staring straight ahead, I think back to the moment when I was pushing Mother's shoulder. By the time Mr. Randall came into the room, I was crying, but Mother's face still hadn't moved at all. I ended up pushing her so hard, I rolled her onto her back. Her eyes and mouth stayed open, but it was her left hand that really scared me. Somehow, her hand remained curled against her chest, as if it was stiff and couldn't fall away like it should have done. Now, in my mind's eye, I keep thinking about her hand. 
 
    Why didn't it move? 
 
    I don't know how long I sit like this, but eventually I hear footsteps coming to the door, and I look up just as the door bumps open. Ms. Harper steps into the room, and I'm immediately shocked to see that her eyes are red and filled with tears as if she's been crying a lot. She looks scared, and she comes over very cautiously before kneeling on the carpet in front of me and taking hold of my hands, and finally she looks up into my face and tries – but fails – to smile. 
 
    Mother's dead. 
 
    I know it for sure now. 
 
    No, wait... 
 
    She's not dead, she can't be dead. Mother wouldn't die, not like this. 
 
    “Hey,” Ms. Harper says, her voice sounding like a whisper. “I...” 
 
    She pauses, as if she doesn't know what to tell me. 
 
    “Mother isn't alright, is she?” I reply, and I can hear my voice starting to crack. 
 
    “No,” she says. A fresh tear runs down her cheek as she swallows hard. “Sylvia, I don't know how much you knew, but your mother has been... battling something. She hasn't been very well for a long while. She didn't want you to know. I mean, she didn't really tell any of us very much, just what we needed to know so we could look after you. One thing I'm certain of is that she thought she had a lot more time. She must have just... I guess it snuck up on her.” 
 
    “What was wrong with her?” I ask. 
 
    “Her body was sort of starting to eat itself,” she says, before pausing again. “Well, that's not quite right. Have you ever heard of cancer?” 
 
    I nod. 
 
    “She had a type of that. She didn't trust normal doctors very much, she thought there were other things she could do to make herself better. I know that might not make much sense right now, but she was fighting so hard so that she could stay with you. She still absolutely thought that she'd live a long life, and that she'd get to see you grow up and become whatever and whoever you want to be in life. She loved you so much, Sylvia. You were the most important thing to her in the whole world.” 
 
    I pause for a moment, before remembering that I didn't tell the truth during the night. 
 
    “I did something bad in the night,” I say finally, “and I didn't tell Mother. Could that have made her die?” 
 
    “No!” Leaning forward, she gives me a big hug, holding me tight and close. “Don't ever think like that, Sylvia. What happened to your mother was nothing to do with anything you said or did.” 
 
    “I didn't tell her that I went down to see the mermaid,” I sob, as tears start rolling down my face. “I always told her everything, and then last night for the first time I kept a secret and now she's gone.” 
 
    I wait for Ms. Harper to reply, but she simply continues to hold me tight. 
 
    “I was only down there for a few minutes,” I continue, sniffing back more tears. “Mother changed it so that I could operate the elevator with my fingerprints, but I know she didn't mean for me to go down by myself. I just couldn't sleep and I wanted to see the mermaid again because she's so beautiful, but I didn't realize it was going to be so dark in there. I just tried to talk to her, and then I came back up, but I didn't tell Mother until she was asleep and then she didn't hear and now she's gone away and left me forever, so how do I know it isn't my fault for keeping a secret?” 
 
    Again I wait, but again Ms. Harper says nothing. 
 
    “I didn't cause this to happen, did I?” I ask. 
 
    Again, nothing. 
 
    “Did I?” I whimper, starting to panic. “Please, I didn't cause anything bad to happen by keeping a secret, did I? I only wanted to see the mermaid again.” 
 
    I wait, and finally Ms. Harper pulls away from the hug and stares at me. 
 
    “Please,” I say with a trembling bottom lip, “did I do a bad thing?” 
 
    “You went down to see a...” 
 
    Her voice trails off. Her eyes still look sore from crying, but there don't seem to be any more tears. Instead she's staring at me with a puzzled expression, and after a moment she starts furrowing her brow a little. 
 
    “It's not my fault, is it?” I ask. “Did I make Mother go away?” 
 
    “No,” she replies, “of course not. Sylvia, no, never, but...” 
 
    I wait for her to finish the sentence. 
 
    “But what?” I ask. 
 
    “What you said just now,” she continues, “about going downstairs in the night. What exactly did you go down there to see?” 
 
    Pausing, I start to realize that I've already said too much. 
 
    “I'm not allowed to tell anyone,” I explain cautiously. “Mother said -” 
 
    “Your mother's not here now,” she replies, cutting me off. “Sylvia, I'm so sorry, but some of the rules are going to be different in your life, now that your mother's not here. A lot's going to change for you, but I'm certain your mother would want you to be big and grown-up, and to take on some of her responsibilities. So how about you start by telling me what you went to visit down there?” 
 
    “Where's Mother now?” I ask. “Is she still here? Can I see her?” 
 
    “You mentioned a mermaid. You were joking about that, right?” 
 
    “I want to see Mother.” Suddenly I feel like I have to go back to her, like maybe if I shake her really hard she might wake up. “I want to see if I can help her!” 
 
    I try to get up from the bed, but Ms. Harper grabs my arms and holds me in place. 
 
    “You can't do anything, honey,” she tells me. 
 
    “I have to try!” I sob. “I can make her better! She didn't wake up for you, but she'll wake up for me if I try again! I just didn't do it right last time!” 
 
    “That's not how it works.” 
 
    “You don't know that!” 
 
    I try again to get up, but she holds me even more firmly this time. 
 
    “I want to go to her!” I shout. 
 
    “Don't get angry!” 
 
    “I want to go to Mother!” 
 
    “Tell me about this mermaid,” she replies. “You didn't mean an actual mermaid, did you? What did you really mean?” 
 
    “Let go of me!” I yell, struggling harder. I manage to slip free of one of her hands, and then I twist around to try getting away from her all the way. 
 
    “I was hoping I wouldn't have to use this,” she mutters. “Please, Sylvia, you have to calm down. Don't have another one of your tantrums.” 
 
    “I want to go to Mother!” I shout, filled with a growing sense of anger. Why won't she let me go to Mother? “I want -” 
 
    Suddenly I flinch as I feel something sharp in my arm. Pulling away, I find that there's a syringe sticking out of my arm. I try to slide it out, but somehow my hand feels really heavy and puffy now and the whole room seems to be spinning. 
 
    “It won't hurt you, I swear!” Ms. Harper explains. “It's just to calm you down. You're dealing with a lot right now, Sylvia, and this will help you rest.” 
 
    “No!” I stammer, but my voice is slurring. I manage to pull the needle out, but then when I get off the bed my knees immediately buckle and I collapse to the floor. “No,” I try to say again, but now my entire face seems numb and I slump down until my face is pressed against the bristles of the carpet. I can't even cry out now, and it's as if everything inside my body has become a thousand times heavier. 
 
    “It's okay,” Ms. Harper says as I lose consciousness. “It's just for an hour or two. It's to help you, I promise. Everything's going to be fine.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Nineteen 
 
      
 
    “Wake up.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Startled, I open my eyes and sit up. I'm on my bed, in my room, but after a moment I realize I can feel and hear my heart beating fast. That sensation quickly fades, and then I'm left sitting on the bed and not quite remembering how I got here. 
 
    Glancing at my bedside table, I see that it's 9.40AM, which means I should have been up hours ago. Mother will be - 
 
    And then I remember. 
 
    Mother. 
 
    Mother's gone. 
 
    I feel a sudden wave of nausea twisting from one side of my tummy to the other and then up into my chest. I want to believe that Mother's okay, that I just had a bad dream, but a moment later I realize I can hear Mr. Randall and Ms. Harper talking in the distance. Then I remember the needle, and when I pull my sleeve up on my left arm I can just about make out a sore red spot. I was getting angry earlier, because Ms. Harper wouldn't let me go to Mother, and then... 
 
    Then she injected me and I fell asleep. 
 
    Clambering across the bed, I slip off and hurry quietly to my door, which has been left ajar. I can hear Mr. Randall and Ms. Harper's voices a little more clearly now, although I still can't make out what they're saying. I wait a moment, and then I slip out into the corridor. I don't know why, but I feel very nervous as I start creeping along toward the hallway, although after a moment I stop at the turning as I realize I can finally hear their voices properly now. They've talking quietly, as if they don't want to be overheard. 
 
    “I know it sounds crazy,” Mr. Randall is saying, “but we've been saying for weeks now that she was up to something.” 
 
    “Sure, but -” 
 
    “And do you remember what I overheard her saying on the phone? She was specifically talking about a water tank that was being installed on the floor below this one.” 
 
    “I know, but -” 
 
    “And about two specimens she was expected. I heard her mention the word mermaid at least once. I told you, remember? We both thought that maybe she was finally losing her mind, that maybe the cancer was affecting her thought process.” 
 
    “She must have been,” Ms. Harper replies. 
 
    “And then that Collier guy showed up and started working down there, and the pair of them were thick as thieves. I looked him up online, Jenny. Ian Collier is an expert on marine biology, with a particular interest in cryptozoology. You know what that means, don't you? It's about hunting for creatures that regular science doesn't acknowledge.” 
 
    “Sylvia's a confused little girl. God knows what's going through her mind right now. She was probably just rambling and -” 
 
    “And by chance she happened to mention something that links to the big secret her mother was keeping from everyone else?” 
 
    “Maybe she overheard her mother and it influenced her.” 
 
    “Maybe,” he says, “or maybe there's actually something down there that's worth checking out. I'm not saying it's an actual mermaid, because we both know that's ridiculous, but Catherine Sykes was not crazy. She spend tens of millions over the last few months on something, and that something is down there right now.” He pauses. “I'm not saying we should do anything wrong, but this is our one and only chance to take a look. We've suffered through a lot of crap from this woman, and maybe now...” 
 
    His voice trails off. 
 
    “Maybe now,” he adds finally, “it might be payback time. We can at least take a look. Who's going to know?” 
 
    “We should call someone,” Ms. Harper replies. “That poor woman...” 
 
    “That poor woman was a bitch to use both,” he says firmly, “and delaying calling an ambulance for another hour won't hurt anyone. Trust me, this could be worth doing.” 
 
    They continue talking, with Mr. Randall still trying to persuade Ms. Harper, but after a moment my attention is drawn to the open door that leads into Mother's room. I know I shouldn't go and look, but deep down there's a part of me that still thinks this must all be a big misunderstanding. Mother's probably downstairs at work, just like normal, and I had some kind of weird dream that just seems real. 
 
    I listen to Mr. Randall and Ms. Harper for a moment longer, just to make sure they're still talking, and then I creep over to the door and peer into the bedroom. 
 
    I freeze as soon as I see Mother. 
 
    She's still on her back in bed, in exactly the same position I remember from earlier. Her eyes are open, staring at the ceiling, and her mouth is open too. Her left hand, meanwhile, is still curled against her chest as if it's stiff. Somehow, deep down, I instantly realize that everything earlier wasn't a dream, and I can feel a sense of panic slowly starting to rise through my chest until I take an instinctive step back. 
 
    My bottom lip is starting to tremble. 
 
    “No,” I whisper, “please, just wake up and -” 
 
    Suddenly I bump against the wall, but I can't help staring through the open doorway and watching Mother on the bed. 
 
    “Please wake up,” I stammer. “You can't leave me alone. You have to come back.” 
 
    Before I can say anything else, I hear footsteps nearby, and I turn to see Mr. Randall and Ms. Harper coming into view at the end of the corridor. They stop as soon as they see me, and for a moment I actually have to fight the urge to run away. 
 
    “Hello Sylvia,” Mr. Randall says, making his way calmly along the corridor. Stopping at Mother's door, he looks through at her for a moment before pulling the door shut and then turning to me. Whereas Ms. Harper always crouches down to talk to me, he stays standing and I have to look up at his face. “This is a very unusual morning, isn't it?” he continues. “There's a lot happening, and it must be very confusing for you. I understand that, but first I want you to know that everything is going to be just fine. Your mother had made ample preparations for this moment, so that you're provided for. Among other duties, I served as a witness to her will, and I am named in that will as her sole executor. So you see, she put everything in my hands, and I'm going to make sure that you're fine.” 
 
    Staring up at him, I realize I don't really understand what he's saying. 
 
    Suddenly he takes a step closer to me. 
 
    “Your mother was very busy over the past few days,” he continues, while rubbing the spot on his wrist where I bit him earlier. “I know there were some things she meant to tell me, but she didn't have time. I don't know if she knew that her sickness was getting much worse, but maybe she suspected. Anyway, there are probably things that happened recently that she never quite got a chance to mention, but I'm sure she told you all about them. After all, Sylvia, you and she were so very close, weren't you?” 
 
    I don't know why he's talking like this. 
 
    He sounds very calm, but also very much like he's thinking hard. 
 
    He sounds different to how he sounds usually. 
 
    Behind him, Ms. Harper looks nervous. 
 
    “There's a lot to do today,” Mr. Randall continues, “but I'm going to make it as uncomplicated as possible for you. First, though, I need to ask you for a favor, Sylvia. I'm certain that your mother would want me to know exactly what I'm dealing with here as I look after you, so I need you to take me and Ms. Harper down in the elevator to the floor below this one. We can't use our fingerprints to make it work, but you can use yours. Are you willing to do that for us, Sylvia?” 
 
    He waits, but I don't know what to say. All I can think about is the fact that Mother wanted me to keep the mermaid secret from everyone. 
 
    “This isn't a time for secrets,” Mr. Randall says, taking another step toward me until I really have to crane my neck to look up at his face. After a moment, he places a hand on my shoulder, but he doesn't grip me tight. “Secrets are a bad thing, Sylvia,” he continues. “Now please, I'm asking you person to person, if you'd be so kind as to take us down to the lower floor. I promise you, it's what your mother would want you to do right now.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twenty 
 
      
 
    I still don't know whether this is right. 
 
    Stepping out of the elevator, I look along the brightly-lit corridor. I just want to be upstairs, I want to sit with Mother, but Mr. Randall says I can do that later. He says that right now I have to think of what Mother would want me to be doing, and he says that now Mother's gone I'm going to have to be more grown-up. 
 
    Mother always said that too. 
 
    She said I had to be grown-up. 
 
    So I suppose Mr. Randall is right. And anyway, I trust him. He'd never lie to me. 
 
    “Do you want to show us the way?” he asks from behind me. “You're in charge, Sylvia.” 
 
    I turn and look at him, then at Ms. Harper, and then I look along the corridor again. I hesitate for a moment before starting to make my way forward, although each step feels heavy and wrong. My bottom lip is still trembling and I feel like I'm about to burst into tears, but somehow I manage to get all the way to the double doors, which Mr. Randall helps me open so that we're finally able to step through into the main room. 
 
    The lights are back on now, but there's no sign of Doctor Collier. 
 
    Ahead, the mermaid is in the tank. She looks to be examining something around the vent, although after a moment she turns and looks at us, and then she quickly swims around the sunken boat and disappears from view. 
 
    “What the hell was that?” Mr. Randall asks, stepping past me and hurrying over toward the tank. 
 
    “What was that?” Ms. Harper says, placing a hand on my shoulder from behind. “Sylvia, what was that thing? It looked like a...” 
 
    I don't answer. Instead, I watch as Mr. Randall approaches the tank. I don't know why, but deep down I've got a really strong feeling that I made the wrong decision, that Mr. Randall shouldn't be here. Mother told me over and over that I should keep this place a secret, just between the two of us, and I think that she might have meant that I shouldn't ever tell anyone, not even after... 
 
    After she's gone. 
 
    “I want to go to her,” I stammer, turning and trying to go back to the elevator. “I want to go to Mother!” 
 
    “Keep her here!” Mr. Randall calls out, and Ms. Harper immediately grabs my arm. 
 
    “I want to go to her!” I sob, trying to peel Ms. Harper's fingers away so that I can run. 
 
    “Sylvia, what was that thing?” Mr. Randall asks, his voice filled with a sense of awe. “I only saw it for a second. How do you make it come back out?” 
 
    “I don't know,” I whimper. “Please, can we just go?” 
 
    “Bring her over!” Mr. Randall says. 
 
    “Hey Sylvia,” Ms. Harper says, “let's go over and take a closer look, shall we?” 
 
    “I don't want to!” I shout. 
 
    “Just for a moment.” She grabs me arms firmly and starts forcing me to walk. I try to pull away, but I'm not strong enough and finally we stop next to Mr. Randall as he continues to watch the tank. 
 
    “Sylvia, I want to see it again,” he says, looking down at me. “You've been here before, so you must know how to make that... thing come out of hiding. I just need to see it, so I can be sure whether I was right before or whether I imagined it.” 
 
    “I saw it too,” Ms. Harper adds. “I can't believe it's real, but... I saw it.” 
 
    “I want to go to Mother!” I sob. 
 
    Mr. Randall sighs. “Sylvia -” 
 
    “I want to go!” 
 
    “Well, you can't,” he says firmly. “Not right now. Your mother would want you to help us right now, so you have to start by telling me what's in this tank. It looked like a mermaid, but -” 
 
    “It is a mermaid!” I shout. “It is, but I don't want to be here! I want to go to Mother!” 
 
    “This is nuts,” Ms. Harper says, still holding me tight so that I can't run away. “I mean, come on, we both know mermaids aren't real. This has to be some kind of illusion, or a hologram or something.” 
 
    “A hologram in a multi-million dollar water tank?” Mr. Randall replies. “A hologram that was shipped here the other day?” 
 
    “I don't know,” she snaps, “but mermaids aren't real!” 
 
    “You saw -” 
 
    “I don't care what I saw! I know what makes sense, and that's that this isn't what it looks like! It can't be! Let's not lose our minds here!” 
 
    “Well, let's see for ourselves,” he says. “Sylvia, I want you to look at me.” 
 
    “I want to go to Mother!” I shout. 
 
    “You will look at me!” 
 
    “No!” 
 
    “Yes.” He grabs my face and forces me to look up at him. “Let's be friends, Sylvia,” he continues. “You've been down here at least twice, so you must know something about how it works. Now please don't make me ask you again. We're friends, we're on the same side. I need you to tell me everything you know about what's in this water tank. Your mother would want you to talk to us.” 
 
    “What's going on here?” a voice calls out. 
 
    Mr. Randall lets go of my face, and I turn to see Doctor Collier emerging from one of the side rooms. He's wearing his white lab coat, which has lots of blood stains all over the front. 
 
    “Keep her here,” Mr. Randall says, before turning and heading over to meet Doctor Collier halfway. “You must be Doctor Ian Collier,” he continues, reaching out to shake the doctor's hand. “I've heard about your work. My name is Michael Randall, I was Catherine Sykes' personal assistant and legal counsel. I say was because, unfortunately and very tragically, Catherine Sykes passed away this morning.” 
 
    “No!” I whimper, still trying to get away from Ms. Harper's grip. “I want to go upstairs!” 
 
    As Mr. Randall and Doctor Collier talk, I try yet again to peel Ms. Harper's hands away from my arms. She's holding me too tight, though, and I'm starting to feel a burning rage in my chest as I struggle to escape. 
 
    “Please!” I sob. “I just want to go upstairs!” 
 
    “This is all a hoax, right?” she replies, looking down at me. “Tell me the truth, Sylvia. There's no mermaid in that box. There can't be a mermaid in the box, because mermaid's aren't real, so your mother must have been working on some kind of huge trick. That doesn't sound like her, but it's better than believing that she's got a real live mermaid here in the building.” 
 
    “She has!” I shout. “Mother never lied about anything! She's got a mermaid!” 
 
    “That's impossible!” 
 
    “I've seen her!” 
 
    “Sylvia, listen to me. I know you want this to be true, but you're caught up in some kind of huge lie. Your mother must have been losing her mind toward the end. Maybe the drugs were affecting her more than we thought. Believe me, Mr. Randall and I both worked very hard to hide the worst of her condition from you. We're good people, Sylvia, and we're on your side, but you have to accept the truth.” 
 
    “No!” 
 
    “Mermaid's aren't real!” 
 
    “Let's see for ourselves,” Mr. Randall says suddenly, and I turn to see that he's come back over to us while Doctor Collier is at the computer terminals. “I spoke to Doctor Collier,” he continues, “and he understands the nature of the situation. He's agreed to give us a demonstration. Really, I gave him no choice. I told him he'd be thrown out of the building immediately unless he proves that this isn't just a giant fraud that was used to target a wealthy, dying woman.” He turns to look at the water tank. “We're about to see what's in this thing, one way or the other.” 
 
    “This is insane,” Ms. Harper replies. “I don't know what's going on here, but I know fantasy can't be real!” 
 
    As she speaks, I feel the hairs starting to stand up once again on the back of my neck. I know that means the nausea's about to return, and sure enough a few seconds later I start to feel my guts churning. 
 
    “Stop it,” I whimper. “Please, don't do this.” 
 
    “It's just to make her show herself,” Mr. Randall says. “That's what he says, anyway, and he certainly sounds like he believes it. Either the guy's completely loopy and he managed to con Catherine, or the pair of them have made one of the most remarkable discoveries in the history of this planet.” 
 
    “Make it stop!” I sob as my skin starts tingling. “I don't like it! You're hurting her!” 
 
    “A little pain never hurt anyone,” Mr. Randall replies. “That's another thing you're going to have to learn as you grow up, Sylvia.” 
 
    While still trying to pull free from Ms. Harper, I stare into the water and watch the shipwreck. I know the mermaid's behind there, I know she's hiding and doesn't want to be seen, but she won't be able to hold back forever. Still, she seems to be more determined than before. By this point last time, she'd come out and let us see her, whereas now she seems to be resisting the charge in the water. At the same time, my skin is itchy all over and finally my legs buckle. Ms. Harper holds me up, but that's not enough to settle my tummy and finally I double over, retching violently until a little sick comes up into my mouth and dribbles down my chin. 
 
    “Stop it!” I gasp. “Let her -” 
 
    Suddenly the mermaid shoots out from behind the shipwreck, swimming fast toward the front of the tank until she slams her tail against the glass. 
 
    Mr. Randall and Ms. Harper step back, and in the process Ms. Harper lets go of me. I sink down onto the cold floor and immediately wipe my mouth, but now the horrible sensation is passing and I realize Doctor Collier must have turned off the machine that causes the charge. I don't know why, but I always feel the charge in my own body. 
 
    “This isn't possible,” Ms. Harper says behind me. “This has to be a trick.” 
 
    Looking up, I see that the mermaid is swimming around and around in circles, just like she did one time before. I know what she's going to do, and sure enough a moment later she swims back toward the front and slams her tail into the glass again. She doesn't cause any damage, of course, although I've started to notice that she seems to always hit the exact same point. 
 
    Pulling back, she stops in the middle of the tank and stares out at us. 
 
    “It's a woman in a costume, right?” Ms. Harper says. “I mean... What else could it be?” 
 
    “It could be a real live mermaid,” Mr. Randall mutters, stepping closer to the tank and staring up at her for a moment, before turning to Ms. Harper. He looks shocked, but he's also starting to smile. “It could be a real live mermaid, it could be right here with us, and it could be worth billions!” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twenty-One 
 
      
 
    “This is a scientific study, first and foremost,” Doctor Collier continues, talking to Mr. Randall and Ms. Harper over by the computers while I struggle to get the door open. “Catherine Sykes and I were agreed on that from the very beginning. This isn't some circus freak to be revealed to the world.” 
 
    I try again to get the door open, so I can run back to the elevator, but Mr. Randall managed to lock us in here and I can't even make the handle turn. 
 
    “She has a team in Geneva,” Doctor Collier explains, “working on sequencing the DNA. Plan A was to isolate the regenerative material and use it as a cure for her condition. Plan B was a little more wild, it involved direct manipulation of human DNA in order to mimic aspects of the specimen. This is cutting-edge science, and I warned her repeatedly that the chances of success were small. She was still willing to go all-in.” 
 
    “Catherine Sykes died this morning,” Mr. Randall says calmly. “I'm sure we can all agree that her death is a tragedy, and a shock, but we have to decide how best to proceed with this delicate situation.” 
 
    “She thought she might find a cure,” Doctor Collier explains. “She said she'd looked into everything else and she had no faith in conventional medicine. She specifically told me that she didn't want to spend her last years hooked up to chemo bags, getting weaker and weaker, and she was worried about her daughter's condition too. She wanted to fight this thing, and she had the money to do it. And when she heard about the lifespans of these creatures, she became convinced that somehow we'd be able to unlock a secret that would save her.” 
 
    “And have you made any progress with that?” Mr. Randall asks. 
 
    “There's no progress to be made. I told her it was basically impossible, but she couldn't let go of the hope. I want you to know that I was completely upfront with her the whole time. I didn't manipulate a dying woman so that she'd fund my research. She knew the situation and she was willing to take the risk. Sadly, I always knew that it wouldn't work out for her, although I had no idea she was so close to the end. I'm sure she herself thought she had months left, maybe even a year or two.” 
 
    “I was aware of an operation in Geneva,” Mr. Randall replies, “but I had no idea it was anything like this. I thought it was more conventional cancer therapy research.” 
 
    “Hey,” Ms. Harper says, and I turn to find that she's come up behind me. 
 
    She crouches down, and I can see a sense of fear in her eyes.. 
 
    “Is this real?” she asks. “I feel dumb for even asking, but right now I can't wrap my head around any of it. I mean, I've seen it, but I still don't know if I believe it.” 
 
    “I want to go to Mother,” I reply, feeling the anger still bubbling in my chest as if it's about to burst out at any moment. 
 
    “Your mother's dead, Sylvia.” 
 
    I shake my head. 
 
    “Yes she is,” she continues, “and you know it. You're a smart girl. You're just in shock.” 
 
    “She wouldn't leave me!” 
 
    “No, she wouldn't. Not unless she absolutely had no choice.” She pauses. “But her sickness gave her no choice. Maybe she should have told you, but you have to understand that she didn't want you to get upset or scared. I'm sure that she really, truly believed she was going to find a cure.” She turns and looks back toward the tank for a moment, although the mermaid has gone back into hiding. She waits, and then she turns to me again. “I'm thirty-five years old and I'm freaking out right now, Sylvia. You're not even ten, so I can't imagine how you're feeling.” 
 
    She reaches out and touches my arm, although I immediately push her hand away. 
 
    “I just want you to know how sorry I am,” she says. “About your mother, I mean. It'll be okay in the end, but you must be so scared.” 
 
    “I want to go to her,” I whimper. “I want to try to wake her up. Maybe you didn't do it right.” 
 
    “We did everything we could. We were just far too late.” 
 
    I open my mouth to tell her that she's wrong, but somehow the words don't come. Deep down, I know that she's right, and finally I let go of the door handle and sink down to the floor. Putting my head in my hands, I start sobbing, and a moment later I have to push Ms. Harper away as she tries to give me a hug. She tries again, and I push her away again, but this time I feel really angry. 
 
    “Don't touch me!” I hiss. 
 
    “Sylvia -” 
 
    “Don't touch me ever again!” 
 
    She pulls back, holding her hands up as if she's scared. 
 
    “Okay,” she says, getting to her feet. “Calm down, Sylvia. There's no need to get mad.” 
 
    “I want to go back upstairs!” I yell. “I want to go back up right now!” 
 
    “Soon.” 
 
    “Now!” 
 
    “I'll talk to Mr. Randall for you,” she says, backing away. “Don't worry, just stay calm.” 
 
    With that, she turns and walks away, hurrying slightly. 
 
    “No!” I snap, starting to hurry after her as the anger begins to boil. I've felt this kind of rage before and I hate it, but there's nothing I can do to hold it back. “I want to go back to Mother! She might just be sleeping, I might be able to wake her up!” 
 
    “Just stay there!” Ms. Harper says, gesturing for me to go back to the door as she hurries on. “Calm down, Sylvia. Think about something that makes you happy!” 
 
    I pick up my pace, determined to get to her and force her to give me what I want. For a moment, all I can think about is trying to hurt her until she gives in, even though deep down there's a part of me that's horrified and that's begging the rest of me to stop. And then, just as I'm about to break into a run, I spot movement in the corner of my eye and I glance over at the tank, and I see that the mermaid is watching me. 
 
    Stopping, I stare at her for a moment, and all my anger seems to drain away in an instant. 
 
    Instead, I stare back at the mermaid and find myself marveling at the beauty of her scales. With the strong lights still trained on the tank, the different-colored scales almost seem to be glittering in the water, and after a moment I look at the mermaid's face and see that she's still staring straight at me. And somehow, impossibly, I realize after a few more seconds that every grain of anger seems to have slipped away from me. 
 
    I step toward the tank, and I instantly feel even more calm. 
 
    In fact, by the time I reach the tank I actually feel as if everything's going to be okay. I stare up at the mermaid for a moment, and then I slowly place my hand against the tank, hoping that she'll do the same from the other side. I wait, convinced that she's going to swim down to me and offer some kind of connection, and all the while I can feel a kind of intense calm radiating out from her and reaching me through the glass. She's so beautiful, I think I could stare at her forever and ever. 
 
    “My mother died,” I whisper, and now the truth really hits me. “She's gone. She died in the night.” 
 
    The mermaid doesn't respond in any way. She simply continues to watch me, almost as if she's trying to figure something out. She doesn't seem scared of me, however, and that simple fact makes me feel a little better. 
 
    “I want to go up and see if there's anything I can do,” I continue. “Can you wake dead people up? Is there anything you can do to help her?” 
 
    I wait, but again she doesn't react. 
 
    “Can you even understand me?” I ask. “Are you -” 
 
    Suddenly there's a loud rushing sound from high up, and I turn to see that one of the large pipes running into the top of the tank has begun to shudder. For a moment I worry that something might be wrong, but then I hear footsteps coming up behind me and I turn to see that Ms. Harper has come over. 
 
    “What's happening?” I ask. 
 
    “How are you feeling, Sylvia?” she replies. “Are you still angry?” 
 
    “What's that noise?” I turn back to look at the top of the tank, and I'm shocked to see that the water level has dropped a little. “What are they doing?” 
 
    “Mr. Randall and Doctor Collier have been talking,” she says, “and they just need to do a little test. It's nothing to worry about, they're not going to hurt her. They just need to figure something out.” 
 
    “What are they doing?” I ask again, but as I take a step back I can already see exactly what's happening. 
 
    The tank is being drained, and now the mermaid is starting to swim around and around in circles as if she's getting upset. 
 
    “What are you doing to her?” I yell, turning to see that Mr. Randall and Doctor Collier are at the computer terminals. “Stop! Why are you doing this?” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Two 
 
      
 
    “It's just a test,” Ms. Harper says as the water falls to just a few feet. “They'll refill it in a minute or two.” 
 
    The mermaid is down at the very bottom of the tank, hiding in what remains of the water. Already, however, the top of her shoulder is starting to poke out above the surface, and I can see that she's starting to shiver. She's leaning further and further down, as if she hopes that some of the water will remain, but the metal tube is still shaking as it draws more and more water out of the tank. 
 
    “Stop!” I yell. “You have to stop right now!” 
 
    No-one listens to me. 
 
    Instead, the very last of the water drains from the tank, leaving the mermaid shivering and hunched on the bottom. 
 
    “Okay, get on with this,” Mr. Randall tells Doctor Collier as they approach the tank's far side. “You're sure she can breathe right now, aren't you?” 
 
    “They've been observed to spend time above the surface,” Doctor Collier says, stepping onto a small platform. He seems a little uncertain, and after a moment he turns to Mr. Randall. “I wasn't planning to do anything like this for at least another month. It takes time to conduct a proper study, but -” 
 
    “We don't have time,” Mr. Randall says firmly. “Catherine Sykes' death changed everything. Now get in there before -” 
 
    Suddenly the air is filled with a horrific, churning howl. I turn and look at the mermaid, and I'm horrified to see that he's trying to sit up. Her mouth is wide open and she's screaming, except that the scream seems to be coming from much deeper in her throat and after a moment some water comes slurping out past her lips. She's shivering violently, and it's clear that she's upset. 
 
    “It's just a test,” Ms. Harper says again, placing a hand on my shoulder. “They're really not going to hurt her.” 
 
    “They're hurting her already!” I shout, racing along the side of the tank and around to where Mr. Randall is standing, just as Doctor Collier's platform starts rising up toward the top of the tank. “You have to stop!” 
 
    “We're trying to help her,” Mr. Randall says, watching as Doctor Collier gets closer and closer to the top. “Sometimes you have to hurt someone a little in order to help them. Sometimes they don't know what's for their own good, so you have to give them a nudge.” He looks down at me with a faint smile. “You'll learn that when you're older, Sylvia. I guess it's just a little difficult for a child to grasp.” 
 
    Before I can answer, the mermaid lets out an even louder scream. I turn just in time to see that she's twisting herself around, and after a moment she looks up toward Doctor Collier. A fraction of a second later, however, something hits her in the chest and she cries out before falling back, and I'm shocked to see a yellow-tailed dart poking out just below her collarbone. 
 
    “What are you doing to her?” I scream. 
 
    “Sedating her,” Mr. Randall replies. “It's for her own good while a sample is collected.” 
 
    “A sample of what?” I ask. 
 
    “Doctor Collier has agreed to accelerate certain aspects of the procedure,” Mr. Randall replies. “We talked, and we agreed that in these unusual circumstances it'd be best if we focus on activities that can produce an immediate benefit.” He pauses. “Your mother was a wonderful woman, Sylvia,” he adds, “but she had her focus and we have ours. This is the most astonishing opportunity, and your mother will get all the credit when it's over. I promise, I'll make sure that everyone in the world knows what she did.” 
 
    “No!” I yell, before spotting Doctor Collier making his way down a ladder that has been dropped over the top of the tank. “Stop!” 
 
    He seems nervous and hesitant, almost as if he's afraid, but finally he gets down to the bottom and starts approaching the mermaid. She's on her front and she doesn't seem to be moving, but Doctor Collier is still being very careful as he gets closer. 
 
    “The smell isn't great in here,” he calls out. “Are you sure you haven't seen any movement?” 
 
    “Positive,” Mr. Randall replies. “Get on with it.” 
 
    “Her barbs are poisonous,” he continues. “I haven't analyzed them properly yet, but -” 
 
    “Just get on with it,” Mr. Randall says. “The sooner you've got a sample, the sooner you can get out of there and then we can fill the tank back up.” He glances at me briefly, before turning back to look into the tank. “It's not fair to keep that poor creature suffering for even a moment longer.” 
 
    I watch in horror as Doctor Collier crouches next to the mermaid, and then as he uses a scalpel to scrape some of her scales into a dish. Then he moves toward her top half and starts working on her waist. I can't see what he's doing, but when he stands and heads back to the ladder I spot a small bloodied patch. 
 
    “The samples from the other specimen were from a corpse,” Mr. Randall explains. “A live specimen is so much more useful.” 
 
    “You hurt her!” I sob. 
 
    “A little,” he replies, “but it's only temporary. Everyone will be better off now, Sylvia. Including you.” 
 
    Doctor Collier climbs over the top and then starts the motor that brings the platform down. I hurry around the side of the tank, trying to catch sight of the mermaid's face, but she's still slumped in position. A moment later the pipe starts shuddering again, and I see with relief that water is starting to flood back into the tank. The mermaid still hasn't moved, however, and I'm starting to worry that they've really hurt her. 
 
    “Please be okay,” I whimper, with tears streaming down my face as the tank continues to refill. “They shouldn't have hurt you.” 
 
    Within a couple of minutes, the mermaid is submerged again, although the wound in her waist causes a faint cloud of blood to rise through the water. I stand at the glass and wait for her to move, for any sign that she's waking up, but I'm scared that she might be dead just like Mother. Eventually I put my hands on the glass as I wait, but it must be several minutes now since the water level passed her and she's still completely motionless. 
 
    “Please,” I whisper, terrified that I might be about to see a second dead boy, “you have to wake up.” 
 
    I wait, and then a moment later her head moves slightly, and then suddenly she looks straight at me with the most horrified look on her face. 
 
    Feeling a rush of relief, I watch as she pushes herself up from the bottom of the tank, and then looks down at the bloodied wound on her waist. She seems shocked for a moment, as if she doesn't understand, and then she turns to look at me. 
 
    “It wasn't me,” I tell her, even though I don't even know if she understands. “I didn't do it. I tried to stop them.” 
 
    She stares at me for a moment longer, and then she spins around and swims quickly behind the shipwreck until she's out of view. 
 
    “I told them not to do it!” I call out, before stepping back and turning to see that Mr. Randall and Ms. Harper and Doctor Collier are talking over by the computer terminals. They seem very excited about something, and they're talking in hushed tones that I can't make out from over here. They're probably trying to think of more ways they can make the mermaid suffer. 
 
    I know the door is still locked, and I don't want to go over to the others, so finally I sit cross-legged on the floor next to the tank. My whole body is trembling and my mind is racing, and I feel as if I have to do something even if I can't figure out what that something might be. For now, I'm completely powerless and all I can think about is the awful state of the mermaid when she was unconscious on the floor of the tank. 
 
    And Mother. 
 
    I keep seeing Mother's dead body in that bed, with her hand curled against her chest. 
 
    “Mother didn't bring you here to do horrible things to you,” I whimper, turning and looking toward the shipwreck. The mermaid is hiding somewhere behind there, and I don't blame her. She must be terrified. “Mother wasn't mean or cruel,” I continue, wiping away tears. “I promise you, this isn't what Mother would have wanted. She just wanted to get something from you, and then you'd have been happy. She'd never have stared cutting bits out of you. Mother wasn't like that!” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Three 
 
      
 
    “I want you to understand,” Mr. Randall says a short while later, as he sits with me in the corner of the large room, far away from the water tank. “We're doing this for your own good, Sylvia. We've got your best interests at heart.” 
 
    “I want to go upstairs,” I tell him, sniffing back more tears. “I want to -” 
 
    I flinch as I remember the sight of Mother on her bed. Until this moment, I thought I wanted to go and hug her, but suddenly that idea makes me feel horrified. But if I don't hug her, if I don't even want to go into the room with her, what can I do? I don't want to be in my room, so that only leaves the lounge and the kitchen. 
 
    There's nowhere for me to go at all. 
 
    “If we alerted the world to what your mother brought here,” Mr. Randall continues, “we'd lose it immediately. Do you understand that? It'd be taken away from us forever, and that poor creature would spend the rest of its life being prodded and poked, and we'd be left with nothing. This way, we get to take control a little and decide what people know and when. It's not for long, less than twenty-four hours, but we need to get all our ducks in a row. That's why I sent Ms. Harper upstairs just now with Doctor Carrier, and it's why we're here now. I wanted to talk to you alone, in an adult way. You like that, don't you?” 
 
    “I want to go upstairs,” I say again. 
 
    “Soon.” 
 
    “I want to go now.” 
 
    “Your mother would want us to do this,” he continues. “I was her assistant, remember? She trusted me implicitly.” 
 
    “Can I go upstairs now please?” 
 
    “In a minute.” 
 
    “I want to go now.” 
 
    “Your mother was a very scared woman, Sylvia. Especially at the end. And when someone makes decisions based on fear, they tend to make the wrong decisions. You have no idea what she was dealing with, and what was causing her fear, but I promise you that it was enough to change the way she saw everything. Does that make sense to you?” He pauses, as if he's waiting for me to answer. “We're going to make the right decisions,” he adds finally. “For us. For the creature in that tank. And most importantly, for you.” 
 
    “Why did you cut a piece off her?” I ask. 
 
    “We took a sample of -” 
 
    “She was bleeding!” 
 
    “She -” 
 
    “And screaming!” 
 
    “Necessary evils, I'm afraid. She'd thank us too, in the long term, if she could. According to Doctor Collier, she's almost certainly the last of her kind. Wouldn't it be sad if she died and then all the mermaids were gone? Well, by taking that sample, we've guaranteed that nothing like that will happen. We've taken steps to safeguard the future.” He reaches over and puts a hand on my shoulder. “Your mother would want me to take care of you, Sylvia. I promise you, as she died in that bed this morning she would have been thinking only about you, and she would have been praying that I'll make sure you're okay. I only hope that, wherever she is now, she's looking down and she can see that you're in good hands.” 
 
    He falls silent, and again he seems to be waiting for me to say something. 
 
    “Can I go upstairs now?” I ask. “Please?” 
 
    “Just one moment,” he replies, getting to his feet. “I want to check a few of the notes that Doctor Collier left behind, and then we'll go up and try to take your mind off everything. Does that sound like fun?” 
 
    I stare at him, not really knowing what to say. 
 
    “Great,” he adds, before turning and heading over to the computers. 
 
    Sitting completely still, I realize I still can't shake a feeling of discomfort. It's as if I can sense somehow that this situation isn't right. I keep catching myself hoping that Mother comes down soon, hoping that she'll make everything alright, and then I remember all over again that she's gone and that she's never, ever coming back. I tell myself that I have to remember this time, but then my thoughts drift for a moment and I have to remember again. What if I never remember properly? What if I'm like this for the rest of my life? 
 
    A moment later, I glance at Mr. Randall and see that he's still checking the computers. Then I glance at the tank, and to my surprise I see that not only is the mermaid in full view, but she's in one of the corners and she's staring straight at me. 
 
    I look around, worried in case anyone might be watching, and then I see that Mr. Randall has his back to us as he reads something from a screen. 
 
    Even though I don't want to make any noise, I quietly get to my feet and start making my way toward the tank. I walk carefully, hoping that my shoes won't squeak on the floor, and then as I reach the tank I start to feel strangely peaceful, as if all my worries are starting to lift away. Finally stopped at the glass, I find myself face to face with the mermaid and I immediately see that her expression is different to before. After the tank was briefly emptied, and after she was cut, she looks more worried. 
 
    Looking down at her waist, I see that the wound in her side is about one inch long. I think I can also see a cut on the fishy part of her body, where some scales were scraped away. 
 
    Suddenly the mermaid taps a finger against the inside of the glass. 
 
    Startled, I take a step back. Then I look over at Mr. Randall and see that he's still engrossed in whatever he's reading, and I turn to the mermaid again just as she shifts position and brings the underside of her fishy section closer to me. 
 
    I watch, horrified and fascinated, as she reaches down and presses two fingers against her scales. Then, slowly, she parts two sides of a silvery slit, and I spot something red inside. I lean closer, and to my surprise I realize that the depths of the slit are filled with tiny orangey-red blobs, like little eggs. There must be thirty or forty of them in there, and that's just the section I can see. 
 
    After a moment one of the little blobs breaks free from the others and starts floating out of the slit. For a second I'm able to see its perfectly round shape, before the mermaid uses a hand to carefully guide the round thing back toward the others. Then she gently closes the slit, and I look up to see that she's staring at me with a hint of desperation in her eyes. 
 
    “What is it?” I ask, feeling a sense of awe in my chest. “Were those...” 
 
    My voice trails off as I realize that the little round things might be eggs. 
 
    “But that doesn't make sense,” I continue, keeping my voice low, “unless...” 
 
    I wait, but she simply continues to stare at me. 
 
    “You're being very inscrutable,” I tell her finally. “Like, a lot!” 
 
    She pauses, before suddenly turning around and swimming away. 
 
    “Wait!” I hiss. “I didn't mean it in a bad way!” 
 
    She swims behind the sunken ship, and now she's out of sight. I hope I didn't offend her in any way, although to be honest I don't even know that she can even understand me. And even if she could understand me, would she be able to hear me through this thick glass? 
 
    “Sylvia, are you ready?” 
 
    Turning, I see that Mr. Randall is walking toward the doors. He's reading some sheets of paper, although after a moment he glances at me. 
 
    “It's okay,” he continues, “there's no need to worry. I'm sure she's fine. She's probably just sleeping things off. Now do you want to come upstairs so we can maybe think about getting you something to eat. You probably don't feel very hungry, but your mother would want you to stay strong.” 
 
    I hesitate, before turning back to the tank. I suppose Mr. Randall didn't see the mermaid coming to me just now, and he has no idea that she showed me those eggs. I should probably tell him, instead of keeping it a secret, but somehow I feel as if maybe I need to think about that a little more. Instead of saying anything, then, I simply turn and walk after him, and then I follow him along the corridor. 
 
    It's going to be really weird living here in the apartment now that Mother's gone. But it's not as if there's anywhere else I could go. This apartment building is my whole world. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Four 
 
      
 
    Carefully turning the handle, I push open the door to Mother's bedroom. I've been daring myself to do this for a couple of hours now, since Mr. Randall and the others went to have a talk in the lounge, but now I've plucked up the courage. I just want to see Mother one more time, so I push the door a little further open. 
 
    She's gone. 
 
    Her bed's still a mess, but Mother's body is no longer there. 
 
    I hold my breath, terrified, before pushing the door all the way open and stepping into the room. The place is a mess, which Mother would never have allowed, and I can't help but notice that the drawers of her private desk have been left open. There are papers on the floor, as if they were spilled everywhere. In fact, it almost looks as if someone came in here and started looking for something. 
 
    And the bed is definitely empty. 
 
    I make my way around until I'm right next to Mother's pillow. There's still a faint indent from where she was here earlier, but she herself is nowhere to be seen. I look at her bedside table, and I'm struck by how many different pill bottles she was looking after. I noticed the bottles while she was alive, of course, but I never really thought much about what they were for. I suppose I just thought that's what adults do. They take pills. 
 
    Just as I'm about to leave the room, I see that the drawer in Mother's bedside cabinet is slightly open. I pull on the handle and open it all the way, and I see Mother's notebook. She used to doodle from time to time, but I always assumed she kept the notebook in her office along with everything else. I pick the notebook up and flick through it, and I see her sketches of animals from Africa. There are lions and elephants and giraffes and things I don't even recognize, although toward the middle I start finding sketches of mermaids. Reaching one particular drawing, I can't help noticing that this mermaid looks a little bit like me. 
 
    Actually, it looks a lot like me, completely with a big fishy tale. 
 
    “Sylvia?” 
 
    Turning, I see that Ms. Harper is in the doorway. 
 
    “Sorry,” I mumble, dropping the notebook back into the drawer before hurrying over to join her. “I'm really sorry.” 
 
    “You don't have to be sorry,” she says, but I squeeze past her and out into the corridor. “Really, Sylvia, what do you think you need to apologize for?” 
 
    I turn to her, and for a moment I can't quite bring myself to ask the question that's on the tip of my tongue. Finally, however, I realize I can't hold back. 
 
    “Where is she?” I ask. “Did someone come and take her away?” 
 
    “We moved her,” she replies. “Someone will come tomorrow, I think.” 
 
    “Where did you move her to?” 
 
    “Somewhere she can be at peace.” 
 
    “But where?” 
 
    “That doesn't matter right now,” she says, pulling the door shut. “We're taking care of it for you.” 
 
    “But -” 
 
    “Mr. Randall wanted me to ask you about something,” she continues, as she leads me along the corridor. “We realized that over the past day or two, you must have talked to your mother quite a bit about the mermaid. We know she talked to Doctor Collier too, but we wondered whether maybe she told you anything that she hadn't told him. I know you and your mother had certain things that you kept between you, but that doesn't apply now, if you think about it. So if you can think of anything she told you, anything that might help us to help the mermaid, now would be a very good time to tell me.” 
 
    She stops and crouches in front of me, so that we're at eye-level. 
 
    “Anything at all,” she adds. 
 
    I hesitate for a moment, thinking about the egg-like things that the mermaid showed me. Last time I kept a secret, something awful happened. At the same time, I feel like the mermaid specifically waited until I was the only one at the glass before she showed me the eggs, and I'm worried that something bad might happen if I tell anyone else. 
 
    “You know you can trust me, don't you?” Ms. Harper says. “You can trust me with anything.” 
 
    I pause for a few more seconds, before realizing that she's right. I can trust her. Mother wouldn't have left me with her, and with Mr. Randall, if she thought they weren't good people. 
 
    “The mermaid showed me something,” I say cautiously. “She showed it to me today. I'm not sure, but I think it might be important.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Five 
 
      
 
    Everything is so quiet. 
 
    Staring up at the bedroom ceiling, I listen to the faint hum of the air-conditioning, but there's no other noise. The apartment is always quiet, of course, but somehow it seems more quiet right now, as if Mother's absence has placed some kind of blanket over everything. 
 
    After a few seconds, I even realize that I've accidentally been holding my breath. 
 
    I sit up in bed, in the dark, and look over at the window. I usually close my curtains when I go to bed, but this time I got up after Ms. Harper went out of the room and I opened the curtains again. I suppose I want to be like Mother, I want to let the natural sunlight wake me up, but now I'm amazed by the sight of all the lights out there. 
 
    Clambering out of bed, I creep over to the window and peer out, and I see hundreds and hundreds of tower-blocks and skyscrapers rising into the night sky, each filled with lights that burn through the darkness. I've never really thought before about the world out there, and I can only remember going outside two or three times in my entire life. Right now, however, I can't help staring at the lights and wondering what goes on in other places. A moment later I look down and see cars on the London streets, and I try to imagine what the lives of all those people are like. 
 
    I can't. 
 
    I can't imagine it at all. 
 
    It's like I'm looking out at another world. 
 
    After a moment, I place my hand on the window, but all I feel is the flat glass. For the first time, however, I'm not scared as I look at all the lights and all the moving things out there. I'm not even scared when I spot a light moving across the sky. For the first time, I actually start thinking about what it must be like out there. Mother always told me that I wouldn't spend my whole life in this apartment, that one day I'd be ready to go out properly. Now that she's gone, I think that moment might be a lot closer. I'll have to go out there eventually. 
 
    I just always thought that when it happened, she'd come with me. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Six 
 
      
 
    “So today we're going to talk about some of the books we read last week,” Ms. Harper says as we sit at the table after breakfast. “I want to focus on a few of the main -” 
 
    Suddenly there's the sound of a door opening in the distance, and she immediately turns and looks toward the hallway. She stays completely still, listening to footsteps somewhere, and then the apartment falls silent again. Still, Ms. Harper seems very alert and nervous, and it takes a moment before she turns back to me. 
 
    And then she stares, as if she's forgotten what she was saying. 
 
    “Can I go downstairs and see the mermaid now?” I ask. I feel dumb even saying that word mermaid, but I don't know what else to call her. “Can I? Please?” 
 
    She takes a deep breath. 
 
    “We've got schoolwork to do,” she tells me. “Mr. Randall and I had a big talk, and we thought that today you should try to do normal things as much as possible.” 
 
    “But Mother -” 
 
    “It's not good for you to change your routine, Sylvia. This is a very difficult time for you, you lost your mother, and now we need to -” 
 
    Suddenly she turns again, as if she heard something. This time the apartment stays completely quiet, and she quickly turns to me again. 
 
    “Where were we?” she asks, before looking down at her notes. “Right. Yes. We're going to talk about some of the books we read last week. I want to focus on some themes that we didn't have time to cover.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    After flushing the toilet, I wash my hands before unlocking the door and stepping out into the corridor. I immediately smell scrambled eggs being cooked, and toast being toasted, and I can hear Ms. Harper working on lunch in the kitchen. I take a step that way, before stopping and glancing over my shoulder and seeing the elevator at the other end of the corridor. 
 
    I want to see the mermaid. 
 
    Up here in the apartment, I keep thinking about how Mother's gone. Yesterday with the mermaid was the only moment when I actually didn't think about Mother for a few seconds. Maybe it's bad of me, but I want that again, and I feel almost as if something is luring me to go down to the lower level. I know Ms. Harper told me not to go, and I know I should always obey Ms. Harper, but this one time I feel like maybe I should be allowed to do what I want. 
 
    I hesitate for a moment, before starting to make my way toward the elevator door. 
 
    And then, suddenly, I hear Mother in her study. 
 
    Startled, I turn and look over at the half-open door, and I realize I can hear Mother going through her papers. I know that's impossible, but I can't help myself and I rush over, pushing the door open and looking at the desk. 
 
    My heart immediately drops as I see Mr. Randall sitting in Mother's chair. 
 
    “Good morning, Sylvia,” he says calmly, as he sets some documents down. Then he checks his watch. “Or rather, good afternoon. Just.” 
 
    I stare at him for a moment, feeling silly for having been tricked, and then I turn to go back to the kitchen. 
 
    “You're doing very well, Sylvia,” Mr. Randall says, causing me to stop again. “How did you sleep last night? I'm sure it must have been very difficult.” 
 
    I turn to him. 
 
    I don't like him being at Mother's desk. 
 
    “It's your tenth birthday next week, isn't it?” he continues. “We should think about how you're going to celebrate. I know it must seem as if life has stopped, but your mother would want you to celebrate in some way. Obviously there'll be no party, but a quiet celebration here in the apartment would be appropriate. Your mother would want us all to go on living, Sylvia, so you must think about what you want to do on the big day.” 
 
    Staring at him, I still can't think of what to say. 
 
    “What would you like to do?” he asks. “The whole apartment is yours for that day, so think big.” 
 
    “I'd like to see the mermaid,” I tell him. 
 
    “I'm not sure that will be possible,” he replies. “She and Doctor Collier are very busy.” 
 
    “What are they doing?” 
 
    “Oh, just some research.” 
 
    I pause for a moment, trying to work out what he means. 
 
    “Is she okay?” I ask. 
 
    “She's very okay. She's in the best possible hands.” 
 
    I pause again. 
 
    “Mother wasn't going to keep her there forever,” I say finally. “She was going to move her somewhere else, or let her go. She wasn't going to keep her in that tank for her whole life.” 
 
    “We haven't decided exactly how she'll be handled.” 
 
    “But Mother -” 
 
    “We're going to take the decision together, once we know all the facts. That's the best way to deal with these things, Sylvia. We can't use emotions to make decisions. We have to use facts.” 
 
    “What does she want?” I ask. 
 
    “What does who want?” 
 
    “The mermaid.” 
 
    “Well, I don't know if she can talk.” He checks his watch again. “Although it would be amazing if she could, wouldn't it? She could tell us lots of stories. Unfortunately, even if she can talk, I doubt it's English that she uses as a language. That would just be too convenient, wouldn't it? So as usual, these things are going to take a lot of time.” 
 
    “But can I see her?” 
 
    “Not right now.” 
 
    “When can I see her?” 
 
    “That's up to Doctor Collier.” 
 
    “You're not hurting her, are you?” 
 
    “Hurting her?” He hesitates, before getting to his feet and coming over to me. He has some of Mother's documents in one hand, and he places the other on my shoulder. “She's the most precious thing in the world right now. The most valuable. Why would anyone ever want to hurt her? We're looking after her, Sylvia, and we're working out what's best for her. We don't want her taken away by other people, do we? They might hurt her. We have to protect her. You understand that, don't you?” 
 
    I pause, before nodding. 
 
    I suppose he makes sense. 
 
    I turn to go back to Ms. Harper. 
 
    “Oh, and Sylvia?” 
 
    I freeze. 
 
    He squeezes my shoulder. 
 
    “Thank you for telling us about what the mermaid showed you. The eggs. I'm really glad that you felt you could trust us. Not every little girl would have been so brave. Your mother would be really proud of you.” 
 
    “Can I go now?” I ask. 
 
    He lets go of my shoulder. 
 
    “Of course you can. You can go anywhere you like. Now go and see if Ms. Harper needs some help in the kitchen.” 
 
    I turn and walk out of the room, but as I head along the corridor I can't help glancing over my shoulder. As I do so, Mr. Randall bumps the study door shut, which I suppose means that he doesn't want to be disturbed. He's probably looking at some of Mother's important documents, and I'm sure that's something he has to do. After all, he was Mother's assistant and he knows everything about her company. I just wish he didn't have to sit at her desk while he works. 
 
    As I head along the corridor, I can't help thinking about Mother. I wish she could come back. I don't know what I'm going to do without her. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Seven 
 
      
 
    One week later 
 
      
 
    There are two of them now. Two planes flying straight through the sky over London. Watching them, I can't help wondering where they've come from or where they're going. There are so many places in the world and - 
 
    “Sylvia?” 
 
    Turning, I see that Ms. Harper is watching me from the other side of the table. 
 
    “Daydreaming again?” she continues, with a faint smile. 
 
    I look down at my books. “I'm sorry.” 
 
    “Don't be. Tell me what you were thinking about.” 
 
    “It's nothing.” 
 
    “You've been looking out the window a lot over the past few days. You never really used to do that before your -” 
 
    She stops suddenly, and when I glance at her she looks uncomfortable. 
 
    “Well, it's just a new thing I've noticed. You were doing it at your birthday party yesterday, too.” 
 
    “I didn't mean to.” 
 
    She smiles again, but then there's the sound of a door opening in the distance, followed by voices. I turn and look toward the hallway and I realize I can hear Mr. Randall talking to someone whose voices I don't think I've ever heard before. A moment later Mr. Randall walks past the doorway with another, older man who's carrying a briefcase. 
 
    “I assure you, it is real,” Mr. Randall is saying. 
 
    “Then price is not an issue,” the other man replies. “You'll understand, though, that Mr. Flemyng is skeptical. This all seems to have come about very quickly. Almost too quickly.” 
 
    They continue to talk as they head along the corridor, and after a moment I realize that they're going toward the elevator, which means they must be going down to where the mermaid lives. I feel a rush of concern, and then I turn to Ms. Harper. 
 
    “Who was that?” I ask. 
 
    “No-one. Let's -” 
 
    “But who was it? Why's he going to see the mermaid? Why can't I see the mermaid?” 
 
    “It's complicated.” 
 
    “It's been a week since I saw her! You said she couldn't see anyone, so why is that man allowed to go down?” 
 
    “He's just going to take a look at her,” she explains, although she sounds like she's hiding something. “Sylvia, why don't we -” 
 
    “Why was he talking about a price?” I ask. 
 
    “I'm sorry?” 
 
    “He said the price is not an issue. What's he going to buy?” 
 
    “I don't think he said that,” she replies. 
 
    “I heard him.” 
 
    “Maybe you were mistaken.” 
 
    I shake my head. 
 
    “Well, I didn't hear anyone say anything like that,” she continues, “so I guess you've just got really good hearing. Maybe you can ask Mr. Randall later what they were talking about.” 
 
    “But -” 
 
    “I can't help you, Sylvia!” she snaps. “So stop asking!” 
 
    Staring at her, I can't help thinking that she seems really stressed. Normally I'd start crying after being told off, but this time I'm too suspicious about what's really going on. And the longer I watch Ms. Harper, the more uncomfortable she seems as she finally looks down at the notes and mutters something under her breath. I think I upset her, but I don't feel bad about that at all. I almost feel like upsetting her is the only way I can try to get her to tell me the truth. 
 
    She's hiding something from me. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “I'm just going to pop to the loo,” Ms. Harper says later, while we're making lunch. “I'll be a few minutes, and then when I get back we'll crack on with the mixture. Does that sound good?” 
 
    I nod, and then I pretend to be focusing on the stirring bowl as she hurries out of the room. 
 
    I've been waiting for this moment. 
 
    Setting the spoon down, I head over to the doorway and peer out just as Ms. Harper shuts the bathroom door. She's been going in there several times a day, and it's always for more than just “a few minutes.” Sure enough, a moment later I hear her speaking softly, and I realize that I was right when I suspected that she's been calling someone. I hesitate for a few seconds, before hurrying along the corridor and then briefly stopping outside the bathroom door to listen. 
 
    “I know I haven't been around much,” she's saying quietly, “but that'll change soon. I think tomorrow I can come.” 
 
    There's a pause as she listens to whoever's on the other end of the line. 
 
    “This time I promise,” she adds with a sigh. “It's different now. The guy showed up, and I don't think he's going to mess about. Everything's going so fucking fast, I feel like my head's spinning, but Michael's got it covered. He says we've got a very small window to get this done, but he's found a buyer.” 
 
    She pauses again. 
 
    “I don't know, some rich old white dude I guess. It doesn't matter. What matters is the money, and getting out of this head-fuck of a job, and just never having to worry ever again. Doesn't that sound good?” 
 
    Realizing that she'll probably be in there for at least ten minutes, just like the past few lunchtimes, I head along the corridor and over to the elevator. The door is already open, so I step into the chamber and use my fingerprints to activate the scanner, and then I press the button for the next floor down. There's a part of me that worries Mr. Randall might have changed it so that my fingerprints don't work, but a moment later the door slides shut and I feel the chamber start to move down the shaft. 
 
    Thirty seconds later I step out into the corridor, and then I stop again. 
 
    I've been planning to sneak down here all morning, but now I'm starting to wonder that I'm doing the wrong thing. Would Mother be proud of me for asking questions, or would she be angry that I'm not listening to Mr. Randall and Ms. Harper? I can imagine both reactions, but then I tell myself that the important thing is not to get caught. I just want to hear what Mr. Randall and the new man are talking about, and then I'll sneak back up before Ms. Harper is off the phone. 
 
    Nobody will ever even know that I was here. 
 
    Making my way along the corridor, I finally reach the double doors. I can hear voices on the other side, but it sounds like they're way over on the other side of the room, near the tank. I hesitate for a moment, worried about maybe getting caught, but then I push the door just slightly open, and I see Mr. Randall and the other man silhouetted against the huge tank as they talk. The mermaid is in the center of the tank, watching them. 
 
    “We'll have to run our own checks to be sure,” the man is saying. “I can't imagine how something like this could be faked, but Mr. Flemyng won't want to take any chances. No offense intended, obviously.” 
 
    “None taken,” Mr. Randall replies. “Our own expert, Doctor Collier, will be happy to assist.” 
 
    “Our man will want to do the work himself,” the man says. “I'll see about getting him in tomorrow.” 
 
    “And then we can conclude our business?” 
 
    “If this thing is what you say it is, and what it looks like...” 
 
    His voice trails off for a moment. 
 
    “I don't get it,” he adds finally. “I don't get how these things could have existed for all this time, yet nobody actually caught one or had any proof until now. Mr. Flemyng apparently had suspicions, he's been searching all this time, but he never had any luck.” 
 
    “I was aware of that,” Mr. Randall says. “That's why you were the first person I called when this opportunity arose.” 
 
    “I appreciate that. As soon as I spoke to Mr. Flemyng, I heard the interest in his voice. This is a very, very big deal to him.” 
 
    “The history of this species is fascinating,” Mr. Randall replies. “I only know the basics, but Catherine Sykes spent a lot of money chasing them down. Their natural habitats are under threat, which seems to be the main reason why they've become a little more visible in recent years.” 
 
    “And you're sure this is the last one left in the world?” 
 
    “As sure as we can be, but obviously I can't guarantee that. Mr. Flemyng is obviously welcome to go and hunt for some others, if he prefers.” 
 
    “Oh, I think he'll be happy to just buy this one off you. And frankly, I don't think he'll balk at the price you've suggested at all.” 
 
    They're selling the mermaid! 
 
    Horrified, I watch her in the center of the tank. I don't know why she's so willing to let them see her. A moment later I lean forward slightly, and the hairs on the back of my neck start ruffling. 
 
    Suddenly Mr. Randall starts to turn, and I let the door swing shut. I don't think he would have seen me, but I can't be certain. A moment later I hear the two of them talking, and I realize they're coming this way, so I look around before hurrying through one of the open doors. Finding myself in what seems like a store-room, I step out of view just as Mr. Randall and the man emerge into the corridor, and then I hold my breath as they walk past. 
 
    “He has no interest in exhibiting the thing,” the man is saying. “This will be for his private collection. I think so, anyway. He hasn't really talked about his motivations. As I'm sure you've heard, he's a very private man. He's become increasingly reclusive in recent years.” 
 
    I wait as they disappear into one of the other rooms. Mr. Randall seems not to have noticed that I'm down here, and finally I let out a sigh of relief. I'd have been in trouble if I'd been caught, but then again, part of me wants to get caught so that I can tell them I know what's happening. They haven't told me anything about selling the mermaid, so they must have deliberately kept all of that a secret. For a moment I feel myself starting to get angry, but then I realize that getting angry won't help. 
 
    I need to do something to save the mermaid. 
 
    “I thought I heard something in here.” 
 
    Startled, I turn to find Doctor Collier watching me from an open doorway. 
 
    “You're not supposed to be down here,” he continues, sounding exhausted. “Relax, Ms. Sykes, I'm not going to rat you out. You should make sure that Randall doesn't spot you, though. He's playing things close to his chest and he won't like anything that risks screwing up his big deal.” 
 
    Taking a step back, I start wondering whether I should run for the elevator. 
 
    “You're so lucky,” he adds. “Your mother's company is worth, what, ten billion? More, even? You're going to inherit all of that, which means you'll never be short of money.” He pauses, before taking a step toward me. “Do you know the best thing about having money?” he continues. “Not that I have much myself, but I've been around the block a few times. The best thing about having money is that you don't have to compromise your beliefs. You don't have to get your hands dirty just so you can find enough money to continue your work.” 
 
    “I should go upstairs,” I tell him, not really understanding what he means. 
 
    “It's blood money,” he says, holding his hands up for me to see. “I've got blood all over my hands.” 
 
    “I don't see any blood,” I tell him nervously. 
 
    Maybe it's invisible blood. 
 
    Maybe mermaid blood is invisible. 
 
    “It's a metaphor,” he says with a chuckle. “Never mind, kid.” 
 
    “Who are they selling her to?” I ask. “What does that man want with her?” 
 
    “I've got no idea,” Doctor Collier replies, “but I can hazard a good guess. I reckon he's going to put her in some fancy private collection, and he's going to go and look at her every day and feel huge satisfaction from the knowledge that he's the only one with a real, live mermaid. It's the same reason people collect great artworks and stick them out of sight. The problem is, she's not a piece of art. She's a living, breathing creature, and she's intelligent. She shouldn't be traded to the highest bidder.” 
 
    He pauses. 
 
    “And the medical, scientific side of this will be lost. The opportunities...” 
 
    His voice trails off. 
 
    I step toward the door, getting ready to run. 
 
    “All I can promise you,” he continues, “is that I'll be using my cut for good work. For the kind of work that really matters to me. I'll always know that I compromised my morals to get the money, but I'll try to work off that burden some day. My third of the sale money is going to go to marine conservation work. Maybe that'll never be enough to take the stain off my character, but at least some good will come of it.” He looks down at his hands. “If I can ever manage to live with myself, that is.” 
 
    “I have to go now,” I tell him, backing out into the corridor. 
 
    “I won't tell anyone you were here,” he replies. “I promise. I'm not a snitch, Ms. Sykes. I'm just a man who has to hold his nose and do the wrong thing for twenty-four more hours. Your mother was a good woman, and while I didn't approve of her methods, I understood why she did what she did. She wanted a cure for cancer, and she thought this approach might help. I even respect her for that. But she's not here now, so I just have to take the money and run.” 
 
    Turning, I hurry along the corridor. I don't know how long I've been down here, but it must be at least ten minutes and I'm worried that Ms. Harper might have gone back to the kitchen and found that I'm missing. When I get to the elevator, I'm relieved to find that the chamber is still waiting for me, and when I get back up into the apartment I step out into the hallway and listen for any sign that I'm in trouble. 
 
    Suddenly the bathroom door unlocks and opens, and Ms. Harper steps out. 
 
    “Sylvia?” she says, clearly shocked to see me. “Why aren't you in the kitchen?” 
 
    She glances past me, toward the elevator. 
 
    She knows. 
 
    “Were you about to sneak down there?” she asks. 
 
    I hesitate, before realizing that I only have one way to cover my tracks. 
 
    “Yes,” I lie. “I was about to. I'm sorry, that was wrong of me.” 
 
    “Yeah, it would have been really wrong,” she says, coming over and taking hold of my hand before leading me back toward the kitchen. “How many times have I told you? You're not allowed down there just yet.” 
 
    “Sorry,” I reply, lying because I know I have to. “I won't do it again.” 
 
    But as she leads me into the kitchen, I'm already trying to think of some way I can save the mermaid. At first I start thinking that I'll have to sneak down and find some way to get her out of here, but then as we reach the kitchen I glance out the window and spot something moving in a window of a nearby building. I stop and watch for a moment, and when I squint I'm just about able to see a woman working at a desk. I hesitate for a moment, until the woman steps out of view, and then all of a sudden I realize that I've got a plan. 
 
    I know how to save the mermaid. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Eight 
 
      
 
    It's five minutes past midnight and I'm wide awake. 
 
    Next to me in the bed, Ms. Harper is mumbling in her sleep. For the past few nights, she's taken to sleeping in here with me. She says it's because she's worried about me, but I'm starting to think that she actually wants to keep an eye on what I'm doing. I've been waiting for her to fall asleep, and I think it's finally time for me to start on my plan. 
 
    Very carefully, I start climbing out of the bed, while making sure that I don't make any noise. It takes me a couple of minutes to get all the way over to the door, but by that point Ms. Harper is still mumbling as she sleeps, so I open the door and slip out into the brightly-lit corridor, and then I very gently pull the door shut. 
 
    I made it. 
 
    My heart is racing and I'm terrified, but I can see the elevator ahead and I know what I have to do. I start walking along the corridor, while running over the plan in my mind. Ever since I spotted that woman in another building, I've come to understand that I'm not the only person who can help the mermaid. Mr. Randall and the others might be planning to sell her, but I can stop all of that if I get out of the building and fetch help. I can ask the police to come, and then the mermaid will be taken back to where she belongs. 
 
    She'll be released back into the sea. 
 
    I grab my coat and shoes from the rack and slip them on. Then, reaching the elevator, I press the button to bring the chamber up. As I wait, I glance over my shoulder to make sure that no-one has heard me, and then I turn just as the elevator door slides open. 
 
    “Good evening, Sylvia,” Mr. Randall says with a smile. 
 
    Startled, I step back and trip, falling down onto my bottom. 
 
    “Were you planning to go somewhere?” he asks. “I couldn't help but notice that you seemed very quiet at dinner, and that you were keen to get to bed. That struck me as odd, and I started wondering if you were planning something. I didn't want to believe that could be true, Sylvia. I didn't want to believe that you'd tell a lie or keep a secret, but I thought I should wait just in case.” 
 
    He steps forward. 
 
    “Besides,” he adds, “you already lied to me once today.” 
 
    Trying not to panic, I shake my head. 
 
    “Yes you did,” he continues. “I could see it in your eyes. Children are never good liars, Sylvia. At dinner, I asked what you'd done today, and you only told me about your work with Ms. Harper. You didn't tell me about when you snuck down earlier and eavesdropped on my conversation with the visitor. Or did you seriously believe that I didn't spot you peering through a crack in the open door?” 
 
    “I didn't mean to!” I stammer. “I just wanted to see the mermaid!” 
 
    “And is that where you're going now?” he asks. “To see the mermaid?” He looks down at my coat, then at my shoes, and then he looks at my face again. “The funny thing is, you seem to be dressed for a trip outside, but why would you do such a thing in the middle of the night? You must have been outside less than half a dozen times in your entire life, Sylvia. So where could you be going at this late hour?” 
 
    “I'll go back to bed,” I reply, getting to my feet. “It doesn't matter. I'll just go back to bed.” 
 
    “So you can try to sneak out again later?” 
 
    I shake my head. 
 
    “Give it a rest,” he says with a sigh. “You've become sneaky, Sylvia, but there's really no need. I think there's been a terrible misunderstanding, which I'll set right in the lounge. Come on, let's go and talk. Like adults.” 
 
    “I don't want to,” I reply. 
 
    “You don't have a choice. This is important. Now come to the lounge.” 
 
    He steps past me and heads along the corridor, before stopping and glancing back at me. 
 
    “Don't try to go to the elevator again, Sylvia,” he says firmly. “Come with me. Right now.” 
 
    With that, he turns and walks through the door that leads into the lounge, leaving me standing all alone in the corridor. I turn and look at the elevator, and for a moment I imagine what would happen if I got into the chamber and tried to go all the way to the ground floor, but then I realize that Mr. Randall would probably find a way to stop me. My heart is beating faster than ever, and I try to work out what Mother would want me to do. She always trusted Mr. Randall, and she was always right about things, but this time I think maybe even she would know that's something's wrong. 
 
    So I step into the chamber. 
 
    “Sylvia?” 
 
    I turn just as Ms. Harper comes out of the bedroom, rubbing her eyes. As soon as she sees me, I panic and touch the button to send the elevator down, and the door starts sliding shut. At the very last moment, however, Ms. Harper races over and puts her foot in the way, before forcing the door open and then grabbing my arm. 
 
    “What the hell are you doing?” she shouts, pulling me out into the corridor. “Sylvia, you can't just get up in the middle of the night! Didn't you hear what Mr. Randall and I told you?” 
 
    “Bring her in here,” Mr. Randall calls out from the lounge. “She knows that we need to have a little talk.” 
 
    “Let go of me!” I hiss, trying to pull away from her. Finally I manage to slip free, but then I realize that there's no way I can sneak into the elevator now. 
 
    Maybe later, but definitely not now. 
 
    Even though I just want to go back to bed and try to come up with another plan, I turn and start walking toward the lounge. Every step feels heavy, and I can't help thinking that I'm a failure, and by the time I get to the doorway I just want to turn and run away. Instead, I stop as I see Mr. Randall standing at the large window, silhouetted against the lights of the skyscrapers. He's staring out at the world, watching all the lights as they twinkle and burns against the night sky. 
 
    “I'm glad you tried to leave,” he says after a moment, not turning to look at me. “It's a good sign, Sylvia. It shows that you're growing up, that you can think for yourself. Your mother would be proud.” 
 
    I swallow hard, and a moment later I hear footsteps behind me. 
 
    Turning, I see that Ms. Harper is watching me from the corridor. It's obvious that if I try to run, she'll stop me, so instead I turn back to look at Mr. Randall. 
 
    “Sometimes, Sylvia,” he continues, “you get an opportunity and you have to take it. There's not even enough time to think, not properly. You tried to take an opportunity just now, and it's really only bad luck that stopped you. I wasn't suspicious of you yesterday. If you'd tried to run yesterday, you'd have made it out of the building and then I can only imagine what you might have done. I'm sure it would have been a very big mistake.” 
 
    “I wasn't going to leave,” I lie, although I'm desperately trying to work out what Mother would have done in a situation like this. 
 
    “Please don't lie again,” Mr. Randall replies, before stepping over to a table and switching on one of the lamps. Turning to me, he looks so calm and collected. “What do you think would happen to that mermaid if we turned her over to the authorities? I already told you, Sylvia, she'd be butchered. The government would be sharing pieces of her with the Americans, the Russians, with anyone who wanted to take a look. She'd be considered a national security risk and she'd never be free again. She'd end up -” 
 
    “You're going to sell her!” I blurt out. 
 
    He hesitates. 
 
    “We're going to transfer her to another facility, yes.” 
 
    “And what'll happen to her then?” 
 
    “Then she'll be looked after.” 
 
    “She will be,” Ms. Harper says behind me, but when I turn to look at her I can see the doubt in her eyes. “She will be,” she says again, as if that'll make it more convincing, and then she looks at Mr. Randall. “You promised.” 
 
    “I did,” he replies. 
 
    I turn to him. 
 
    “We're doing the absolute best thing for her,” he continues, coming across the room and stopping just a few feet from me. “Your mother believed in me, Sylvia. You don't think your mother would get something like that wrong, do you? Your mother had every faith in me, and she knew that I'd take care of all her affairs once she was gone.” He reaches out and places a hand on her shoulder. “That includes you. And ignoring this little wobble for a moment, I'm sure you'll understand that I have everybody's best interests at heart. You do understand that, Sylvia, don't you? You must surely trust your mother's faith in me.” 
 
    Staring up at him, I suddenly feel stupid, as if I've completely misunderstood everything. Maybe he's telling the truth, maybe he really is just trying to help the mermaid. Maybe I'm an idiot. 
 
    “I think so,” I say finally, even though the words feel wrong. “I mean... I think so.” 
 
    “Tell me you have faith in me, Sylvia.” 
 
    I open my mouth, but it takes a moment before I can actually say the words: 
 
    “I have faith in you.” 
 
    “Tell me you trust me to do the right thing.” 
 
    “I trust you.” 
 
    “Tell me you wouldn't dishonor your mother's memory by going against her wishes.” 
 
    “I wouldn't dishonor her memory.” 
 
    “That's good,” he replies with a smile, and now he seems relieved. “You're a wise little girl, Sylvia. Wise beyond your years. Now how about you and Ms. Harper have some ice cream, while I -” 
 
    Suddenly a beeping sound fills the air, and Mr. Randall turns to look out at the hallway. 
 
    “What's going on?” Ms. Harper asks, her voice immediately filled with concern. 
 
    “It's the alarm system,” Mr. Randall replies, and he also sounds tense. Pushing past me, he hurries out into the corridor and through to Mother's study. 
 
    “What does that mean?” I ask. 
 
    “What does it mean?” Ms. Harper calls out, heading over to the doorway. 
 
    I follow and see that Mr. Randall is now at the elevator, jabbing at the buttons. 
 
    “The elevator isn't working,” he explains. “Something must have tripped the system into an emergency shutdown.” 
 
    “Maybe it's just a random thing,” Ms. Harper suggests. “Like... an error or something.” 
 
    Mr. Randall turns to us, and I can immediately see from the look on his face that he's worried. A moment later he turns and hurries back into the study, and I hear him tapping at Mother's computer. 
 
    “Something's definitely tripped the system,” he calls through to us. “There's one alert in the main lab and another at the roof-top exit. If I didn't know better, I'd say that somebody's trying to isolate the upper part of the building.” 
 
    “Why would anyone do that?” Ms. Harper asks. 
 
    Mr. Randall doesn't reply. Instead, he's still tapping at the computer. 
 
    “Could it be Flemyng's men?” Ms. Harper continues, and I can tell that she's starting to panic. “What if that asshole decided he doesn't want to spend half a billion on the mermaid? What if he's decided to just take her?” 
 
    “No, I trust him implicitly,” he replies. “Flemyng has more than enough money to do things by the book. This has to be -” 
 
    Suddenly he falls quiet. 
 
    “Who?” Ms. Harper says after a moment. “What has to -” 
 
    “Listen!” he hisses. He comes out into the corridor and stops, and then we stand in silence for a moment. 
 
    Just as I'm about to turn and run, I realize I can hear a faint tapping sound in the distance. At first I don't know what it could be, but then I spot Mr. Randall heading toward the door in the corner and I realize he's going to the emergency stairwell. At that moment, I understand that I can hear somebody hurrying down from the security platform on the roof, and then there's a faint clicking sound on the other side of the door. I don't understand why anyone would be up there, however, because there's only a small security panel and a helipad. 
 
    And then, slowly, a thought hits me. 
 
    What if it's her? 
 
    What if somehow the mermaid has dragged herself out of the tank and now she's escaping? I can't deny that the thought fills me with hope, and I start imagining her somehow dragging herself all the way out of the building and back to the river. After all, she showed me those little red eggs in her body, and Mother always told me that mothers will do anything to protect their children. For a moment, I actually feel a swell of hope at the thought that the mermaid might be on her way to freedom. 
 
    “Who is it?” Ms. Harper asks. “Michael?” 
 
    Ignoring her, Mr. Randall reaches out for the door that leads into the emergency stairwell, but he doesn't turn the handle. It's almost as if he's nervous. 
 
    At the same time, there's another faint bumping sound from the stairs. 
 
    “Who is it?” Ms. Harper asks again. “For God's sake, who -” 
 
    Before she can finish, Mr. Randall slams the door open and I hear a pained grunt. In a blur of action, he drags a figure through, shoving the man down against the ground and kicking him hard in the back. Then, as the figure lets out a pained cry, Mr. Randall rolls him over, finally revealing Doctor Collier's terrified face. 
 
    “Don't hurt me!” Doctor Collier cries out, covering his face with his hands. “Get off me, you monster!” 
 
    “What are you up to?” Mr. Randall asks. “Don't even begin to deny that you tripped those alarms. Did you think you could double-cross us and take all the money?” 
 
    “I don't give a damn about the money!” Doctor Collier spits back at him as he starts slowly, cautiously getting to his feet. “I've ignored my principles for long enough, but now I'm doing the right thing. I won't let that poor, wounded creature get sold off like some kind of sideshow freak! She deserves to be free! You don't care about her at all, either of you! You only care about the money!” 
 
    “What have you done?” Mr. Randall asks. 
 
    “I'm getting her out of here!” 
 
    “And how exactly are you planning to do that?” 
 
    “She's going to be free!” 
 
    “Details, man!” Mr. Randall shouts. “What have you actually done?” 
 
    “She's going to -” 
 
    Suddenly Mr. Randall punches him hard, sending him slamming into the wall. 
 
    I flinch and take a step back. I was planning to do the same thing as Doctor Collier, to save the mermaid. If I'd been caught, would I have been beaten too? 
 
    “Never mind,” Mr. Randall says as the doctor slithers down to the floor. “I can figure it out myself. I get the distinct impression that this little plan hasn't got very far.” 
 
    “We have to let her go!” Doctor Collier gasps. “She's an intelligent creature, not a piece of meat to be sold to the highest bidder!” 
 
    “Says the man who's been paid handsomely to keep her contained so far,” Mr. Randall replies. 
 
    “I was wrong! I thought I could do it, but I can't! I thought I could ignore my concerns and just keep my head down, but I refuse to be party to this butchery!” 
 
    “Now you're getting a little hysterical. What were you going to do, lock us in here and then sneak her out of here in a wheelbarrow?” 
 
    “I was going to seal you in the apartment and then call for help! I was going to inform the proper authorities, even if it meant going to jail! I can't live with myself if we go through with this! The eggs -” 
 
    “The eggs are not your property,” Mr. Randall says firmly. 
 
    “They belong to her!” Doctor Collier shouts. 
 
    “Why are you talking about her eggs?” I ask, before looking up at Ms. Harper. “What are they doing to her?” 
 
    “We all deserve to rot in hell for what we've done!” Doctor Collier spits. “We all have blood on our hands!” 
 
    “But then you tripped the alarm instead,” Mr. Randall replies, “which strongly suggests to me that you hadn't got to the calling for help part of your dumb little stunt just yet. All you've actually done, Doctor Collier, is draw attention to yourself. And frankly, that's not just a half-assed plan, that's a downright stupid one.” He turns to Ms. Harper. “Get Sylvia into her bedroom.” 
 
    “No!” I yell, even as Ms. Harper grabs my arm. “I won't go!” 
 
    “Now!” he continues. “I'm not messing about, Jenny!” 
 
    “Come on, Sylvia,” Ms. Harper says, pulling on my arm. “It's late and you should be in bed.” 
 
    “No!” I snap, pulling away from her. “I want to leave right now!” 
 
    Sighing, Mr. Randall hurries over and grabs me. I scream and try to get free, but he carries me into my room and throws me on the bed, before grabbing Ms. Harper and pushing her in after me. 
 
    “Keep the kid in here!” he shouts, before slamming the door shut. 
 
    I start clambering off the bed, but then I hear several loud thuds, accompanied a moment later by cries of pain. Sitting completely still, I listen as the horrible sounds continue, and I realize finally that Mr. Randall must be doing something to Doctor Collier. Something mean. 
 
    “Don't listen,” Ms. Harper says, suddenly putting her hands over my ears. 
 
    I pull away. 
 
    “Sylvia, don't!” 
 
    She tries again, but again I pull away, and this time she lets me listen to a series of loud, splitting impacts. 
 
    “He's not hurting him too much,” Ms. Harper says after a moment, although she sounds uncertain. “He just... I think he just needs him to stay quiet until this is all over. Trust me, Sylvia, eventually you'll realize that we're doing the right thing.” She pauses, as the crashing sounds get a little further away. “We're not bad people,” she continues finally. “I know this might all seem bad, Sylvia, but you have to believe me. The mermaid will be fine, she'll be looked after, and the fact that we'll make some money out of this is just a side thing. Really, it's our reward for doing the right thing.” 
 
    “Do you really believe that?” I ask. 
 
    “You don't understand,” she replies. “You're too young. You'll understand one day, but right now -” 
 
    “If Mother knew that this would happen,” I say, interrupting her, “she'd never have brought the mermaid here.” 
 
    “Yeah, well maybe your mother wasn't such a saint after all,” she replies, before leaning closer to me in the darkness. “You're sounding pretty grown-up right now, Sylvia, but part of growing up means accepting that our parents aren't always perfect. I don't know about your father, he died long before I showed up, but Catherine Sykes used her money to get what she wanted, when she wanted. She was a typical rich bitch, she didn't care about the little people, and do you know what? I think it's only fair that people like me get a chance to live the high-life for once. It's like Michael says, you have to take your chances when you get them!” 
 
    She pauses, and then a moment later the door opens. 
 
    “I sorted him out,” Mr. Randall says, sounding a little breathless, “he won't cause us any more trouble. Jenny, I need you to leave the kid in here for a few minutes while we sort out this mess. We need to see exactly what that idiot managed to achieve before his little plan fell apart.” 
 
    She heads over to the door. 
 
    “Are you sure he didn't call anyone?” 
 
    “I'm not sure of anything,” he replies. “I'm going to get in touch with Mr. Flemyng's representatives and see if we can accelerate their acquisition. I'm sure they won't want anything to complicate the program. I'm going to go up to the helipad and check that everything's in order. While I do that, I need you to go to downstairs and make sure that there aren't any problems.” He glances at me. “And take the kid with you.” 
 
    “Can't you come down with us?” Ms. Harper asks, and she sounds scared again. 
 
    “I'll be two or three minutes behind you,” Mr. Randall replies. “Call me if there's anything wrong, but otherwise just check things out.” 
 
    “But -” 
 
    “I need you to stay calm here,” he adds, placing a hand on her arm for a moment. “Jenny, this is all nearly over. Don't freak out on me now.” 
 
    She hesitates, before nodding, but I can see that there are tears in her eyes. A moment later Mr. Randall turns and hurries away, leaving Ms. Harper alone in the doorway. She hesitates, and then she turns to me. 
 
    “Come on, Sylvia,” she mutters. “You heard him. We have to go downstairs.” 
 
    Staring at her, I try to think of some way out of here. 
 
    “Sylvia, move!” she shouts, suddenly losing her temper and hurrying toward me. Grabbing my arm, she pulls me out into the corridor and pushes me against the wall, before equally suddenly pulling me close and hugging me. “I'm sorry,” she continues. “I'm so sorry. I didn't mean to get mad. Sylvia, you're being really good and brave, and you just have to be good and brave for a little while longer. Everything's going to be okay, for all of us.” 
 
    “Is it true what Doctor Collier said?” I reply. “Do you only care about the money?” 
 
    She pauses, before letting go of me and taking my hand. 
 
    “Let's just go and check that the mermaid is alright,” she says, sniffing back tears as she leads me along the corridor. 
 
    I open my mouth to ask again, but then I spot Doctor Collier in the study, slumped in the chair behind Mother's desk. He's leaning to one side, and I let out a horrified gasp as I see that his face is bloodied and broken, and his eyes are wide open in an expression of frozen shock. 
 
    “Is he okay?” I stammer. 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    Ms. Harper stops and looks into the study for a moment, and then she pulls the door shut before turning to me. I instantly see the horror in her eyes. 
 
    “He's fine,” she says, but I don't believe her. “He's totally fine.” 
 
    “But -” 
 
    “Move!” she snaps, pulling me toward the elevator. “Stop asking so many questions, Sylvia! Just keep your mouth shut until this is all over!” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Nine 
 
      
 
    “What the hell was he doing down here?” Ms. Harper whispers a couple of minutes later, as we step into the main room on the lower floor. “Was he insane?” 
 
    Peering around her, I'm shocked to see that the mermaid has been removed from her tank. She's slumped on the ground, on some kind of large sheet, and she isn't moving. 
 
    “Stay behind me!” Ms. Harper hisses, stopping just a few feet ahead as if she's too scared to get close. Fumbling in her pocket, she finally pulls out her mobile phone and brings up Mr. Randall's number, and I can't help noticing that her hands are trembling as she waits for him to answer. “Come on,” she mutters under her breath. “Answer your goddamn phone!” 
 
    As she waits, I step around her and try to get a better look at the mermaid. She still hasn't moved, and I'm scared that Doctor Collier might have hurt her. All the water has been drained from the tank, and I'm pretty sure he must have sedated her again, but I don't understand why he then lifted her out of the tank and put her on the floor. There's a harness hanging from the ceiling, which I suppose was part of the system that got her into the tank in the first place, but I'm scared she might find it hard to breathe when she's not in the water. 
 
    “We have to help her,” I whisper. “She's not -” 
 
    “She's out of the tank!” Ms. Harper blurts out as soon as Mr. Randall answers the call. “He took her out of the tank! I don't know why! She's unconscious on the floor!” 
 
    I hear Mr. Randall's voice, but I can't make out what he's saying. 
 
    “Are you serious?” she splutters. “What if she wakes up?” 
 
    She listens to him for a moment longer. 
 
    “I never agreed to this,” she continues. “You said it'd be easy. You said no-one would get hurt and it'd all be harmless, and we'd just get the money and leave. It's all spiraling out of control, Michael!” 
 
    She listens again, and this time she stays silent for a minute or so. I can hear Mr. Randall's voice speaking to her over the phone, but I can't stop staring at the mermaid. I want her to wake up, or to at least do something that shows she's alive, but right now she's simply slumped on the floor and I'm getting more and more scared. I don't want Mother's mermaid to die. 
 
    “Please be okay,” I whisper, with tears in my eyes. “Please...” 
 
    “I hate you!” Ms. Harper says suddenly. “After this is over, I never even want to see you again!” 
 
    I turn to her just as she cuts the call, and then she stares at the mermaid with a growing sense of fear in her eyes. 
 
    “Mr. Randall is coming down now,” she says finally, her voice sounding more and more tense. “Sylvia, I need you to wait here while I... I have to...” 
 
    She takes a deep breath, and then she steps past me. 
 
    “I just have to go and check on her,” she continues. “I have to make sure she's...” 
 
    Again, her voice trails off, and I watch as she starts making her way slowly toward the mermaid. She looks absolutely terrified, and after a moment I realize that I'm accidentally holding my breath as she gets closer and closer to the slumped figure. Still, I know the mermaid won't hurt her, although after a moment I spot various tools on a nearby table. There are saws and blades and syringes, and I start worrying about what's being going on down here since the last time I was allowed down. 
 
    “Please be okay,” I whisper, watching the mermaid as Ms. Harper gets closer. Tears are running down my face now, and I'm getting more and more scared by the fact that I haven't seen the mermaid move once since we got down here. What if Doctor Collier accidentally hurt her? 
 
    “Are you okay?” Ms. Harper calls out, slowing as she gets closer. “Hey, mermaid, can you hear me? Come on, bitch, give me a sign!” 
 
    She waits, and then she turns to me and I see the hopelessness in her eyes. 
 
    “I don't even know what I'm looking for!” she continues. “I can't see her breathing, but maybe they don't breathe! Not like we do, anyway. I don't have a clue!” 
 
    “Is she okay?” I whimper. “Please say she's okay!” 
 
    “I don't know!” she snaps. “Why don't you come over and take a look, see if you've got any ideas?” 
 
    I take a step forward, but then I turn as I hear the door opening behind me. 
 
    Mr. Randall steps into the room, but he stops as soon as he sees the mermaid on the floor. 
 
    “Is she okay?” he asks. 
 
    “I don't know!” Ms. Harper shouts. “For God's sake, can you come over and help? I don't know what I'm supposed to be doing!” 
 
    “Where's the sedative gun?” he mutters, heading to one of the tables and searching through the various saws and knives. “I'm not going near that thing until I've got some protection.” After a moment he holds up a small metal device with some kind of trigger, and he checks it for a moment before making his way toward the mermaid. “Flemyng's men are on their way. Everything's going to be fine. What was that idiot Collier thinking, though? Was he planning to scoop her up in a sheet and -” 
 
    Suddenly the mermaid turns and hisses at them both. 
 
    Horrified, I watch as a small barb shoots from her mouth and hits Ms. Harper in the wrist, causing her to scream as she falls back. 
 
    Mr. Randall aims the sedative gun and fires twice, hitting the mermaid in the chest with both shots. She turns to him and hisses again, but then she slumps down and rolls onto her side. 
 
    “Help me!” Ms. Harper screams, holding up her hand to reveal the barb still stuck in her skin. “What do I do? Is it poison?” 
 
    Mr. Randall rushes over, but I can already see weird black lines starting to spread from the site of the barb, moving slowly up Ms. Harper's arm toward her elbow like oil-slick veins. A moment later, some of the lines start forming black bubbles beneath her skin, some of which begin to pop through the surface. 
 
    “Get it out of me!” she shouts, scrambling away from the mermaid, coming closer to me before slipping and falling back down. Crying out, she holds her hand up again, and I take a step back as I see that more of the black bubbles are bursting all over her hand, sending blood dribbling to the ground. 
 
    Mr. Randall races to the table and grabs the largest blade, then he rushes to Ms. Harper and grabs her shoulder. 
 
    “What are you doing?” she sobs. “What's it going to -” 
 
    Before she can finish, Mr. Randall raises the blade high and then brings it crashing down against her elbow, severing her arm with one quick blow. Her blackened hand and forearm spin across the room, spraying blood as they go, and Ms. Harper screams again as she falls back with more blood gushing from her severed stump. At the same time, Mr. Randall grabs a cloth and starts wrapping it tight around the wound. 
 
    “You'll be okay,” he stammers, tossing the bloodied blade aside. “I'll fix it. I couldn't let it spread to the rest of you. It's a violent poison that'd kill you in seconds.” 
 
    Trembling with shock, I look over at Ms. Harper's severed arm and see that it's spitting and jerking on the floor as more and more of the blackened spots burst all over the skin. It's almost as if the arm is still alive, but a moment later I hear another scream and I turn to see that more black lines are creeping up across one side of Ms. Harper's face. 
 
    “What's happening?” she gurgles, as Mr. Randall tries to support her. She's slipping down against the floor, and the cloth around her stump is already dripping with blood. 
 
    “I didn't get it in time!” he gasps. “I wasn't quick enough.” 
 
    “Help me!” she screams, but the blobs are already forming across her face and a moment later they start bursting. Her scream becomes an anguished wail, and finally Mr. Randall drops her and stumbles back. 
 
    Writhing on the floor, Ms. Harper continues to scream as more and more blood bursts from the lesions on her face. After a moment she turns and tries crawling toward the door, but she manages only a couple of attempts before slumping down again. I see her face for a moment, but then another black blob bursts in her eye and I turn away. I squeeze my own eyes tight shut and put my fingers in my ears, but I can still hear her agonized cries for several more seconds until finally the room falls silent again. 
 
    I wait, before slowly opening my eyes and turning to see that her body is slumped against the floor. There's blood everywhere, smeared as a trail leading back toward the center of the room. More black blobs are popping all across Ms. Harper's skin, but other than that she's not moving at all. After a moment, I'm just about able to make out her face, and I see that her features are locked in a broken, ruptured scream. 
 
    Trembling with shock, I step back against the wall. My knees buckle and I drop down to the floor, and that's when I realize that I've soiled myself. At the same time, I can't help staring at Ms. Harper's dead face. A few more of the blobs burst, and then finally her body falls still. 
 
    “Jenny?” Mr. Randall says after a moment, his voice filled with fear. “Jenny, I...” 
 
    He hesitates, and then he turns to me. He stares for a moment, and then he steps closer, reaching out to grab my arm. 
 
    “Sylvia -” 
 
    “No!” I scream, turning and running toward the double doors, only for him to step in my way. Almost slamming into him, I manage to change direction at the last moment, and I run past the computer terminals before racing into one of the back rooms that Doctor Collier used to use. 
 
    “Sylvia, come back!” Mr. Randall shouts, and I can hear him running after me. “Sylvia, you have to stay calm!” 
 
    Finding myself in some kind of large storeroom, I hurry through the next door, although I stop as soon as I see the remains of the fish-man on the metal table. Too terrified to stop, I run around the table and over to some doors on the far wall. I need to find somewhere to hide. If I can hide and Mr. Randall doesn't find me, he might just give up and leave me alone. 
 
    “Sylvia!” he calls out. “Where are you?” 
 
    Reaching the first door, I tug on the handle, but it won't open. I try the next, then the next, and then finally one of the handles turns. As I pull the door open, however, I feel a blast of cold air and I realize that I've accidentally found one of the freezer units. I'm about to push the door back shut, when something large and heavy comes crashing out, bumping against me and almost knocking me down. 
 
    I step out of the way, and then I turn to see Mother's dead, frozen body slamming down against the tiled floor. 
 
    I scream, stepping back against the wall, but now I can't run. All I can do is stare at her horrified, open-mouthed face, and then at the hand that she's still holding curled against her chest. 
 
    Suddenly a hand touches my shoulder. Gasping, I turn to find Mr. Randall towering over me. 
 
    “I'm sorry, Sylvia,” he says, not sounding quite so calm as usual, “but I'm afraid you're going to have to come with me.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Thirty 
 
      
 
    “Where are we going?” I sob, as he drags me through into one of the laboratory's back rooms. “What's going to happen to Ms. Harper?” 
 
    “For fuck's sake,” he mutters, shoving me against a wall before opening a cupboard and rifling through for something. “I don't have time to stand around explaining things to a scared little girl!” 
 
    “Why was Mother in the freezer?” I ask. “Why -” 
 
    “There's no way to make you understand, Sylvia!” 
 
    I open my mouth to ask what he means, but suddenly his words cut deep into my soul. 
 
    “I'm not a scared little girl,” I whimper, even as tears stream down my face. “I'm not!” 
 
    Mumbling something under his breath, something that I don't hear, Mr. Randall hurries to the next cupboard, and then the next. He keeps checking his watch, as if we're running late for something. 
 
    “I'm not a scared little girl!” I shout again, and I can feel my anger starting to grow. No matter how hard I try to hold back, the rage is getting stronger, although finally I manage to focus enough and I feel the worst start to fade. 
 
    For now, at least. 
 
    “Thank God!” Mr. Randall says suddenly, taking some files from one of the cupboards. He starts looking through them, before storming past me and heading over to a white metal box on the counter. “That's all he'll need. He can wing the rest.” 
 
    “Please,” I sob, “just -” 
 
    “Shut up, Sylvia!” 
 
    “I'm only -” 
 
    “SHUT UP!” Suddenly he turns and grabs me by the shoulders, hauling me up and slamming me back against the wall with such force that I let out a startled cry. 
 
    “Please don't hurt me!” I scream, already remembering what he did to Doctor Collier. 
 
    For a moment he stares at me with pure hatred in his eyes, as if he really might hurt me, but then I see a flicker of regret in his features. 
 
    “I need you to keep your mouth shut,” he says, sounding a little breathless, “and just let me gather the things I need. Is that understood, Sylvia? You're too young and too much of a baby to get what's going on, so I need you to just do what you're told.” He pauses, still holding me against the wall as if he thinks he might need to get violent again. “Do you understand?” he adds finally, making the question sound more like a threat. 
 
    “I think so,” I stammer, but I'm so scared I can barely even think straight. “I mean... I think so...” 
 
    He hesitates, before letting me down until my feet touch the ground. My knees are trembling, though, and I support myself against the nearest table as I watch him heading over to the white metal box. 
 
    Not knowing what else to do, I watch as he carefully opens the box. Some kind of white smoke immediately billows out, but he reaches into the smoke and fiddles with something before slowly taking out some kind of glass bottle. Then he turns and comes this way, and as he sets the bottle on the table I realize with a sense of horror that I can see the mermaid's orangey-red little eggs floating in some kind of liquid. 
 
    “Where did you get those?” I gasp. 
 
    “No questions,” he says darkly, inspecting the bottle for a moment before starting to slip it into a bag along with the folders. 
 
    “Where did you get them?” I ask again, feeling my anger start to rise again. “Are they hers? Did you take them from her?” 
 
    “Sylvia -” 
 
    “You said you wouldn't hurt her!” I scream, rushing at him and slamming against his side, while banging my fists against his chest as my anger finally explodes. “You said you were going to help her!” 
 
    “Stop this at once!” he snaps. 
 
    “You promised!” I yell, hitting again and again until he finally grabs my wrists and holds me tight. With tears streaming down my face, I look up at him and see that he seems shocked by my outburst. “I told you about her eggs and you stole them from her! I should never have said anything!” 
 
    He starts to say something, but I shut him up by stamping hard against his foot. 
 
    He lets out a cry of pain, and I manage to slip from his grasp. Turning, I try to grab the bag that contains the bottle, but at the last moment Mr. Randall pushes me out of the way. I try again, and this time he swings a fist at me, hitting me on the side of my mouth and sending me crumpling to the floor. Gasping, I'm about to get up when I taste blood, and I look down to see a few red specks dribbling down onto my hands. 
 
    Breathless now, I slowly look up and see Mr. Randall towering over me. 
 
    “That all got a little out of hand, Sylvia, didn't it?” he says, his voice betraying a sense of shock. “I hope you're going to calm down now.” 
 
    “You have to give her eggs back to her,” I reply. 
 
    “I have to do no such thing,” he explains. “If it helps, though, they're going to come with us. They're very much part of the purchase price that I've agreed with Mr. Flemyng. Having a mermaid is one thing, but it's quite another to have the ability to produce more mermaids.” 
 
    “That's why she was angry!” I gasp. “It's why she killed Ms. Harper! She wants her eggs back!” 
 
    “Yes, well...” He sighs, before checking his watch. “As you of all people should understand, Sylvia,” he continues, “mothers can be driven to do very silly things when they think they're protecting their children. Most often, they become quite irrational. Now will you please get up off the floor and come with me? I'm tired of this childish bullshit.” 
 
    For a moment, all I can do is stare up at him. Then, slowly, I start wiping the tears from my cheeks, along with the snot from my nose, and finally I start getting to my feet. I feel strangely calm, but at the same time there's a fresh wave of anger rising up through my chest, and a moment later I realize that without even thinking I've begun to clench both my fists. 
 
    Suddenly Mr. Randall's phone beeps. 
 
    “At last,” he says with a sigh, checking the phone. “They're here, Sylvia. We really don't have time to -” 
 
    “I'm never going with you!” I scream, launching myself at him again and pummeling as hard as I can manage. 
 
    This time I actually manage to catch him off-guard, and he falls back until he slams down against the floor. Climbing onto him, I start hitting him again, over and over, even as he tries to cover his face with his arms. All I can think right now is that he lied to me, and that he betrayed Mother by hurting the mermaid, and that he stole those eggs. The rage gets stronger and stronger, and I don't let up hitting him, not even when he starts begging me to hold back. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Thirty-One 
 
      
 
    “No!” I yell as Mr. Randall carries me up the dark, narrow stairwell and then through the door, out onto the building's roof. “I don't want to go!” 
 
    Kicking and screaming, I'm suddenly blinded by the brightest light I've ever seen in my life, burning through the cold night air. There's a loud rushing noise and the wind is howling all around me, and a moment later I see that a helicopter has landed ahead. Several men are already loading the mermaid's unconscious body into the back of the helicopter, while a door on the side has been left open. 
 
    “Calm down!” Mr. Randall hisses. “No-one's going to hurt you!” 
 
    “Put me down!” I scream, trying harder and harder to get free. “I want to go home!” 
 
    “Are we taking her?” an unfamiliar voice asks as we get closer to the helicopter. 
 
    “We can't exactly leave her here,” Mr. Randall replies, shoving me into the helicopter and then finally letting go of me. There are some cuts on his face from where I hit him. “She's hysterical, but I know how to calm her down.” 
 
    I immediately try to jump out, to run back into the building, but another arm grabs me and pulls me back. I scream and kick, but I'm being held too tight. The wind is so strong up here on the roof, I'm starting to shiver violently, but all I can think about is the fact that I have to get back downstairs to the apartment. Twisting around, I see an older man holding my arms, and I try to kick him away. 
 
    “That's alright, young lady,” he says calmly. “I've had worse than you on my ride before.” 
 
    “Leave me alone!” I scream. “I want to go back in!” 
 
    “Are we all loaded up?” the man asks, and then I hear another voice tell him that they're ready to go. 
 
    Turning, I see Mr. Randall climbing into the helicopter, and then a moment later the large metal door slides shut with a bang. I try to lunge for the handle, but the other man is holding me back and then I hear a loud surging sound from above. Looking up, I see that the helicopter's rotors are turning much faster now, and a moment later the whole thing shakes slightly as it starts lifting up from the helipad. 
 
    “No!” I scream, sobbing wildly as I try again and again to get out. If I can get the door open, I might still be able to jump. “I don't want to go!” 
 
    “Are you going to give her that thing or not?” the man asks, sounding annoyed as the helicopter swings around. 
 
    Weeping, I slip out of his hands and fall against the floor. At that moment, the helicopter tilts as it moves past the edge of the building, and I'm horrified to see the helipad getting further and further away. I can also see the lights in Mother's apartment, including the lights in the lounge, and I can just about make out the window where I used to stand and look out at the city. And then suddenly the helicopter swings around and rushes past several more buildings, and I watch in horror as Mother's apartment disappears into the distance. Soon, the lights of the windows are lost among all the other lights of the city. I know the building is out there somewhere, but everything looks the same. 
 
    “I want to go home,” I whimper, with tears streaming down my face. “I want to -” 
 
    Suddenly I feel something sharp sliding into my neck. I pull away and turn, and I see that Mr. Randall is holding an empty syringe. 
 
    “That'll help you sleep during the journey,” he explains, as the lights of the city flash across his face. “Don't fight it, Sylvia. Just let it pull you into a nice, deep sleep.” 
 
    “I don't want to!” I sob, but I can already feel my body getting heavier and heavier. “I don't want to go anywhere!” 
 
    “Sleep now,” he continues. “I'll explain everything when we get there.” 
 
    I try to shout at him, but instead my eyes slip shut and I fall back down against the helicopter's floor. I'm shivering and terrified, and I can hear the men talking, but the vibration of the helicopter is lulling me to sleep. At the very last moment, just as I lose consciousness, I hear Mr. Randall's voice one more time: 
 
    “Don't be scared, Sylvia,” he says firmly. “Mr. Flemyng's waiting for us. Maybe he'll have a better idea about what to do with you.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Thirty-Two 
 
      
 
    “Wake up.” 
 
    Everything is dark and quiet and calm. At the same time, something stirs in me, some vague awareness that I exist. This lasts for a moment before I start slipping away again, back into the void of - 
 
    “Wake up.” 
 
    I open my eyes. 
 
    My head is pounding and all I can see is a gray wall. I don't recognize that wall, but it takes a few seconds before I even think to look around. Sitting up on the bed, I start feeling dizzy, although the sensation quickly passes and is replaced by a feeling of nausea. That, too, fades after a moment, leaving me sitting all alone on the bed as I finally realize that I don't seem to be at home. Looking around, I have no idea where I am. 
 
    “Mother?” I whisper, hoping against hope that she might come to me, that it was all a bad dream. 
 
    No, wait. 
 
    Mother can't come to me. 
 
    Why can't Mother come to me? 
 
    Then it hits. 
 
    Mother's dead. 
 
    For a fraction of a second, in my mind's eye, I see a metal door swing open, and Mother's frozen body slides out and cracks against the tiled floor. I remember stepping back, horrified, and then... 
 
    And then there was a helicopter. 
 
    I remember staring out at the city beneath me, at the streets lit up at night by cars. I remember the helicopter swinging out across London, and then there was a pain in the side of my neck. That was when the darkness came, and even now I can feel the same darkness starting to claim me again. Even as I sit on the bed, it's as if gray hands are reaching up from the mattress to pull me back down, and I'm too weak to resist. Closing my eyes, I start to sink again. I sink and I sink and I - 
 
    “Wake up.” 
 
    “What?” I gasp, sitting up again and this time clambering off the bed. I look around the gloomy room, but I don't see anyone nearby. Still, I'm certain I heard a voice, and I don't think it was the first time. I've heard the same voice, saying the same thing, and somehow until this moment I never quite noticed. 
 
    After waiting just in case the voice comes back, I finally realize that I have to get out of here. There's a door on the far side of the room, although apart from the bed there's no other furniture. I take a step forward, before noticing a set of gray curtains covering the window. I can see light at the edges of the curtains, so I know it must be daytime by now. I can't help feeling nervous as I step closer, and then finally I pull the curtains aside slightly and I look out. 
 
    Gasping with shock, I see a calm, beautiful blue sea rippling beneath a sunny sky. 
 
    There are no buildings, no roads, and no planes in the sky. Just the sea spread out before me, as far as the eye can see in every direction. I've seen this kind of thing on TV before, of course, and after a moment I touch the window just to check that this isn't some kind of illusion. Wherever I am, I must be a long way from London, and I'm high up, too, since the sea must be at least two or three hundred meters below the window. 
 
    Stepping back, I try to figure out exactly where I am. 
 
    And then I remember Ms. Harper. 
 
    She was screaming as she died, with bubbles of black blood bursting through her skin. One of her eyes even popped. For a few seconds, I can only replay that horrific sight over and over again, along with the disgusting cracking thud that I heard when Mr. Randall cut her arm off. That sound was so clear and so gross, and now it's ringing in my ears as if it's never going to leave me alone. Filled with a sense of panic, I finally realize that I have to get out of here, so I race to the door and pull it open, only to find myself at one end of a long corridor with a floor-to-ceiling window running along the right-hand side. 
 
    I take a step forward and look out, and once again I'm faced with a vast and beautiful view of the sea. 
 
    Instinctively, I reach out and place a hand against the window. 
 
    The glass is cool to the touch. 
 
    A moment later, hearing voices in the distance, I turn and look along the corridor. Two men are talking, and I think I recognize one of them as Mr. Randall. They seem to be having a good time, even laughing, although I immediately flinch and take a step back. The thought of ever seeing Mr. Randall again makes my skin crawl, although at the same time when I look around I realize that there's nowhere else I can go. There are no other doors leading off the corridor, and my only option is to walk straight ahead and see what I find. 
 
    My first thought is to go back into the room and hide, but I know that wouldn't work. I'd have to come out eventually, so it might as well be now. 
 
    Even though I'm scared, I start walking along the corridor, although I'm poised to turn and run back at any moment. By the time I reach the end and peer through an open doorway, I can just about make out what Mr. Randall and the man are saying, but I'm surprised when I look into a large, sunlit room and see Mr. Randall sitting at a table opposite an old man. Almost immediately, before I have a chance to pull back, the old man turns and looks straight at me, and he smiles as I step out of view. 
 
    “I believe that's her now,” he says, his voice sounding rich and full and very English. “Ms. Sykes, I was wondering when you'd make an appearance. Would you perhaps like to come and join us?” 
 
    I wait, fully aware that there's no point running. 
 
    At the same time, I don't think I'm brave enough to go through. 
 
    “There's nothing to be scared of,” the old man continues. “You're among friends here. Well, as far as I'm concerned, at least. I can't speak for Mr. Randall.” 
 
    “Come out, Sylvia,” Mr. Randall says calmly. “You don't want Mr. Flemyng to think that you're rude, do you? He's gone to great lengths to make us both very welcome at his home. He doesn't often receive visitors.” 
 
    I hesitate, still trying to come up with a plan. Finally, however, I force myself to peer around the corner, and I see that the old man is still smiling at me. He has a broad, friendly face, with white hair and an even whiter beard. There's nothing immediately or obviously wrong with him, but I still feel nervous so I watch him for a moment longer and then I pull back out of sight again. 
 
    There has to be a way out of here. 
 
    I have to find a way home. 
 
    A moment later I hear a faint squeaking sound, and then I spot a shadow on the floor. Sure enough, a moment later the old man comes into view through the doorway, although I'm surprised to see that he's in a wheelchair. He doesn't have one of those fancy electric wheelchairs, either. Instead, he's turning the wheels with his hands. 
 
    “Exercise,” he says, sounding a little breathless as he stops in front of me. “Everything else in this place is automated, but I don't want to sit and get out of shape. There are some things that I still like to do for myself.” He gestures toward the table. “Please, won't you come and sit down? I'm sure you have a lot of questions, and it's my understanding that you've been through a great deal during the past week. First, let me assure you that I'm so very sorry for your loss. Your mother was an impeccable woman.” 
 
    I pause for a moment. 
 
    “You knew her?” I ask finally. 
 
    “Not very well. Mostly by reputation, although I bumped into her once or twice in the old days, at charity galas and launch events. She and I were interested in the same industries. We saw the world in the same way. In some regards, we developed our businesses simultaneously, aiming at the same things but always in a friendly manner. We were never trying to tear one another down. Her passing is a great loss to the world.” He pauses, as if he expects me to say something. “If I might add,” he continues after a few seconds, “you look quite a lot like her.” 
 
    I take a step back. 
 
    “It's the eyes, I think,” he continues, tilting his head slightly. “Yes, you have her eyes. And her gait.” 
 
    I don't even know what that means. 
 
    “And her apprehension,” he adds. “When you're scared, you look the way your mother looked when she was scared.” 
 
    Peering a little further around the side of the doorway, I see Mr. Randall still sitting at the table. This time, I notice that there's a black briefcase on the floor next to him. 
 
    “You're an orphan now, Sylvia,” the old man continues. I turn to him. “I'm so sorry, young lady. You're only ten years old, and that seems to be the worst age at which one can lose one's final parent. One is old enough to understand what is occurring, but not old enough to process the matter. You're all alone in the world, but that need not be the case for much longer. I'll admit, I was surprised when Mr. Randall brought you along, but we've been having a nice chat and he's helped me understand the serendipitous nature of this arrangement.” 
 
    I don't know what that means. Taking a step back, I can't shake the feeling that something's very wrong. 
 
    “You're terrified,” the old man says. “That's no shock. Allow me to explain. My name is Jason Flemyng. When you see what I have here at my home, well... to borrow a rather appropriate phrase, I think the scales will very quickly fall from your eyes.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Thirty-Three 
 
      
 
    “I long ago gave up the need to have human co-habitants,” Mr. Flemyng explains as he wheels himself along another corridor, past a window that offers yet another view of the ocean. “Almost everything here is automated, although I'm not a complete recluse. I welcome visitors from time to time.” 
 
    “Is there any news about the helicopter?” Mr. Randall asks, walking next to me. He's carrying the briefcase, and after a moment he checks his watch. “I'd like to be out of here by nightfall.” 
 
    “Are we on an island?” I whisper, staring out at the sea. “Is this really an island?” 
 
    “Money doesn't mean anything beyond a certain point,” Mr. Flemyng continues, apparently ignoring the question about the helicopter. “When one has ten billion in the bank, one doesn't especially notice when the eleventh billion arrives. Well, at least that is my experience. I made my fortune in the weather industry, working on advanced cloud-seeding techniques and the like. I literally helped men create technology that allows them to conjure whatever weather they desire. But money can on occasion be used to gain possession of certain items that put one beyond the knowledge and understanding of common men.” 
 
    Before I can ask what he means, I see several stuffed animals up ahead. There are camels and zebras and ostriches, and then a little further there are several lions, all lining one section of the corridor. 
 
    “In my former life I hunted game,” Mr. Flemyng explains, sounding a little breathless as he continues to wheel himself ahead of us. “Until the thrill wore off. The thrills always wear off, don't they? Or are you too young to have experienced that yet?” 
 
    “I want to go home,” I whisper, but I don't think anyone can hear me. 
 
    It's true, though. I just want to go back to the apartment and climb into my bed and pull the covers over my head and never come out again. At least I was safe when I was at home, and I didn't have to deal with mean people who did bad things. Until last week, I'd never even seen anyone in pain, I'd never heard a scream, I'd never even witnessed blood being spilled. Maybe I began to wonder what the rest of the world might be like, but now all my curiosity has drained away. I just want to go home. 
 
    “The helicopter's on its way, isn't it?” Mr. Randall asks, checking his watch again. “I don't want to wait too much longer.” 
 
    “What time can we leave?” I ask, looking up at him. “Why did we even come here?” 
 
    “Haven't you worked it out yet?” Mr. Flemyng asks. 
 
    I turn to him and find that as he continues to wheel himself along the corridor, he's also looking over his shoulder at me. There's a smile on his face. 
 
    “I am the only person in the world,” he continues, “who can offer you what you need.” 
 
    I wait for him to explain, but it's almost as if he expects me to know already. 
 
    “What do I need?” I ask finally. “I... I don't know.” 
 
    “A cure, of course,” he replies. “Don't you want to be cured?” 
 
    “Sylvia's mother didn't want her to know about her condition,” Mr. Randall says. “She was always told that the patch on her shoulder was simply dry skin. She was told that the ointment was to keep it from cracking.” 
 
    “I do have dry skin!” I say firmly, looking up at him. “Mother told me every single day!” 
 
    “You have a type of carcinoma that is extremely slow-acting,” he replies, stopping ahead of us next to a large double door, “but which will one day undoubtedly spread to your organs. It's precisely the same type of cancer that killed your mother, except that in her case it first appeared when she was in her late twenties. I'm afraid, Sylvia, that you're showing signs much earlier.” 
 
    “There was a fire,” I reply, “and -” 
 
    “There was no fire.” 
 
    “Mother said -” 
 
    “Your mother lied to you,” he continues. “We all did. What was the alternative? To tell a little girl that she's dying?” 
 
    I shake my head, but he's staring at me with a completely blank expression. 
 
    “That's not true,” I tell him. “I've got dry skin!” 
 
    “Your mother searched desperately for a cure,” he replies, “but it wasn't until your symptoms showed that she went into overdrive. There was nothing she wasn't willing to do, in order to save your life. That even included diverting all her resources to an ambitious project designed to breach international embargoes and acquire one of the last examples of the mermaid species. As it happens, she seems to have acquired the final two specimens in the world, only one of which actually survived to reach the tank in the laboratory.” 
 
    “No,” I stammer, “that doesn't make any sense!” 
 
    “I can help you,” Mr. Flemyng says, touching my arm. 
 
    I pull away from him. 
 
    “I'm an old man,” he continues, “and I want to do something good for the world, something that will persist after I'm gone. While I am alive, I wish to know the joy of owning something that is secret. I admit, I am selfish and greedy, but that is what I desire. After I am gone, however, I shall turn this miracle over to the world, and all her secrets will be discovered. You just have to wait a -” 
 
    Suddenly he starts coughing. I take a step back, disgusted by the sound of something nasty coming from his throat. After a moment he takes a piece of tissue paper and spits something out, and then he turns to me again. 
 
    “You just have to wait a short while now. Weeks. Months, maybe. Not much longer.” 
 
    Shaking my head, I can't help thinking that none of this makes any sense. He keeps contradicting himself, and I don't think the problem is just that I'm too young to understand. Something about this Mr. Flemyng guy is a lie. 
 
    “And now you must want to see her,” he continues, still sounding a little short of breath as he wheels himself over to the set of double doors. “I saw photographs and videos of the set-up in your mother's building, Sylvia. I'm sure she did her best, but perhaps desperation drove her to acquire the mermaid before she was completely ready. Fortunately, having craved just such a specimen myself for many years, I long ago had adequate provisions made.” 
 
    Reaching up, he taps a sensor and the doors slide open. 
 
    I open my mouth to say that I want to go home. 
 
    And then I see her. 
 
    Stepping past Mr. Flemyng, I'm stunned to see that we're in a truly vast room, bigger even than an aircraft hangar. At the center of the room, a massive water tank has been set up, and a moment later I spot the mermaid swimming around the edge as she checks the area where the curved glass meets the polished floor. I can immediately tell from the way she swims that she seems more frantic, as if she's desperate to get out. 
 
    “She's alive!” I shout, rushing forward and hurrying all the way to the tank, stopping right in front of where the mermaid is examining another of the joins. “You're alive!” I continue, reaching out and touching the glass, and for a moment I feel genuinely overjoyed to see her again. “I thought you... I mean, I was worried...” 
 
    I fall silent for a moment. And then, suddenly, the mermaid turns and looks straight at me. 
 
    She looks angry. 
 
    “I'm sorry,” I stammer. “If my mother hadn't stolen you, you'd never be in this position. You'd still be out there in the sea, swimming about and going wherever you wanted. You'd have a perfect life and nobody would be able to hide you away like this. She didn't mean to do all these bad things, she would have let you go eventually.” A tear runs down my face as I see the sadness in the mermaid's expression. In this moment, I finally know without doubt that she hates being held in captivity. “You'll get out of here,” I tell her. “I don't know how or when, but you will. Soon! When the world finds out about you, people won't let you stay here like this, they'll -” 
 
    Before I can finish, I spot a bloodied wound on her waist, just below the area where her scales start. I immediately realize that it's the place where she was keeping her eggs. 
 
    “Mother would never have done that to you,” I explain, trying not to panic. “She was a good person! She -” 
 
    “You told them,” the voice says suddenly. 
 
    Startled, I take a step back from the tank. 
 
    “I thought you were going to help me,” the voice continues. “Why did you betray me instead?” 
 
    I shake my head. 
 
    “I didn't mean to,” I tell her. “I... I...” 
 
    The mermaid stares at me for a moment longer, until I hear the squeak of Mr. Flemyng's wheelchair coming closer. This noise caused the mermaid to immediately turn and swim away, and I watch as she disappears into the vast dark blue of the tank. 
 
    “Isn't she magnificent?” Mr. Flemyng says. “Based on the blueprints I saw, the tank here on my private island is more than twenty times larger than the home your mother provided.” 
 
    I watch the water, waiting for the mermaid to reappear. 
 
    “She's perfectly safe,” Mr. Flemyng continues. “The temperature of the water is perfect, as is the filtration system. She'll want for nothing while she's here.” 
 
    I turn to him and see that he's smiling. 
 
    “That Doctor Collier fellow wrote up the most marvelous report about her,” he explains. “The conditions inside that tank are absolutely ideal in every possible way.” 
 
    “And you reinforced the glass, I hope?” Mr. Randall says, watching from the doorway. “I trust you read about the dangers this creature poses. She might look okay, but she can kill.” 
 
    “Oh, I hope so,” Mr. Flemyng replies, staring in wonder at the tank for a moment before turning to me again. “I've always been fascinated by the endless variations of the natural world, Sylvia, but that doesn't mean I'm blind to the dangers that one can face. I know how infinitely clever these creatures can be, especially when they're protecting their young. This specimen, for example, will undoubtedly go to any lengths in order to save her eggs.” 
 
    “Why did you take her eggs?” I ask, turning to Mr. Randall. “Why did you kill them?” 
 
    “Nothing was killed,” he replies. “The eggs are perfectly viable, if they're reintroduced to suitable environment.” He checks his watch. “Now, if you'll excuse me, I -” 
 
    “Listen!” Mr. Flemyng says suddenly, his voice filled with excitement as he puts a finger to his mouth. “Do you hear?” 
 
    Before I can answer, I realize I can hear a very faint banging sound coming from somewhere around the other side of the tank. 
 
    “She's trying to escape,” Mr. Flemyng continues, as a smile grows across his face. “Isn't that magnificent? She's been trying to open one of the filtration units ever since she arrived. She won't have any luck, of course, but it's fascinating to see her try.” He looks into the tank for a moment, as the banging sound persists. “I can't wait to see the full extent of her potential,” he adds. “That's when you see somebody's true nature. When they're forced to fight for their life. When they have to escape.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Thirty-Four 
 
      
 
    “Hello!” I yell, standing at the shore with my hands cupped around my mouth. “Somebody! Help me!” 
 
    I wait, but all I see is the empty horizon, and all I hear is the sound of the sea lapping at the shore. A moment later I spot something in the sky, a tiny speck moving calmly from right to left, and I realize it must be a distant plane. 
 
    “Hey!” I shout, waving my hands furiously. “I'm down here! Help me!” 
 
    This is hopeless. 
 
    The speck continues on its way, and I know there's no way anyone could possibly have seen me down here. 
 
    It must be at least an hour since I ran out of Mr. Flemyng's house. He made no attempt to stop me. In fact, I think I heard him calling after me, telling me to enjoy exploring his private island. As soon as I was outside, I began to look for someone who can help, but I've now run all the way around the shore and I'm back where I started, and it's clear that there's no-one else here. 
 
    Turning, I look up toward the top of the cliff, and I can just about see the edge of Mr. Flemyng's house. He really lives here all alone, on his own private island. I can see to the horizon in every direction, I can run along the shore all day and all night, but I won't find a way off. 
 
    I'm trapped. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Thirty-Five 
 
      
 
    “But the helicopter will be along soon, won't it?” Mr. Randall asks as we sit at the dinner table. “I want to be back on the mainland by midnight.” 
 
    Outside, thunder rumbles in the darkening sky. I turn and look out the window, and I see a faint hint of light on the horizon. The sun has almost set, and soon it'll be night. I know it's dumb of me, but I always miss Mother the most at night. 
 
    I'm about to look back at my plate of food, when I notice another stuffed lion over by the door. This one is much larger than all the others, with a more fearsome face. I don't know why anyone would want such horrible things in their house. 
 
    “South Africa, 1985,” Mr. Flemyng says. 
 
    I turn to him. 
 
    “I almost died, hunting that beast,” he continues, staring at the lion with a faint smile, as if he's remembering something wonderful. “I should have died. I won't show you the scars, Sylvia, but the entire left side of my torso was gouged by the claws on that lion's front left paw. There was so much blood. It was a miracle that one of the other hunters heard my cries and came running, scaring the creature away. I was in agony, but I still had the presence of mind to aim my gun and fire. I dropped that lion, and I looked into its eyes as it died. And in that moment, I'm sure I saw respect.” 
 
    “I didn't hear anything about a storm coming earlier,” Mr. Randall mutters darkly. “The weather for this part of the French coast was supposed to be clear.” 
 
    “Your helicopter is on its way,” Mr. Flemyng replies, before turning to me again just as there's another rumble of thunder outside. “You're not scared, Sylvia, are you?” he asks. “We all have to vanquish fear at some point. There are people who waste their lives living in terror. You mustn't be like them.” 
 
    I don't know exactly what he means. 
 
    “Imagine what it's like,” he adds. “Imagine reaching the end of your life and realizing you wasted it by cowering the whole way through. Imagine seeing the light ahead, knowing it's time for you to pass on, and feeling nothing but regret.” 
 
    “That's a little deep for her,” Mr. Randall says calmly. “She's barely ten.” 
 
    “Have you ever wanted something, Sylvia,” Mr. Flemyng continues, “and been so close to getting it, only to have it snatched away? And have you had that happen so many times that you begin to lose all your fear? And then, finally, you realize that you're on the verge of getting it, and you don't even know how to think anymore?” He pauses, before leaning closer to me. “I've waited so long for this night. Now that it's here, I'm so glad I can share it with you.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “I'm leaving now,” Mr. Randall tells me, standing in the doorway of the room where I woke up earlier. “I wasn't sure whether to come and say goodbye, but -” 
 
    Before he can finish, there's another distant rumble of thunder. 
 
    “Well, I thought maybe I should,” he continues. “After all, I was your mother's assistant since before you were born. I remember her pregnancy, and I remember her bringing you home. I helped raise you, Sylvia. I'd like to think that we were...” 
 
    His voice trails off, and for a moment he seems uncomfortable. 
 
    “So before I leave,” he adds finally, “I just wanted to tell you that I never intended to cheat your mother in any way. I was her loyal servant until the moment she died. It was only then that I realized I had an opportunity, and by God I seized that opportunity with both hands. It has been an honor and a privilege to serve your family.” 
 
    “Where am I going to go?” I ask. 
 
    “You're going to stay here.” 
 
    “I don't want to stay here,” I tell him, with tears in my eyes. “I want to go home.” 
 
    “You don't have a home anymore,” he replies. “That apartment will be nothing now except an empty shell. Your mother spent almost all her money on that pet project with the mermaid, so she was drowning in debt by the time she died. If you go back, all you'll inherit will be huge numbers with minus symbols in front of them. There's nothing for you, and no family. It was never my intention to bring you here, but now that you are here, Mr. Flemyng has very kindly consented to look after you. You'll be fine.” 
 
    “I can't stay here!” I reply. “Please, you can't leave me here! You have to take me home!” 
 
    “And who would look after you?” 
 
    I open my mouth to answer him, but then I realize I don't know what to say. I have no grandparents, no aunts or uncles, no relatives at all. Mother had no friends, and neither did I. I only had Mr. Randall and Ms. Harper. 
 
    Outside, thunder rumbles again. 
 
    “It was an honor knowing your mother,” Mr. Randall says, coming over and holding his hand out toward me. “We won't see one another again, Sylvia, but I hope you know that I'll never forget either of you. When I'm back in London, I'll tidy up your mother's affairs and ensure that her debt dies with her. That's the only thing I can do for you, and it's an absolute promise. Meanwhile you'll be here on Mr. Flemyng's private island and I'm sure he already has a plan for your education and continued growth. One day you'll look back on all of this and you'll be thankful.” 
 
    “You're selling me,” I whisper. 
 
    “The mermaid -” 
 
    “You're selling her,” I continue, feeling a growing sense of anger, “and you're selling me too.” 
 
    “It's not quite like that.” 
 
    “Why does he want me?” 
 
    “He didn't want you,” he explains. “When I mentioned your existence, he was shocked. It was only later that he said I should bring you, and that you could stay here. I'm very grateful to him. I was wondering what to do with you.” 
 
    “I don't want to be here!” 
 
    “You turned ten a few days ago,” he replies. “Don't take this the wrong way, Sylvia, but I don't think you really have much say in anything. You're still a child.” 
 
    “What if I refuse to stay?” 
 
    “You can try to swim to shore, but somehow I doubt you'll make it the full thirty miles to the nearest coast.” 
 
    “Can't you take me with you?” 
 
    He shakes his head. 
 
    “Why not?” I ask. 
 
    “It's complicated.” 
 
    There are more tears in my eyes now. I hate Mr. Randall, but at the same time I'm scared to be without him. 
 
    “You can't leave me here!” I tell him, trying to hide the fact that I'm panicking. “I don't know Mr. Flemyng at all! I don't like him!” 
 
    “He seems very nice,” he replies. “I don't know him either, but he has a great deal of money and he seems kind. Plus, you'll get to spend more time with the mermaid, and that'll be fun. You're really very lucky, Sylvia. If you think about it, the mermaid is your only friend from the time when your mother was alive. Maybe you can get to know her a little better. Maybe you can even become proper friends. After all, it's far from established that she's mute. If Mr. Flemyng is willing to let you try, and if you're really careful, you might be able to see if you can talk to her. Would you like that? After all, she's the closest thing you've got to a friend now.” 
 
    Staring at him, I realize he's serious. 
 
    He checks his watch. 
 
    “And now it's time for me to be going,” he continues. “Believe me, Sylvia, I've got a lot of work to do when I get back to London. There are going to be plenty of questions about your mother's death, not to mention your disappearance, but I've got a decent cover story all worked out. The whole process might be a little stressful, but that's hardly the worst thing in the world. I promise I'll do the right thing on your mother's behalf.” 
 
    He checks his watch again, before turning and walking out of the room, swinging the briefcase as he goes. 
 
    “Goodbye, Sylvia,” he calls back to me. “Have fun here!” 
 
    “Were you telling the truth when you said I'm sick?” I ask. 
 
    He stops, and he half turns to look at me, but he seems cautious. 
 
    “I can't do anything else to help you,” he says finally. “I've really done far more than could ever have been expected.” 
 
    “But -” 
 
    “Besides, Mr. Flemyng was very keen for you to stay. He's promised me that he'll look after you.” 
 
    “I don't know him!” 
 
    “You'll have plenty of time to change that,” he adds, before turning and walking away. 
 
    “Come back!” I shout, just as I start to hear rain being blown against the window. “Please come back! Don't leave me here!” 
 
    I wait, but his footsteps disappear into the distance. For a moment I feel like I'm about to break down and start sobbing, but then I feel a rush of anger in my chest. It's the same kind of anger I used to feel back at home, the kind of anger that I was never able to control. Finally, unable to stop myself, I clamber off the bed and race out of the room, hurrying after Mr. Randall. All I can think is that I have to find some way to make him take me away from here. I've lost Mother and Ms. Harper in the past week. I can't lose the last person in the whole world who I actually know. 
 
    “Mr. Randall!” I shout, racing into the dining room, only to find that there's no-one here. 
 
    I look around, and a moment later I see bright lights flashing beyond the far windows. Hurrying over, I'm horrified to see that a helicopter is waiting out on the helipad, and Mr. Randall is climbing inside. Filled with a sense of panic, I try to find a door, but I can't figure out how to get outside. 
 
    “Mr. Randall!” I yell, banging on the windows as the helicopter's door slides shut. “Come back!” 
 
    I run all the way along the room, and finally I find a door. Pushing it open, I emerge on the helipad and immediately get blown back against the wall as the helicopter starts to rise. Rain is being whipped up all around, and I have to shield my eyes as I watch the helicopter's lights get higher and higher into the stormy sky. 
 
    “Mr. Randall!” I scream. “Stop!” 
 
    There's no point. 
 
    He can't hear me now. 
 
    I briefly spot the side of his face as the helicopter swings out across the house, and then I watch helplessly it flies away across the sea. With tears flowing down my cheeks, I watch in horror as Mr. Randall gets further and further away, and I start to realize that he's not coming back. Apart from Mother, Mr. Randall is the one person I've known all my life, and he just left me here with an old man I've never met before. 
 
    “Don't be too sad,” a voice says, and I turn to see that Mr. Flemyng is watching from the cover of a small sheltered area at the edge of the helipad. After a moment he turns to me. “I had to go to great expense to extract you and the mermaid earlier than I had planned. Mr. Randall very kindly offered you to me as compensation for that unanticipated expenditure.” 
 
    With that, he starts wheeling himself past me, heading back into the house. 
 
    Too shocked to say anything, too shocked to even move, I stand in the pouring rain and watch the storm clouds. I can no longer see the helicopter, and finally I realize that Mr. Randall is definitely not coming back. He's abandoned me, and I'm trapped here on this island forever. 
 
    And then, slowly, I realize I can hear the mermaid's voice whispering at the back of my thoughts: 
 
    “This is your fault,” she tells me. “Now you're going to have to pay, just like all the rest of them.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Thirty-Six 
 
      
 
    One week later 
 
      
 
    “Hello!” I yell, standing on the shore and waving frantically at the dot on the horizon. “I'm over here! Help me!” 
 
    My throat hurts so much, I can barely stand to shout at all. I think I can even taste blood. Still, this is only the second ship I've spotted since I arrived at the island, and I'm desperately hoping that I'll be spotted. Mr. Flemyng says all shipping knows to keep away from his island, but I'm still clinging to the possibility that by some miracle I can get out of here. 
 
    “Hello!” I shout again. “I -” 
 
    Suddenly I let out a faint gasp, and I taste blood at the back of my throat. I watch the dot for a moment, and I realize with a sinking sensation that if anything the dot seems to be getting further away. Sure enough, after a couple more minutes, it's gone entirely. 
 
    No-one's coming. 
 
    I'm never going to get out of here. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Thirty-Seven 
 
      
 
    Another week later 
 
      
 
    He's humming again. 
 
    Sitting on the floor in one of the corridors of the house, I listen to the sound of Mr. Flemyng humming as he wheels himself around the dining table. He's been eating dinner, and as usual he called out to me, asking if I'd like to join him. I refused to answer, but over the past few days we've fallen into a kind of routine. 
 
    He offers. 
 
    I don't reply. 
 
    He leaves food on the table for me when he's done, and he leaves the room. 
 
    I go and eat, shoveling the food into my mouth as quickly as possible. 
 
    “I do hope you'll reconsider,” he calls out a moment later, as I wait for him to leave. “There's really no point being this stubborn, Sylvia. While we wait, we might as well converse.” 
 
    I don't say anything. 
 
    I wait, and finally I hear him wheeling himself out of the dining room. I peer around the corner and see that he's gone, and then I race over to the table and sit down, immediately wolfing down the bowl of spaghetti bolognese that he left me. 
 
    This happens three times a day now. I hate taking anything from him, but I need food. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Thirty-Eight 
 
      
 
    Yet another week later 
 
      
 
    It's late. I can hear another storm outside. There have been a lot of storms lately. 
 
    With my hands flat on my belly, I stare up at the dark bedroom ceiling. As well as the storm, I can hear the sound of waves crashing against the island's shore. I like that sound. I need that sound. Especially at night. 
 
    Because night is when she comes. 
 
    I don't know if it's because I'm tired, or if it's because she's stronger, or if it's because of some other thing entirely, but for the last few nights I've been hearing the mermaid's voice in my head. I try to drown her out, and that works to some extent, but I still hear snatches of what she's saying to me. And tonight, like the other nights, she's angry. 
 
    “You don't think you're safe, do you?” she whispers. “When I get to you, I'm going to -” 
 
    Then the waves block her voice for a moment, allowing me a moment of respite before she returns. 
 
    “- after I'm done with him,” she says. “He's a monster, but you? You betrayed me. I thought you were a good person. You were the one I was able to reach out to when I was first a prisoner. I thought you understood.” 
 
    The first couple of nights, I tried to talk back to her. I tried to think back, to defend myself. If she ever heard what I was saying, she gave no indication. She just seems to want to taunt me, night after night, promising revenge. The worst part is, I believe her. All this waiting is making me feel like I'm losing my mind, like I want to scream. I've even considered going to Mr. Flemyng and asking if he can help, but I don't want to ask that man for anything. I suppose I'll just have to wait out the nights and hope that soon I'll find a way off this island. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Thirty-Nine 
 
      
 
    Another week later 
 
      
 
    “Stop!” I shout, dropping to my knees on the beach and putting my hands on the sides of my head. “Get out! Get out! Get out!” 
 
    “Soon I'll be with you,” her voice sneers. She sounds angrier than ever. “Not long now.” 
 
    I squeeze my eyes tight shut and try to focus on the sound of the waves. Somehow, up in my room, the mermaid's voice seemed louder than ever tonight. Finally, even though it's gone midnight, I came outside and hurried all the way down to the shoreline, so that maybe the crashing waves might drown the voice out entirely. That's working to some degree, but I still hear snatches of her latest threats. 
 
    After a moment I open my eyes. Light rain is falling, but I don't mind that. I'd even take a thunderstorm right now, if that would drown out the voice. In fact, I think a storm might even be forming right now. Shivering in the cold night air, I stay on my knees and wait for the voice to return, but finally it seems as if she might actually have fallen silent. That would be odd, it'd be much earlier than usual, and after a moment I start to feel worried. 
 
    Why has she stopped? 
 
    What's she doing instead? 
 
    I wait on the shore, too scared to go anywhere else, until the rain gets much stronger and I realize my clothes are soaked. Slowly getting to my feet, I can feel my drenched dress weighing me down, and I'm shivering so badly that my teeth have started to chatter. 
 
    After a moment, however, I realize that my right shoulder seems to be burning. I peel the top of my dress aside, and I'm horrified to see that the skin above my armpit looks dark and discolored. I've felt some discomfort lately, now that Mr. Randall isn't around to give me my ointment, but I managed to ignore my fears. Now that my dress is clinging to the skin, however, I can feel a stinging pain, and I stare for a moment at the damage before settling the fabric back in place. 
 
    Whatever's wrong with me, it's getting worse. 
 
    Turning, I hurry back across the beach, pushing my way through the wind and rain until I reach the steps that lead back up to Mr. Flemyng's house. I hate going up there, but I have no choice, so I start climbing. Each step feels heavier than the last, and a couple of times I have to stop and get my breath back. It takes about ten minutes to reach the top of the cliff, and I'm completely out of breath by the time I stumble past the swimming pool and over toward the observation deck. 
 
    Exhausted, I'm about to go inside when I suddenly see that Mr. Flemyng is in the lounge. He never normally gets up in the middle of the night, but he's wheeling himself over toward the far end of the room. I hesitate, hating the sight of him, but then I realize that I can't just stand here in the rain. If I stay out here much longer, I'll get pneumonia. At least the mermaid's voice is quiet for now. Whatever she's doing, I'm just relieved she's leaving me alone. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Forty 
 
      
 
    “Nights like this remind me of Africa,” Mr. Flemyng says as I step back into the house's main room. I guess he must have spotted me outside. “That's when I first got into the weather engineering game, you know. Night after night, our little group of happy campers would sit listening to the storms outside, and I realized the bad weather represented the last point of true chaos in the world. Control the weather, and you can control crops, famines... You can end riots, you can reward and punish people in equal measure. It was really a neglected area of study when I began.” 
 
    He pours himself a glass of whiskey. His hands are shaking as he sets the bottle back on the table. 
 
    “I'm glad you finally consented to spend some time with me,” he adds. 
 
    Ignoring him, I start heading toward the door that leads into the corridor that leads to my - 
 
    “That's where I met your mother, you know,” he says suddenly, and I freeze. 
 
    After a moment, I turn and see that he's staring into the glass of whiskey, as if he's mesmerized by the color. 
 
    “In Africa,” he continues. “I know I told you about some of this before but perhaps I understated my connection with her when we met. I'm not going to claim we became great friends, but I got to know her a little. We went out on safari together once or twice. Oh, now those were my happiest days. Being out there in the wild, with just a gun, stalking some of the most magnificent beasts that have ever lived. You can't imagine the adrenaline rush.” 
 
    He takes a sip of whiskey, before wheeling himself across the room and stopping at the window, where he looks out at the growing storm. At that moment, another arc of lightning crosses the sky, followed seconds later by more thunder. 
 
    “I want to go home,” I tell him. 
 
    My teeth are still chattering. 
 
    “Your mother saved my life,” he mutters, before chuckling slightly. “I was on a safari many years ago, and one of these big, beautiful beasts got the better of me. I told you before, but you'll have to forgive me. I'm an old man, and I get sentimental, and this story really matters to me. I was mauled, I was about to die. At first I was terrified, I was screaming, but at the final moment I felt at peace. I was ready to die in the most perfect way possible, in the most natural way, and then at the last moment your mother came rushing over and spooked the lion. Then, in a moment of weakness, I shot the beast. I have regretted that ever since.” 
 
    “My mother saved you?” I reply, shocked by the idea. 
 
    “She had this rather trivial, safe view of Africa,” he continues. “She was more into the art and the music. The commercialized version of the place. She was scared of the savagery, whereas I have always been fascinated by the ferocity of the natural world. And ever since I woke up in the hospital and found that I'd lost the use of my legs, I've been obsessed with one thought.” He reaches past one of the chairs, and a moment later I'm shocked to see him settle a rifle across his lap. “I want to undo my mistake. I want to get back to that moment where a magnificent beast was about to end my life. But it cannot be a simple surrender. I cannot go by suicide. There must be a fight involved.” 
 
    I take a step back. 
 
    “I saw my brother die once,” he explains, turning his chair and starting to wheel himself toward me. “I saw him gasping for breath in a hospital bed. He basically suffocated on his own phlegm. I don't want that. I want to die the old-fashioned way. The honorable way. The noble way. And what better way to ensure that, than to face nature's finest? I used to think the finest meant a lion, but then I heard about the mermaids and I knew immediately that I wanted one of them to be my final test.” 
 
    He wheels himself past me, heading over to a cabinet on the wall. Stopping, he takes a key from his pocket and unlocks the cabinet's door. 
 
    “Something about this night feels different, don't you think?” he asks. 
 
    “Do you hear her?” I reply. 
 
    “Hear who?” 
 
    “Her voice,” I continue. “Do you hear her voice?” 
 
    “I have no idea what you're talking about,” he mutters, furrowing his brow. “Whose voice?” 
 
    I hesitate, before realizing that maybe that's something I should keep to myself for now. 
 
    “Never mind,” I say under my breath. 
 
    “She won't be able to resist this,” he continues, and then he opens the door. 
 
    Gasping, I see a large glass vial filled with small, floating orangey-red blobs. I immediately know where I've seen them before, and I step back as I see a rush of horror. 
 
    “They were extracted from her before she came here,” Mr. Flemyng explains. “Eggs, scraped from some part of her body. I've been assured that they're still -” 
 
    “I know what they are,” I tell him, although I hate seeing the vial in his hands. “You can't keep them. They're not yours. You have to give them back to her!” 
 
    “She'll have to come and get them,” he purrs. “Your Doctor Collier was most careful, after removing them, to ensure that they were stored in an appropriate solution. There are two hundred and seventy-five eggs in this container, and I am quite certain that the mermaid will stop at nothing to get them back. After all, they are her children, so I'm sure they'll be the most perfect bait.” 
 
    After locking the door and putting the key back into his pocket, he turns the chair around and smiles at me. 
 
    “Parents will do anything for their children, won't they?” he continues. “Even -” 
 
    Suddenly the lights go out, plunging us into darkness. 
 
    Gasping, I take another step back, quickly bumping into one of the sofas. 
 
    “Could that be her?” Mr. Flemyng asks, his voice filled with anticipation. “Is she really that clever? Is she that fast? It's only been a few weeks since you both arrived.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” I stammer, trying not to sound too scared. “How could -” 
 
    Before I can finish, some of the lights come back on, but only along strips that run around the tops and bottoms of the walls. 
 
    “The emergency power system has kicked in,” Mr. Flemyng says, wheeling himself forward a little. “That means something catastrophic must have happened to the primary system. There are so many fail-safes, that's almost impossible unless...” 
 
    I wait for him to finish. A moment later I hear another rumble of thunder outside, and I turn to look across the dimly-lit lounge. For some reason, I'm starting to worry that there might be something watching us. 
 
    “Mine,” a voice whispers suddenly. “Give them back to me.” 
 
    Startled, I turn and look the other way, but I still don't see anyone. 
 
    “What is it?” Mr. Flemyng asks, looking the same way. “Did you hear something, girl? Tell me!” 
 
    “She's silent,” I whisper. 
 
    “Who is? What are you talking about?” 
 
    I turn to him, and I can see the fear in his eyes. 
 
    “She's been threatening me,” I tell him, as I feel a fissure of slow, cold terror starting to uncurl in my chest. “For weeks now, she's been in my head, but now she's stopped. That can only mean she...” 
 
    My voice trails off as I realize there's only one possibility. 
 
    “I must check!” Mr. Flemyng says suddenly, wheeling himself past me and heading out through the nearest door. “If I'm right, she's made her move much faster than I ever expected! Is she really that clever?” 
 
    “Wait!” I call out, terrified in case he leaves me alone. “Come back!” 
 
    I don't want to go with him, but I also don't want to stay here in the lounge, so finally I hurry after him. Despite his age, he's managing to push his wheels faster and faster, and I actually have to run to catch up to him. He's already at the far end of the corridor, and as I catch him he's pressing a panel on the wall. A door slides open, and I follow him through into the huge room I saw earlier. The water tank is up ahead, but I stop as soon as I see that something's different. 
 
    The water is completely cloudy, making it impossible to see anything except a wall of grainy dark blue. 
 
    “What's she done?” Mr. Flemyng calls out, wheeling himself over to the control terminal. “What has that clever thing been up to?” 
 
    He taps at the computer, scrolling through various screens. 
 
    “It's something to do with the filtration system,” he mutters. “She's caused all the filtered material to get emptied from the filter housing, back into the tank. Is she insane? All she's going to achieve if she does that... She'll kill herself!” 
 
    “She wouldn't do that,” I tell him. “She wouldn't just give up on her eggs!” 
 
    He taps at the computer again, and a moment later I hear a loud rumbling sound coming from the pipes. 
 
    “I've got no choice,” Mr. Flemyng explains. “I have to drain it before she dies!” 
 
    As the tank's water level starts coming down, I hurry over to the glass. Once I'm closer, I'm finally able to make out the faintest shape ahead, and I realize I can just about make out the mermaid. She doesn't seem to be moving at all. Instead, she's at the bottom of the tank, slumped slightly and seemingly waiting for the water to drain. My heart is racing, but somehow deep down I know that she can't be dead. After all, I heard her voice in my head just a few minutes ago – or at least, I think it was her voice – and she didn't sound like she was dying. 
 
    “What the hell has she done?” Mr. Flemyng snaps. “I don't understand what she thinks she's playing at!” 
 
    “Please don't be dead,” I whisper, still convinced that this can't be as bad as it looks. “Please don't be dead, please don't be dead, please don't have abandoned your -” 
 
    Suddenly the water level drops low enough for me to see her face, and I'm startled by the sight of her dark, empty eye sockets. The water level continues to go down, and now I see that her entire body is crumpled on the floor of the tank. Even her large fishy tail – which once looked so magnificent – has lost much of its beautiful color and is simply laid out along the bottom of the tank. As the water level finally gets down to zero, her shoulder gives way and she slumps lifeless to the floor. 
 
    “No, that's not what's supposed to happen,” Mr. Flemyng stammers, as he wheels himself closer. “It doesn't make any sense! She can't be dead! I won't be denied!” 
 
    I open my mouth to scream, but at the very last moment I realize that I can see through one of her empty eye sockets, and that there seems to be a torn gap on the back of her head. I hurry around the tank a little, and now I can see that the entire back of her body has been ripped open, leaving chunks of flesh hanging from the ragged wound. 
 
    Mr. Flemyng comes around to join me, and we stand in silence for a moment. 
 
    “She's shed her skin,” he says finally, his voice filled with a sense of awe. “That clever, clever thing. She's shed her skin like a snake and left the tank and -” 
 
    And then, before he can finish, the emergency lights go off and we're plunged into darkness. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Forty-One 
 
      
 
    “Stay close to me, girl!” Mr. Flemyng hisses as he drags me across the pitch-black room. “If you hear anything, tell me immediately!” 
 
    A moment later I spot a light on his lap, and he holds up a mobile phone. As he swings the screen around, I turn and look for any sign of the mermaid, but I don't see her. I don't even know what I'm really looking for, since I can't even begin to imagine what she looks like now that she's slipped out of her skin. From what I could see just now, she's shed not only the skin of her top half but also most of the meat of her tail. As I try to imagine what that could look like, I think back to the sight of the fish-man's body on Doctor Collier's slab, and I remember the tucked, bony legs that he pulled out from the corpse's tail. 
 
    She might be able to walk. 
 
    I don't know how that would even work, but she might actually be able to walk on those things. 
 
    “She's magnificent,” Mr. Flemyng says, finally pulling me out into the corridor. At least here there's a little more light from the window, and a moment later a flash of lightning briefly allows me to see the empty corridor stretching ahead. “I knew she was intelligent. She had to be. But this is something else entirely.” 
 
    “She was playing with the vent in the old tank,” I whisper, thinking back to the night I crept down. “She must have been planning to escape, even back then.” 
 
    “This is exactly what I wanted!” Mr. Flemyng continues, as he checks his rifle. “The ultimate hunt. I have two shots in here, girl. That's all I'm allowing myself. After that, I get the unique privilege of being killed by one of nature's most stunning creations.” 
 
    “You have to give her the eggs!” I tell him, filled with panic. “Give me the key! I'll give them to her!” 
 
    “She'll get her eggs!” he snaps. “They're just the lure! The bait! Once she's killed me, I don't care what happens to her. I don't care what happens to anyone.” He turns to me, his face bathed in the light from the mobile phone. “I'm sorry, child, but I didn't mean it when I said I'd find a cure for you. It's just that when Mike Randall turned up with you, I realized I wanted a witness. I want you to see me die, so you can tell the world! It's somewhat fitting that you should be the witness, since it was your mother who denied me the first time.” 
 
    Shaking my head, I try to pull away, but he holds me tight with hand while using the other to turn his chair. All I can think is that I have to get that key and then somehow save the mermaid's eggs. Even if that's not enough for her to spare me, I can make sure that the eggs survive. Right now, I'm not sure I trust Mr. Flemyng to let them survive. He's already lied to me so much. 
 
    “I've been waiting,” he stammers, and it sounds like he's starting to cry. “All these years, I've been waiting for a proper death! For the death that eluded me when -” 
 
    Suddenly he stops speaking, and we both listen to a faint bumping sound that's coming from the lounge area. A rumble of thunder obscures the sound for a moment, but then we hear it again and somehow I immediately know what's happening. 
 
    She's in there, and she's trying to open the cupboard so she can get to her eggs. 
 
    “The single-minded beauty of nature,” Mr. Flemyng whispers. “She's like a mother bear, willing to do anything and everything to save her children. It will be an honor to die at the hands of such a creature.” He holds the rifle up. “First, though, I must honor her by putting up a fight. Make sure you tell people, girl, that Jason Flemyng did not commit suicide. Let them all know that I went out with my guns blazing!” 
 
    “No, please,” I whisper, taking a step back, “I don't want to see this!” 
 
    “Grow up, child!” he snaps. “You're ten years old, for Christ's sake!” 
 
    “No, I don't want to see!” 
 
    I try to pull free of his grip, but he's holding me far too tight and after a moment he starts dragging me along the corridor, toward the open door ahead. I can still hear the cupboard door shaking, but I start whimpering as we get closer and closer. 
 
    “Please!” I sob. “I don't want to see! I don't want -” 
 
    “Move!” 
 
    Suddenly he grabs me by the waist and shoves me forward, sending me stumbling through the doorway and into the lounge. I trip against the leg of a chair, and as I fall to the ground I let out a startled gasp. I can't see anything in here, other than the dark clouds beyond the windows, but I immediately get to my feet and turn to look toward where I know the cupboard should be. And it's at that moment that I realize the door is no long shuddering. 
 
    She's stopped. 
 
    “Where is she?” Mr. Flemyng shouts, wheeling himself in while waving his phone around, casting lights all around the room. “I want to see the whites of her eyes! Or whatever damn color they are!” 
 
    He sounds breathless and scared, but also excited. 
 
    I back against the window. 
 
    “Can you hear me?” he calls out. “I don't know what your name is, I don't even know if you understand English, but my name is Jason Scott Alexander Flemyng and I have brought you to my home. I want you to know that I am in awe of your magnificence, and that it is the highest honor for me to be here with you tonight! I want to see you, I want to know what you are before I meet my end at your hands. I'm not scared of pain. I just want to see you in all your magnificence before I die! Before I go into the light!” 
 
    “Give them to me,” her voice whispers in my head, slithering between my own thoughts, “or I'll tear you both to pieces and then I'll break them out myself.” 
 
    “No!” I shout, crouching down and then crawling into the darkest corner. Pressed against the window, as rain crashes down against the glass, I look out across the dark room and see only Mr. Flemyng's mobile phone still casting patches of light all around. “Please don't hurt me!” 
 
    “Give them to me,” the voice whispers again, “and I might let you both die without too much pain.” 
 
    “I know about your barbs!” Mr. Flemyng calls out. “Why haven't you used one of them yet? Are you out, perhaps? Does it take time for you to grow more? The key is in my pocket, you can take it out once I'm dead and -” 
 
    “Give it to me!” I yell, rushing at him and trying to reach his pocket. “Let -” 
 
    Suddenly he turns and fires his gun, blasting a hole in the wall. I scream and squeeze my eyes tight shut and put my hands over my ears, and then I wait a moment before slowly lowering my hands and looking across the room again. 
 
    “One shot down,” Mr. Flemyng says cautiously, “and one to go. You'll forgive me for fighting back, I hope. It's just part of the fun.” 
 
    “This is your last warning,” the voice whispers. “Give them to me.” 
 
    “Give me the key!” I tell him, sobbing as I try again to reach Mr. Flemyng's pocket. “You have to stop this! There's no -” 
 
    Suddenly he turns and aims the gun again. I flinch, but this time he doesn't fire. Instead, I can just about see him turning the gun slowly, as if he's tracking something that's moving in the darker side of the room. I can't see or hear anything over there, but after a moment I realize that I'm holding my breath again. And then, just as I take a shallow breath, I hear a faint click just a few feet away. Reaching into Mr. Flemyng's pocket, I manage to grab the key and - 
 
    The gun fires, shattering the window right next to me and showering me with glass. 
 
    I scream and fall forward, and then I cry out as I feel a sharp pain in my right hand. Wind and rain are blasting through the broken window now, buffeting me and almost knocking me into the side of a sofa, but when I hold my hand up I see that I landed on a large shard of glass, which is now embedded in my palm with its sharper end poking out between two of my knuckles. Blood is dribbling down toward my wrist, although the wind and rain are already blowing that blood to the side. As I stare at my hands, however, I realize that I dropped the key. 
 
    “Where the hell are you?” Mr. Flemyng yells, and I turn to see him wheeling himself toward the center of the room. “I want to see your goddamn face!” 
 
    He reaches into his pocket and takes something out, and then I see him starting to reload his gun. 
 
    Panicking, I start crawling around in the darkness, fumbling for the key that has to be here somewhere. 
 
    “Maybe two wasn't quite enough,” he continues, clearly struggling to get the bullets into the chamber. “I'm going to give myself four and -” 
 
    Suddenly the barrel of the gun is yanked back with such force that the wheelchair topples over. Mr. Flemyng cries out as he falls, and then again as he lands hard against the ground. At that moment, something hits the chair hard and sends it crashing into the far wall, where it smashes into a painting and then falls to the floor. Mr. Flemyng shouts something, but the wind is too strong and I can't make out any of his words. Instead, I turn and watch as he starts crawling toward the spot where his gun fell. 
 
    And then I see her. 
 
    A dark figure, barely visible in the shadows, steps around Mr. Flemyng before reaching down to him. I hear him cry out, but my gaze is fixed on the figure as she starts hauling him up. I can't make out her features at all, but I can just about see that her head is bald and that her legs looks almost human. She's standing a little awkwardly, as if she's not used to them, but it's clear that she can get about without dragging herself. 
 
    “Make it hurt!” Mr. Flemyng gurgles. “Give me the violent death that was taken from me in Africa! Give me -” 
 
    Suddenly he cries out, and I watch as blood sprays from his throat. A moment later he falls forward, landing on his hands and knees, and he starts making a choking sound as he tries to crawl forward. Too scared to move, too scared to even make a sound, I watch in horror as he finally rolls onto his side and lets out a choking, gurgled rasp. In the darkness, I can just about see that he's clutching at his throat, and his agonized writing continues for another minute or so before he finally falls still. 
 
    Rain is still being blown through the broken window, and a moment later a flash of lightning briefly illuminates the room. In that split second, I see not only Mr. Flemyng's body on the floor, but also a naked, bloodied female figure standing over him and staring straight at me. 
 
    “The key,” I stammer, resuming my frantic search. “I have to -” 
 
    Suddenly my fingers brush against something, and I realize that by some miracle I've actually managed to find the key. 
 
    Fumbling slightly, I take the key and stumble across the room, taking care to keep well away from the center until I reach the cabinet. My hands are shaking as I slide the key into the lock, but finally I get the door open and I take out the vial containing the eggs. I'm so, so careful as I turn and look across the room, and now I can just about make out the silhouette of the mermaid as she stands with the broken window behind her. 
 
    “I'm so sorry,” I tell her, trembling with fear but forcing myself to step forward. “They'll be okay. He said they'll be okay. They're not destroyed or anything.” 
 
    I wait, but she doesn't reply. 
 
    “Aren't you going to take them?” I ask. 
 
    Again, she says nothing. 
 
    The sky behind her rumbles with thunder, but I can still only see her silhouette. Looking down, I see that her legs – though a normal length – look mis-shapen somehow, with fat thighs and very narrow knees. 
 
    “Please take them,” I say after a moment. 
 
    This time, when she doesn't reply, I realize that I have to do more than simply hold the eggs out. I'm terrified and trembling, and still soaking wet from the freezing rain, and I'm worried my knees will buckle. Finally, however, I take a step forward, and then another, and another, and - 
 
    Suddenly I hear a faint, purring hiss come from her mouth. 
 
    “Please,” I stammer, “I never meant to hurt you. I never meant to let you down.” 
 
    I wait, but I suppose I have to keep going. 
 
    Taking a deep breath, I step forward again, and this time I keep going until I'm close enough to reach out and present the vial of eggs to her. 
 
    Slowly, she takes hold of the vial. I wait until I'm sure she's holding it firmly, and then I let go before stepping back. 
 
    “They're alive,” I explain. “I think so, anyway. You can... I don't know what you do with them, but they should be okay. They should -” 
 
    Before I can finish, a flash of lightning fills the room and I see the mermaid in all her fullness, standing naked before me with bloodied, sinewy legs. She's holding the vial in her hands, but her cold, furious eyes are staring straight at me with such force that I can almost still see them after the room goes dark again. 
 
    I take another step back. 
 
    All I can hear is the storm outside, and the howl of the wind as it blasts the island, but then a moment later I hear a familiar voice whispering in my head: 
 
    “You told them about my eggs,” she says calmly. “You put them in danger. That's why I've saved the last of my barbs for you.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Forty-Two 
 
      
 
    “They sedated me,” she says, stepping toward me across the dark room, “and held me down. When I woke up, I knew immediately that they were gone. They'd been scraped from my body. Some of them are in this vial, maybe half. The rest were destroyed in the process. And all of that was your fault. I showed you the eggs because I thought you might help me, and instead you went straight to the others and told them.” 
 
    “No!” 
 
    I step away, and now I can feel rain and wind blasting against my back through the broken window. 
 
    “For that,” she continues, “you have to pay the ultimate price. All of you.” 
 
    “No!” I shout. “Stop! Please don't hurt me!” 
 
    “The way you hurt my children?” 
 
    “I didn't know!” 
 
    “I don't care. You have to face the consequences of what you did. Besides, you're dying anyway. I can sense it in you, just as I sensed it in your mother. Your body is consuming itself, the way human bodies are wont to do.” 
 
    “You don't know anything about my mother!” I whimper, as I step back and bump against the frame of the broken window. “She didn't mean to hurt you! She never would have hurt you, not if she'd stayed alive!” 
 
    “She could have left me in the sea.” 
 
    “I don't want to die!” I scream. “Please don't kill me! Don't -” 
 
    Suddenly she steps closer, and I see her eyes again. 
 
    Screaming, I turn and scramble out through the broken window, out onto the viewing platform that overlooks the helipad. Rain is crashing down as I start running, but almost immediately I slip and fall, landing hard and crying out as the shard of glass cuts through my hand. For a moment I'm too terrified to get up, so I start crawling forward as rain hisses against the ground all around me. I don't even know where I'm going, but I have to get out of that house and all I can think is that maybe Mr. Randall will come back to get me after all. 
 
    Maybe he'll realize he was wrong to leave me here. 
 
    Another flash of lightning streaks across the sky, allowing me to briefly see the far end of the platform. 
 
    If I can get there, maybe I can climb down onto the helipad, and then maybe I can find a way to get out of here. I keep crawling forward, although the glass in my hand drags several time against the ground. Finally, however, I get to the far end of the platform and squeeze through the railings, and then I look down and see the helipad maybe twenty feet below. That's much further than I thought, but it's not like I have any other option, so I grab hold of the slippery wet railing and start trying to lower myself down. 
 
    As I do so, I see the mermaid coming out through the broken window and following me. She's carrying something large in her hands now, not the vial but something else, and a moment later another flash of lightning allows me to see the anger in her eyes. 
 
    Gasping, I let go of the railing and try to slither down to the helipad. 
 
    I fall and I fall and I fall, and then I scream as I land and my ankles shatter. 
 
    Slumping down against the tarmac, I roll onto my side and start sobbing wildly. There's so much rain, I think I could just open my mouth to the sky and drown, but instead I roll over and try to get up. I can feel broken bones scraping in my ankles, and the pain drops me back onto my hands and knees. I wait, breathless and terrified, before realizing that I still have a chance to get out of here. I start crawling forward, across the helipad, heading toward the far end where I think maybe there's a ladder that leads down to the beach. I don't remember for sure, but it's my only hope. 
 
    When I finally get to the end of the helipad, I peer over the edge, but all I see below are rocks. Waves are crashing so hard, I feel spray against my face, and then I turn just in time to see that the mermaid is standing at the edge of the viewing platform, watching me as rain continues to pour down. 
 
    “I didn't mean to do it!” I scream, although I don't even know whether she can hear me as the storm continues. “I gave them back to you! I'm sorry!” 
 
    Turning, I look down at the rocks again, and then I spot the ladder a little further away. I start crawling around the edge of the helipad, trying to ignore the burning pain in my ankles, but I'm starting to feel myself getting weaker and weaker. All I can think is that I want someone to come and save me, whether that's Mr. Randall or even Mother. I just want someone to take me away from here, and by the time I reach the top of the ladder I can feel the desperation bursting through my body. 
 
    Looking back, I'm horrified to see the mermaid walking this way. A flash of lightning lets me see her again, and I'm mesmerized by the sight of her bloodied flesh. She's carrying something in one arm, but I don't know what. After a moment I start trying to clamber over onto the ladder, but my ankles are hurting too much and I'm starting to tremble as the pain pulses through my body. 
 
    “Where do you think you're going?” the mermaid's voice asks, echoing through my mind. “There's nothing down there.” 
 
    “I'm going home!” I sob. 
 
    “That's not your home.” 
 
    “I want to go home!” I scream, and then I let out an agonized cry as I try to set my right foot against the ladder's top rung. 
 
    There's no way I can climb down like this, but I know I have to try. Turning, I look down at the waves as they continue to crash against the rocks, and then I look forward again. I can't see the mermaid, not in this darkness, but I know she must be close. 
 
    “Please just let me go,” I whimper, even though I know there's no way she can hear me now. “I didn't mean to do anything wrong!” 
 
    “My children will be free,” she replies, “despite you.” 
 
    “I didn't mean it!” 
 
    “And you will pay the price for what you did.” 
 
    “No!” 
 
    “I've waited long enough.” 
 
    Suddenly there's another flash of lightning, and I'm horrified to see that the mermaid is just inches away, leaning at me. Too scared to stay close, I fall backward, and as I do so the mermaid opens her mouth and shoots a barb at me. I try to twist out of the way, but I've already lost my grip on the ladder and as I tumble into the darkness I feel the barb slicing into my left hand. 
 
    I scream, and then I fall and I fall and I fall and I fall and I fall I fall and I - 
 
    Smashing down against the rocks, I feel my chest crack open. I roll down into a pool of seawater, and I scream in the darkness as I try and fail to get up. My body is broken, I can't use my legs at all, and I can barely even breathe. And then, a moment later, I realize there's a sharp pain in my left hand, and I look just in time to see the mermaid's barb poking out from one of my fingers. Grabbing the barb, I quickly pull it out and toss it aside, but then I watch in horror as the black lines start slowly spreading to my wrist. 
 
    “No!” I scream, feeling the pain of black bubbles bursts through my flesh. “I don't want to die! Please don't let me die!” 
 
    I try to get up, but the pain is too much and I fall onto my back. A moment later, a huge wave breaks over me, and for a few seconds I can't even breathe. When the water finally recedes, I stare up into the darkness and see the mermaid standing over me. 
 
    “I didn't mean to hurt you!” I sob, as the pain from the barb continues to spread up my arm. “I made a mistake!” 
 
    She doesn't reply, not even in my head. 
 
    “I'm sorry,” I whimper, and now the pain is so strong that I can feel myself losing consciousness. “I was wrong.” 
 
    Closing my eyes, I feel the pain bursting through me as rain crashes down. I'm shivering violently, and all I can hope is that I die soon. 
 
    And that maybe the mermaid will somehow be able to forgive me. 
 
    Instead, after a moment, she leans down and grabs my arm, pulling me closer. For a moment I think she's going to whisper something into my ear, but instead she slides my hand and then my whole arm into her discarded skin. I'm shaking with pain now, and I can feel my skin popping all the way up to my shoulder and chest, but I'm powerless to resist as the mermaid starts wrapping her skin all around me. It's as if she's dressing me in the skin she no longer needs, and after a moment – just as I feel bubbles bursting through my face – she slips another part of the skin over my head like a hood. Then I feel her slipping my legs into the bottom section, before she picks me up in her arms. 
 
    She's carrying me. 
 
    The pain is intense, but I can feel her carrying me. 
 
    Somehow I manage to open my eyes, and when I turn my head I'm horrified to see that she's holding me over the edge of the rocks, with the vast and wild sea several hundred feet below. 
 
    “Don't be scared.” 
 
    I'm terrified. 
 
    “The poison will kill you if you stay like this. Maybe I was wrong too. Maybe you deserve a second chance, but you have to trust me.” 
 
    The pain is killing me. 
 
    “You're going to be just fine. But you'll never, ever be the same again.” 
 
    I feel her kissing the skin that she placed over my forehead, and I hear her voice whispers two words in my mind: 
 
    “Wake up.” 
 
    Then she lets go of me, and I fall through the wind and rain, plummeting past the rocks and down the sea as the loosely-wrapped skin billows all around me and as I feel bubbles of poison bursting through my brain and I scream. 
 
    And I fall and I fall and I fall and I fall and I fall and I - 
 
   


  
 

 Epilogue 
 
      
 
    Six years later 
 
      
 
    I see it now. There's a light ahead, calling me. It's the only light left, the only light that could possibly break through the all-encompassing darkness that surrounds me. It's the only light in the world, and now I finally know what I have to do. 
 
    I have to stop resisting. 
 
    I have to stop being scared. 
 
    I have to go into the light. 
 
    So I start swimming, rising higher and higher into warmer water, rising toward the light that ripples above. I can see the surface so clearly now, and I know that it's time to break through. I can't deny that part of me is nervous, that part of me even wants to turn back, but I've waited too long for this moment. I just have to get it over with and then I can go back down, back to the place that has become my home. 
 
    Still, I flinch slightly as I break the surface, and for a moment time seems to slow as the water falls away from my face. For the first time in years, I feel cool night air against my skin. 
 
    Although I should be warmer now, I actually feel colder. My head and shoulders are above the water, and somehow I feel terribly exposed. For a moment I almost start to panic, but then I pull my thoughts back under control and force myself to look around. 
 
    To see this world for the first time in six years. 
 
    There's a party on the beach, a few hundred meters away at the bar resort. Loud music is thumping through the night air, and even at midnight the festivities seem to be still getting louder and more heated. Everyone seems to be having a good time, and there are regular cheers and whoops. It's the kind of party I saw on TV shows sometimes when I was a kid. They always looked like fun, but I used to wonder whether I'd ever fit in if I went to one when I got older. I guess that question got a little extra-complicated now. 
 
    Closer to the old fishing dock, a rope keeps bucking against the wooden legs, caught in the gentle rise and fall of the sea's waves. 
 
    I reach up and grab the rope, and then I hold tight and pull myself up. It's the first time I've come out of the water since I fell from Jason Flemyng's house, and the sensation is startling. For a moment I worry that I've forgotten how to breathe up here, but I guess it's like a muscle memory. After a few seconds I take a lungful of air through my mouth, and I feel steady again. 
 
    My tail is still in the water. 
 
    I haul myself a little higher up the rope, until I can see over the top of the decking. As the party continues in the distance, I see a hunched man sitting with his back to me, and I immediately know that it's him. To be honest, I knew it was him even before I came up. I've been searching for him for a long, long time, and finally today I managed to zero in on his location. I thought I'd find him at the party, or maybe fishing, but instead he seems to be sitting in darkness, quietly contemplating the waves. 
 
    I waited so long for this moment, but now I'm not sure what to say. I can feel the barbs in the back of my throat, and one of them is slightly pulsing, as if it's getting ready. 
 
    As if it's waiting for its chance. 
 
    First, though, I want him to see my face. I want him to know that I found him, that I tracked him down after all this time. That he didn't get away with what he did, not forever. I want to see the whites of his eyes as he dies. 
 
    “Mr. Randall,” I say finally, speaking for the first time in six years. My voice actually sounds more grown-up. “It's me.” 
 
    His head twitches slightly, and then slowly he turns. There's enough moonlight for me to see his face as he stares at me, silhouetted against the distant lights of the party, and I see a moment of confusion before his features shift slightly. I realize immediately that he recognizes me, and the protruding barb in my throat rises up slightly, brushing along the back of my tongue as it gets ready to fire. 
 
    “It's me,” I say again. 
 
    What else is there to say? 
 
    I should have finished him off by now. He should be writhing in agony as the poison spreads through his system, as the bubbles burst through his flesh and up into his brain. 
 
    I know that pain. 
 
    “Sylvia?” he says after a moment, and I feel a flicker of pleasure as I hear the fear in his voice. “Sylvia, I...” 
 
    The barb pulses again, but somehow I manage to hold back. I'm still fantasizing about killing him, about hearing his screams, but I'm not sure I can actually bring myself to do that. I can feel the barb straining against the membrane that holds it in place as its poison tip slides a little further toward the front of my mouth. The constant tension is causing the back of my throat to ache terribly, and it would be so easy to just open my mouth and get this over with. 
 
    “Sylvia,” Mr. Randall stays, “is that really you? I always wondered... I mean, I read about what happened but I also read that they never found your body. I always...” 
 
    Again, his voice trails off. He looks down toward my waist, and I'm sure that in the moonlight he can just about see where the scales start forming against my bare skin. 
 
    “I think about it every day,” he continues. “About what I did. About what we did. Sylvia, if I could go back, if I could undo all of it... Is there any way you can forgive me?” 
 
    I should kill him right now. 
 
    I have every right. 
 
    There's just some part of me that won't let it happen. 
 
    Finally, slowly, I open my mouth a little and reach in with two fingers. Taking care not to cut myself, I press the barb back a little until the membranes stop straining, and then I twist the tip until the root tears free. Pulling the barb out of my mouth, I look at it in my hand and see the black veins that run toward the tip. There's more than enough poison here to kill a man, to make his last moments agony. 
 
    I set the barb down on the floor of the dock, and then I look at Mr. Randall and see that he's seen it. He's staring at the barb, watching it with a growing expression of horror. He knows what he can do now, how he can end his miserable life, and he also knows that I won't take the decision for him. He stares at the barb, and I'm sure he remembers Ms. Harper's screams as she died all those years ago. After a moment, he starts reaching out toward the barb, before holding back as if he still can't decide. I watch the fear grow in his eyes, and I watch as tears form and start running down his face. He knows what he has to do. 
 
    This can be my revenge. 
 
    And then I leave, and I start swimming deep down, back to where all the others are waiting. 
 
   


  
 

 Also by Amy Cross 
 
      
 
    STEPHEN 
 
      
 
    Fresh from the convent, Beryl Seaton accepts a position as governess for the Brooks family. When she arrives at the family's remote house, however, she discovers that a terrible secret is waiting for her in the nursery.

From the author of Asylum and The Farm, Stephen is a horror novel about a young woman who finds herself torn between two worlds. Desperate to help her employers in their hour of need, she nevertheless struggles to look after their son.

What happened to Stephen, to leave him the way he is? What happened to the previous governess at Grangehurst? And what causes the sobbing sound that seem to drift through an empty room?

By the time she uncovers the awful truth about the family, and about little Stephen, it might be too late for Beryl to ever leave. 
 
      
 
    Stephen is a horror novel about a family with a deadly secret, and about a meek and timid young woman who finds herself drawn into the heart of a nightmare. 
 
   


  
 

 Also by Amy Cross 
 
      
 
    HAUNTED 
 
      
 
    Twenty years ago, the ghost of a dead little girl drove Sheriff Michael Blaine to his death.

Now, that same ghost is coming for his daughter.

Returning to the small town where she grew up, Alex Roberts is determined to live a normal, quiet life. As far as she's concerned, her past – and her family's history – shouldn't ruin her future. For the residents of Railham, however, she's an unwelcome reminder of the town's darkest hour.

Twenty years ago, nine-year-old Mo Garvey was found brutally murdered in a nearby forest. Everyone thinks that Alex's father was responsible, but if the killer was brought to justice, why is the ghost of Mo Garvey still after revenge And how far will the real killer go to protect his secret, when Alex finally starts getting closer to the truth?

Haunted is a horror novel about a woman who has to face her past, about a town that would rather forget, and about a little girl who refuses to let death stand in her way.  
 
   


  
 

 Also by Amy Cross 
 
      
 
    THE BRIDE OF ASHBYRN HOUSE 
 
      
 
    “I have waited so long for your return.”

In the English countryside, miles from the nearest town, there stands an old stone house. Nobody has set foot in the house for years. Nobody has dared. For it is said that even though the lady of the house is long dead, a face can sometimes be seen at one of the windows. A pale, dead face that waits patiently behind a silk wedding veil.

Seeking a much-needed escape from his hectic life in London, Owen Stone purchases Ashbyrn House without waiting to find out about its history. As far as Owen is concerned, ghosts aren't real and his only company in the house will be the thin-legged spiders that lurk on the walls. Even after he moves in, and after he starts hearing strange noises in the night, Owen insists that Ashbyrn House can't possibly be haunted.

But Owen knows nothing about the ghostly figure that is said to haunt the house. Or about the mysterious church bells that ring out across the lawn at night. Or about the terrible fate that befell the house's previous inhabitants when they dared defy the bride. Even as Owen starts to understand the horrific truth about Ashbyrn House's past, he might be too late to escape the clutches of the presence that watches his every move.

The Bride of Ashbyrn House is a ghost story about a man who believes the past can't hurt him, and about a woman whose search for a husband has survived even her own tragic death.  
 
   


  
 

 Also by Amy Cross 
 
      
 
    THE BODY AT AUERCLIFF 
 
      
 
    “We'll bury her so deep, even her ghost will have a mouth full of dirt!”

When Rebecca Wallace arrives at Auercliff to check on her aged aunt, she's in for a shock. Her aunt's mind is crumbling, and the old woman refuses to let Rebecca stay overnight. And just as she thinks she's starting to understand the truth, Rebecca makes a horrifying discovery in one of the house's many spare rooms.

A dead body. A woman. Old and rotten. And her aunt insists she has no idea where it came from.

The truth lies buried in the past. For generations, the occupants of Auercliff have been tormented by the repercussions of a horrific secret. And somehow everything seems to be centered upon the mausoleum in the house's ground, where every member of the family is entombed once they die.

Whose body was left to rot in one of the house's rooms? Why have successive generations of the family been plagued by a persistent scratching sound? And what really happened to Rebecca many years ago, when she found herself locked inside the Auercliff mausoleum?

The Body at Auercliff is a horror story about a family and a house, and about the refusal of the past to stay buried. 
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