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      Losing is dangerous. Winning means everything.

      Katriana has been waiting for this moment her entire life.

      Once a century, the Royals hold the Trials. Every Mer of a certain age must participate. The contests are brutal. Survival is not guaranteed. But for the victors, the prize is unimaginable.

      They are allowed to walk on land.

      She is forced to work for her evil stepmother, while ignoring the taunts of her spoiled half sister. She’s desperate to escape. So desperate, she begins the Trials without armor, or even a helmet.

      Not one to give up, Katriana gives the Trials all she is worth, even catching the eye of a mysterious benefactor who is more than he seems.

      How much will she sacrifice to become one of the elite? And if she does win, will she be able to halt mankind’s destruction of the sea?
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      I shifted my fins, hidden behind a heavy curtain of intricately woven kelp. My formal dress was made of something called linen, and it was similarly scratchy. I couldn’t stop itching where the seams pressed into my skin. I hated the black dress with the gold trim. I hated the reason I had to wear the dress. I hated everyone in the room, which might be unfair, but I felt that way all the same. It was why I was hiding myself. I couldn’t handle the cheek-pinching fingers and pitying eyes. It felt like I’d been hiding there for hours.

      But my eyes were dry.

      I couldn’t cry here. I wouldn’t. Not now. Not until I was alone in the dark where no one could hear me.

      One of the guests laughed, and I scowled, my fingernails biting into my palms. The room was filled with tittering Mers, each one richer than the next. The upper class. They hadn’t known my father well, other than seeing him on the arm of one of their own.

      They didn’t know how he would take me night swimming through the bioluminescent algae. He’d do it when I was a tiny Mer and couldn’t fall asleep. Or sometimes, he’d cradle me in his arms, swimming faster than should be possible, until I could hear the water roaring in my ears.

      They didn’t know him, so they couldn’t know all the ways he would be missed.

      Not one of the guests is here to mourn.

      My stepmother was smiling, pressing her rounded belly. She didn’t even make an effort to look somber. For my father’s sake, I had done my best to love her. She was pretty and smelled nice, which went a long way with little Mers like me.

      Despite all of my best efforts, it didn’t stick.

      Besides, that’s not what she wanted either. She didn’t want a snot-nosed, clingy, half-wild Mer with unruly hair and a stubborn streak. She didn’t want my grubby fingers on her fancy things or my face at the dinner table.

      She caught me spying and my stomach dropped. Her face got that pinched look she had whenever she was displeased. She often wore it these days, especially whenever she looked at me. She gestured and whispered furiously to the servant who’d come running to her side.

      The next thing I knew, my nanny, Gerin, was bearing down on me. She yanked me out from behind the curtain and carried me up to my room. She gripped me firmly, so I eventually stopped  squirming. Gerin wasn’t gentle about it, but she wasn’t deliberately rough either.

      “I hate it here.”

      She gave me a knowing glance.

      “You won’t be here for long.”

      “She’s not even sad! He’s gone forever and she’s not even sad!”

      She just sighed, pulling a bag from the wardrobe.

      “Pack your things. You are leaving.”

      “I am?” My heart quickened with hope. Had they found another relative? Someplace for me to go? “Where am I going?”

      “It’s best not to ask.”

      She laid her hand on my head.

      “I am sorry about your father, wild one.”

      She sometimes called me that because of my hair. It was red and unruly, to say the least. But it was my mother’s hair, the only thing I had left of hers other than the silver locket at my throat.

      Tears suddenly filled my eyes, threatening to spill over. I blinked them back, furious at the sign of weakness. I was still a very small Mer, but I knew I had no true friends here. Even that small act of kindness had me ready to crumble.

      But I didn’t.

      I packed the few things I’d come here with. My old clothes. A few unusual seashells my father had brought me from his extensive travels. A comb found in a shipwreck that had been my mother’s. The silver necklace she had loved was already in place around my neck.

      “Do not pack your fancy things, Katriana. You won’t be needing them.”

      I nodded my head and changed into simpler clothes. I left the dark and uncomfortable dress I was wearing on the bed. They could use it as a rag, for all I cared.

      I was ready.

      Whatever was coming, I knew I would survive.

      I took Gerin’s hand and followed her from the room.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 1

          

          twelve mer years later

        

      

    

    
      I cut through the water, twitching my fins in annoyance. I had been pushed well past my limits today. Enough was enough.

      I swam upward toward the shallows, flaunting the rules. The surface was forbidden—it was dangerous—but I didn’t care. I exhaled as I broke the surface, glaring at the shore.

      Usually, I could stare for hours. I was endlessly fascinated by the colors, the greens, yellows, and reds. Even the sky was a shade of blue you never found underwater. Everything was so bright compared to the muted world I lived in. But today, the sight of the shore only made me angry.

      
        It was so very far away.

        

      I’d waited forever for this chance, and now she was going to ruin it!

      I’d been minding my own business, scavenging for oysters in a favorite kelp bed. She must have known I was there. She probably followed me, the little sneak. My red hair and the bright blue green of my scales made me far too easy to spot, which she frequently did. It was something she had done ever since I could remember. It would have been cute if Thalia were an ordinary little sister.

      But she wasn’t.

      Only a few years younger, she had never been a real sister in any sense of the word. She was wanted. I was not. She was allowed in the main house, and I was not, unless it was to serve the two mistresses of the manor. We may have had the same father, but that was where the similarities ended.

      We lived under the same roof, technically speaking, but our circumstances could not have been more different.

      She was spoiled, petted, praised, pampered, and adored. Beautiful clothes, a bounty of delicious food, tutors, and fun and friends were hers for the taking.

      Meanwhile, I was relegated to the servants’ quarters. I was what they call in polite society ‘a poor relation.’ Only, I wasn’t really related to any of them. Only Thalia and I shared blood, so I supposed that my stepmother didn’t really owe me anything. I was there on her charity.

      And Thalia loved rubbing my face in it.

      In fact, it seemed like it was her life’s mission to make me feel awful on a daily basis. She constantly insulted me, but I could handle that. It was all the sneaky little things she did to make my life more difficult that drove me mad.

      Following me. Telling lies to get me in trouble with her mother. Even stealing my few possessions. She was so determined to make me miserable that nothing was beneath her.

      I did my best to ignore her, as I had for years.

      But today, she had gone too far.

      Thalia would not stop preening about her new armor and weapons for the Trials. She usually limited her torture to home. Now, she was even haunting me out here, the one place I was usually free of her.

      As usual, she was not alone. She’d even brought her awful friends along. Thalia never traveled without a school of sharp-tongued harpies. The Mean Mers, I called them. I didn’t think she even knew all of their names. I certainly didn’t.

      They were only there to serve as an audience. It gave her someone to talk to, I supposed. Someone to make sure her barbs landed where she wanted them to.

      On me.

      Her mother’s family was one of the wealthiest in the Northern Waters, which was a part of the Atlantak Ocean, as the two-leggers called it.

      Well, one the wealthiest other than the Royals. No one could match their wealth and privilege. I imagined them to be even more spoiled than my half-sister. More spoiled and more powerful.

      Not that I’d ever met any of them myself, but they didn’t live too far from where we were now, an hour’s swim or so further north from the rocky cliffs that marked the edge of the sea.

      Or at least, an hour at the speed I usually swam.

      I scowled, diving beneath the waves again. I nearly slammed into a large, dark shape that seemed determined to block my path. I swam neatly under it instead, muttering as I barreled forward. I was determined to ignore everything else around me.

      I wanted to be alone. I was supposed to be gathering food or practicing for the Trials with my limited free time between shifts. Instead, I wanted to go off and lick my wounds.

      It’s not fair!

      I didn’t have so much as a helmet to protect me in the Trials. No matter how many oysters I sold, I’d never have enough to buy proper armor.

      The worst part was that Thalia had no interest in actually winning. It was all a big joke to her, something frivolous to entertain her and raise her status. Not a lifelong goal. She was using the Trials as a fashion show, hoping to catch the eye of the Prince.

      I knew because she’d told everyone within earshot that little tidbit. Being wealthy and spoiled wasn’t enough for her. She wasn’t satisfied with all the privileges she had. She was lucky to have a loving mother and a full belly, never mind a soft bed and a roof over her head.

      Oh, no, not her. She wanted to be a Royal on top of everything else.

      I wouldn’t even have taken issue with it if she hadn’t been such a miserable, vicious Mer!

      The irony was, she really did look lovely in her armor. I had no doubt that she would catch the eye of anyone she pleased. My sister was heartless and self-centered, yes, but if she wanted to hide it from you, you would never know.

      The truth was, she looked like what the two-leggers called an angail, even though she was anything but.

      On the surface, she was nearly perfect. Beautiful, with long, silky blonde hair that did what it was supposed to (unlike my wild red curls), clear blue eyes (not dark green like mine), and flawless skin (I was born covered with freckles). She could carry a tune and make polite conversation, and she was surprisingly intelligent when she bothered to take an interest in anything other than her wardrobe, which was rare. She even had a bit of magic, something I was woefully lacking in.

      In fact, if she weren’t so awful, she might have been quite wonderful. I’d cared for her once. Loved her desperately, even.

      We’d been two lonely little girls in the same house, a palace that was stiff and formal. We should have been friends, if not truly sisters. And she’d been sweet as a child, the few times I’d been allowed to play with her. But all of my lame attempts at sisterly affection over the years had been rejected, to put it mildly. I told myself that I had accepted that she was pure evil and moved on.

      But as usual, she got to me anyway.

      I swam faster, wishing I had sponge in my ears so I wouldn’t have to listen to her. I hoped they’d give up and find someone else to torment. I knew I wasn’t their only victim. Any young Mer who got in their way was fair game.

      Finally, I was far enough that I couldn’t hear even one tiny shrill giggle from them.

      I sighed deeply in relief. It didn’t slow me down though. I wanted to get as far as I could from her. I didn’t belong here, and I couldn’t wait to escape, once and for all. I was nearly of age, so it wouldn’t be long.

      Maybe I’d even go as far as another ocean.

      I might even settle for a lake, if it was big enough.

      I thought for a minute then rejected that idea. No lake was big enough. I loved to swim long-distance too much. It was the one thing I was good at. I was a bit of a show-off, truth be told.

      Lake-dwelling Mers had to be much more careful about being spotted by the two-leggers. That didn’t sound like fun to me at all.

      Another ocean, or even a sea, would be best, I decided. Maybe the Indyan Ocean. Or the Meditoraneanne. I could pack light and take the Straight of Gibraltar. That sounded nice.

      Either way, I was getting out.

      Someday, I wouldn’t be the poor girl who lived on the fringes. I wouldn’t have to rely on someone else’s charity. I’d be somewhere else entirely.

      Someone else.

      I kicked my fins harder, determined to outswim the tears that were forming in my eyes.

      My speed didn’t stop the dark shape from pursuing me. Most Mers would be afraid if they saw what it was. I just rolled my eyes as the thick gray behemoth slammed into my side.

      It was a shark. My shark.

      Or rather, I belonged to him. Most Mers had an animal familiar. Sadly, we did not get to choose them.

      They chose us.

      Beazil was a fearsome creature. Or at least, he looked like a fearsome creature. He was a great white shark, nearly twenty feet in length, a terrifying predator that could tear his prey apart with one bite.

      In reality, he was as friendly and docile as a seal.

      I shook my head. Typhoon forbid he ever got into a real fight with a giant squid or something big enough to take him. He would probably try and make friends instead of defending himself, which could be disastrous.

      I remembered when he was just a baby, tugging at my fins as I ran errands for my stepmother. He’d been a pest then and he was a pest now.

      Pest or not, I loved the silly thing. He was the only family I had left. I had friends, sure. Not many, and not what you would call best friends, other than Lila, but I had them.

      But family? Someone who loved me above anyone else? Someone who would bend over backward to help me and vice versa? It was just the big guy with the teeth.

      I sighed, slowing my pace so he didn’t have to keep up. I was an unusually fast swimmer, like my father had been. He’d been a Royal Messenger. That was how we got into this mess to begin with.

      As a Messenger, he was considered to be quite a catch, so he’d been single for about two swells after being widowed after my mother’s death.

      He’d landed in another Mer’s lap within the year and married shortly after that. I’d been moved into an enormous underwater palace and spoiled rotten. It wasn’t so bad at first, though I really did not like the stiff formal clothes I was expected to wear. I did enjoy the rich and plentiful food.

      Until the unthinkable happened.

      He’d barely been wed for half a year when he was sent on a dangerous journey to deal with a rebellious kingdom on the far side of the world. His new wife was carrying his babe when he’d disappeared. He’d been called away, never to return, which left me with a vain and callous stepmother who wanted nothing to do with me and the world’s most obnoxious and self-absorbed sister.

      Half-sister!

      I clenched my jaw in annoyance.

      “Keep up, Beazil!”

      Even after I’d slowed my breakneck pace, Beazil was lagging behind me. My shark was not all that fast, at least not for his size. Beazil was not just unexpectedly friendly for his species, but he was also unaccountably lazy.

      I’d heard that sharks never stopped moving. They had to swim or they would die. Well, Beazil did stop. Quite often, in fact. I assumed he had magical qualities that allowed for this, because I certainly hadn’t put a spell on him. I couldn’t.

      He was overly fond of naps as well.

      And belly rubs. They were his third favorite thing, after naps and eating, though I supposed that the eating was at least in character for a shark. But Beazil preferred seaweed and shrimp to large prey. Too much screaming and gore for his sensitive nature.

      Yeah, my shark was practically a vegetarian.

      “Come on, you big baby.”

      He looked at me inquisitively, his eyes sharp with intelligence. Beazil was lazy, sure, but he was no dummy. Sometimes, I thought that being smart was part of the reason he was so lazy.

      “We’re going to the cave.”

      Beazil seemed to smile, swimming faster. He loved our secret cave as much as I did. There were delicious seaweed varieties along the coast, and the cave featured a wide shelf not far below the surface that was perfect for napping. And since the smaller fish that lived close to shore were unfamiliar with sharks, they practically swam into his mouth.

      But that’s not why I wanted to go. I needed to practice and I didn’t want anyone watching. I didn’t want anyone to know I was practicing skills or that I was actually getting pretty good with a spear.

      I didn’t want anyone learning all of my tricks.

      The Trials started soon, and I was in for the fight of my life. Literally. Every hundred years, the crown held a series of contests for all the young Merpeople who were of age. Not just a competition either—the Trials were not unlike war.

      Entry was mandatory, but I would have participated regardless of the rules. Even if I was on the younger side of all the entrants.

      The Royals used the Trials to choose the Mer Nobility, which was earned through service and changed generation by generation. Messengers like my father were among the most important, though there were many other positions. The appointments came with status and wealth, sometimes even riches beyond imagination.

      But I didn’t want to be a Messenger, even though it would solve many of the issues I was currently facing. I could finally face down Thalia and my stepmother. As a Messenger, I could hold my head high. I’d equal them in status, if not exceed them. Travel, adventure, respect, and material wealth would be mine.

      I’d start with the repairs to the dilapidated home we used to live in with my mother. I had loved the house when I was a little girl and still visited it when I could. The garden was overrun but lovely, with my mother’s corals and grasses still growing.

      It was a real home, the only one I’d ever known. One that had nothing to do with my stepmother or her wealth. A safe place that I could eventually move into myself.

      But even more than that, I wanted to see the one thing that was out of reach for all Mers. I wanted to see it more than anything.

      Land.

      I had my eye on the highest prize of all.

      The best of the best was assigned to become the Sea Spark. There were sometimes two or three assigned, but never more than that. More often, only the highest scoring Mer ascended to Spark. That meant there was only a handful at any time, with many never living to the age of retirement.

      It was more than an honorary title. Sea Sparks could travel from land to sea at will. They were meant to keep an eye on the two-legger world. A Sea Spark would do anything they could to protect our watery domain, the underwater world the dry land folk seemed determined to destroy. It was the highest prize and the greatest danger one of the Nobility could face.

      Humankind did not know of our existence, but they seemed determined to wipe us out.

      Plastic. Chemicals. Oil rigs. Fish farms filled with toxic antibiotics. They poisoned the water, oblivious and uncaring of the extensive damage they caused.

      
        Blah. It makes me sick. Two-leggers can be so gross.

        

      I was desperate to learn as much as I could about them and their world. Why they treated the ocean as a garbage dump. Why they seemed so obsessed with material goods.

      And how they could create such beautiful art and sculptures if they were so vile.

      Plus, they saw things every day that a Mer could only dream of. Trees. Flowers. Sunrises and sunsets. Rainbows. Books made of paper that didn’t dissolve in your hands when you opened them. The big striped animals they called teegers.

      Teegers were ferocious, with sharp claws and fangs, but also unspeakably beautiful.

      As far as I knew, that was about it. In my dreams, I expected to see a teeger on every corner. I’d seen a skin once, a tattered rug in a shipwreck that had already been picked over. The oily fat on the underside had kept the colors bright. I’d trailed my fingers over the fur, wondering how anyone could kill such a magnificent creature.

      I’d been endlessly fascinated by the land walkers as a child, and I’d yet to outgrow it.

      Merpeople are long-lived compared to our dry land cousins. We might look human from the waist up, but we live a lot longer.

      And we’re not nearly as stupid.

      Most Mers live to be three hundred human years old or more. We’re adolescents for twice as long, leaving those who were chosen to serve for at least a century or two, until the Trials could be held again.

      We also mature much slower, leaving a large group of teen and young adult Mers to compete in the Trials. Mers come from the world over to participate, and most are fiercely, and sometimes savagely, competitive. It’s not unheard of for ‘accidents’ to befall competitors, even when there are no weapons in a particular competition.

      The current Trials were more important than they had ever been, with two-legger technology rearing its ugly head. I’d wanted to be a Spark ever since I learned the meaning of the word. I’d risk everything for the chance to turn the tide and make things right.

      But it was a risk. The Trials were deadly more often than not. And the jobs themselves were dangerous. So many chose to just drop out by losing the initial race before things got bloody.

      It was not a costume contest, as Thalia seemed determined to make it. I doubted she’d make it past the first round, opting out through deliberate defeat as many of the less ambitious Mers did. But me? I was going all the way.

      I had to.

      There was nothing else for me to do.

      I had to win.

      I had to be a Spark.
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      The cave was quiet and dark, nearly invisible from the outside. I’d swum past it several times, circling back to make sure we weren’t followed. And then I gave Beazil the nod.

      We dove deep, finding the entrance to the cave easily. The imperfect triangle near the sea floor was partially hidden by rocks and seaweed. It was hard to find, but once you knew it was there, it was easy.

      Once inside, we swam upward. The cave was like what I imagined the two-leggers called a cathedroll. Tall and wide and elegant, it was expansive. There was something deliberate about the structure, though I knew it was entirely an accident of nature. There were several openings high up in the cliff wall that let in the light of the sun like windows.

      The back of the cave was quite shallow, with a narrow sandy beach and bright blue water that was warmed by the sun and air. Even in the colder months, it was relatively warm in here.

      I knew it was selfish of me to keep this place to myself. It was too close to civilization to make a safe permanent home for a Mer, but I knew others who might have liked to come from time to time if they were daring enough to come this close to shore.

      But I wanted one thing, just one thing that was for me alone, a place I felt safe. Not an unloved orphan. Not a servant. Not a freckled Mer without a home. This was it. Only Beazil and I knew this place. It was more of a home to me than my stepmother’s palace had ever been.

      When I was here, I was the master of my own domain.

      I swam to the back of the cave to gather my weapons. The long spear was my favorite, something I’d scavenged from a shipwreck. The ship had been well picked over by the time I found it, but the spear was wedged behind a large piece of furniture. It was the sort of place only a desperate and slender Mer would look. Being small and flexible came in handy when scavenging.

      Made of a hard, dense wood, it had been roughly carved when I found it, looking primitive compared to the refined construction of the ship. By now, it was worn smooth by the sand and water and the palm of my hand.

      I also had two daggers, also scavenged. Mer folk did not have the ability to forge metals, other than the few legendary blacksmiths who dared work close to an active volcano. Sure, you could find warm spots in the ocean. Entire communities sprang up around them. But a reliable spring that was hot enough to forge metal and contained enough to not boil you in an instant?

      That was truly rare.

      Only a Royal could afford what those blacksmiths charged for their work. In fact, many of them had become Royals, marrying into the family. The ability to forge and work metal was easily as good as becoming Nobility.

      But we had weapons all the same. Spears were the most popular, but two-legger swords were also used. And something called kitchan knives were gaining in popularity, especially after a crate full of thousands of them fell off a cargo boat headed for Block Island.

      Sparks were even sent to dry land to gather weapons and other items from time to time and bring them back for the Royals and other high-ranking Mers. Nothing frivolous, though the Royals were known to be fond of something called chookalate, which any Spark would bring back from their missions if they were ambitious enough.

      So, my weapons themselves might not be all that rare, but to me, they were worth more than gems and gold. Which was why I never brought them out of the cave. And I would not. I couldn’t risk losing them.

      Not until the Trials began. And they would, the day after tomorrow. I realized I would have to take my weapons and hide them soon, just in case there wasn’t time to come back to the cave the day of the opening ceremony. Then where would I be?

      Once the Trials began, my weapons would never leave my side until the end. Literally. Months ago, I had fashioned a belt to hold the daggers on my hips and a sling to keep the spear on my back.

      I picked the shaft up and admired it, relishing the feeling of its weight in my hand. I geared up with the belt and sling and swam to the middle of the cave. Beazil was already lounging in an extremely unsharklike fashion. I could practically hear him sigh in relief as he settled himself onto the shelf.

      He looked utterly still, lying there prone on his belly. But his head was turned just slightly so he could watch me. I gave him a wave and he wrinkled his nose in a semblance of a smile.

      He was always doing that. Watching. Protecting me. Though he’d been expressly forbidden to come anywhere near my stepmother’s house. Not wanting trouble, he’d stayed away, often waiting by the rocks just past the outer walls of her palace.

      Yes, he was a pacifist, except where I was concerned.

      The few times he’d thought I was in danger, well, he put other great whites to shame. Probably teegers as well.

      I would never forget the time an octopus caught my tail in its tentacles. I was very young, not even what the humans called a pre-teen yet, though it didn’t stop me from trying to fight back. I tried and failed. It was dragging me rapidly toward its lair when Beazil came storming out of nowhere. He’d torn the creature apart, leaving it with only two tentacles. He didn’t even swallow one bite, which was frankly an insult to the octopus. I shivered in distaste. It could still be alive, for all I knew, crawling the sea floor with only two legs.

      So yes, he could be fierce. But it had taken a toll on his delicate sensibilities. He’d been more shaken up than I was!

      Immediately afterward, he’d needed a snack and a belly rub. I’d obliged him, bringing him a meal of shrimp and oysters and letting him rest. The poor thing really did not like to exert himself.

      I smiled at him and held my spear out in front of me at the ready. I went through a series of deceptively simple motions, twisting and turning the spear with ease. Each move was smooth and graceful, almost looking ceremonial. But my exercises had a purpose. I was transitioning back and forth between offensive and defensive positions, though you would never know it if you were watching.

      I’d bribed an old Royal guard into teaching me some moves with my fresh oysters. They were hard to come by in the past few years, even for a Royal retainer.

      I drilled with the spear for at least an hour, warming up my muscles and perfecting my form. I needed to be fast. Ideally, the spear would become so familiar that it was almost a part of my body. Each move had to be pure instinct by the time I entered the arena. Otherwise, I would be fish food, especially considering my size.

      Beazil was big. I was . . . not. Not even for a young Mer. Not that I was short. I was just kind of skinny, especially compared to the young male Mers I might be facing.

      I sighed and did some more stretches before pulling out my blades.

      Once again, I ran through a series of thrusts and parries. I even flipped over and attacked from above. Eventually, it became second nature, even though I hadn’t practiced in a week. As much as I wanted to, I could only sneak away from my duties every so often. But now I was making the most of my day off. I was in the zone.

      Finally, I slowed and shook out my tired limbs.

      I slipped the blades into my belt and slipped my spear into the harness behind me. Then I visualized an opponent. Someone bigger than me. Meaner too.

      
        Someone who was actually wearing armor.

        

      I imagined them speeding toward me with a wickedly sharp sword drawn. I kept my hands loose and my arms relaxed at my side. I waited until they were almost upon me, pulling the blades first. I arched to the side at the last possible moment and dropped, crossing my arms and bringing the knives down in a slicing motion.

      That’s gotta hurt.

      I turned, facing another imaginary attack from my now severely wounded opponent. I shoved my knives into the woven strap around my waist and pulled the spear from behind my back with one hand.

      Yes, the end was wickedly sharp, but that wasn’t the real power of the weapon. The real strength was that it extended my reach. I had way more power with it because of the momentum.

      I brought the dull end up sharply, clocking my imaginary foe under the chin. Then I swung in a circle, using the tip to eviscerate my enemy. He garbled a curse as his guts fell to the sea floor.

      I had won.

      I glanced over my shoulder.

      
        But he hadn’t come alone!

        

      Two more opponents were racing toward me.

      I fought them off as briskly as I could, praying that I wouldn’t face anyone so ferocious in the arena. I tried to make them as evil and underhanded as I could, but I’d never been in an actual fight so it was pure imagination.

      I was small and inexperienced. No one would see me as a real challenge. I had to be better than I looked.

      Then again, that might be my only real advantage other than my speed.

      
        I was a shark in fish’s clothing.

        

      I didn’t look threatening, especially without the slightest bit of armor. Anyone who entered the ring with me in hand-to-hand combat would be expecting an easy win.

      They would get lazy. Arrogant. Their guard would be down. That would make it easier for me to avoid total annihilation.

      I might even have a chance to beat them.

      I put my weapons back into place behind a rock that covered a small indent in the wall. I covered it with seaweed and sat on the shelf with Beazil. He watched me closely as I pulled the oysters I’d gathered earlier out of my net bag.

      Beazil perked up, lifting his head. His tail fin wagged entreatingly. I smiled and pried open the first oyster with a small knife I kept tied to a braided rope around my waist for eating.

      He opened his mouth and waited for me to toss the still squirming oyster inside. I took one and then fed him another. We did this until only a handful remained. A handful that I’d promised to my friend Lila. Then I gathered some of the seaweed from the sea bed just outside.

      We had a fine snack, including a few small crabs that had been hiding in the green and gold fronds. One bit my finger and I fed it to Beazil in retaliation.

      But the tiny crabs made me think. I heard a familiar voice inside me. The voice of reason, I called it. It sounded smarter and more mature than I was, but it was me all the same. It had to be.

      Though sometimes . . . sometimes, I thought it was my mother’s voice.

      
        Let that be a lesson to you, Tri. Hiding is not the best way to survive, let alone win. To win, you have to put yourself out there.

        

      
        You have to be willing to lose.

        

      “Ready?”

      Beazil rolled over and gave me a baleful look. I knew he didn’t want to leave the cave. But he would never let me swim all the way home alone.

      “I’ll be fine. You can stay if you like. I need to get back anyway. I have chores.”

      He gave me a skeptical glance at the suggestion and I shrugged.

      “Suit yourself, then.”

      I looked back, double-checking that my precious weapons were hidden until tomorrow, and left the cave, Beazil’s dark form at my fins.
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      “Goodnight, Beaz.”

      Beazil hovered, knowing he was not allowed past the wall of rocks that protected my stepmother’s home. They looked natural to the outside eye, but I knew it had taken hundreds of Mers to get them into place, along with a massive octopus who had eaten several of the workers as payment.

      I doubted my stepmother had even blinked.

      “I will see you the day after tomorrow. We have the procession, remember?”

      He looked unenthusiastic, to say the least. I was pretty sure he was dreading it. I knew how he felt, though I was dragging my fins for another reason. Most of the Mers competing would be dressed to the nines, in their armor or formal evening wear.

      Meanwhile, I was wearing a dress that was two sizes too small, one of the few things my stepmother actually provided me with, for some reason. One well-made dress a year, in addition to my uniform. She hadn’t provided this year’s dress as of yet, and since I’d filled out a bit . . . well, there would be more of me on display than planned.

      I groaned, wishing for the hundredth time that I was handy with a needle and thread. Thankfully, Lila was. She was doing her best to make my clothes work for me during the Trials. I was paying her in fresh oysters, and if she found a pearl, she got to keep it.

      Of course, she said I didn’t have to pay her. But I did. We might be best friends, but she was trying to create a miracle out of thin water. She’d been at it for weeks already.

      As one of the many housemaids, Lila worked tirelessly all day. Now, she was most likely huddled in her chamber, squinting at a few of my old childhood dresses and trying to cover my newly-acquired curves.

      Newly acquired (and massively inconvenient) curves.

      Not just inconvenient because of the dress either. Inconvenient because of the way boys had started staring. At first, I’d thought I had seaweed stuck to my scales, but Lila had explained that it was a chemical reaction.

      Nature, she called it. I called it something else.

      And thirdly, my new curves were inconvenient because there was suddenly a little bit more of me. There was more to get stabbed or struck or, Neptune forbid, harpooned during the upcoming battles.

      I was a slightly bigger target than I had been a year ago. I was maturing at last, apparently. I knew Lila was right. It was natural, if ill-timed.

      I waved and Beazil skulked away, looking forlorn. I knew he wasn’t looking forward to this. But there was no backing out.

      
        I had no choice but to enter. As my familiar, he did too.

        

      Besides, if I were a world-famous Spark someday, he would benefit as well. He’d be welcome anywhere, despite his size and the sheer number of razor sharp teeth in his mouth. He’d be protected from overzealous Mers who were frightened by his appearance. As it was, Beazil had to be cautious. He had to stay out of sight in populated areas of the Queendom. There were hunters, Mer and human, who prided themselves on catching and killing a great white.

      When I won, he would be protected.

      And most of all, we’d both be well-fed. I sighed dreamily, imaging tray upon tray of delicious food. Food prepared by a skilled chef, not hastily eaten raw with no seasoning! When I wasn’t serving the Royals, I could loll around like my shark, stuffing my face. He’d be brought huge nets full of shrimp. He wouldn’t even have to lift a fin!

      I’d remind him of all of that tomorrow, I decided as I swam away. I stared at the stunning house before me as I cleared the gate. It rose organically from the seabed, artfully covered in brightly colored corals, sparkling quartz, and other pretty stones. Ornate oversized shells rose from the spires.

      The structure was Mer-made but the door was human-made. It was what made the palace so extraordinary.

      Massive thick double doors taken from a steamship wreck. The ship had sunk a hundred years ago. In fact, the interior of the palace was practically a two-legger museum, with all the artifacts they had collected.

      Not that I was actually allowed inside the house, except to work.

      I hurried out of sight of the windows, fearing that I’d be seen. If Thalia or Stepmother caught sight of me, I wouldn’t even have a chance to visit with Lila. The moment they laid eyes on me, I would be called to do any number of frivolous and unpleasant tasks.

      I heaved a sigh of relief as I turned the bend and the servants’ quarters came into view. I swam straight through the coral archway and up to the topmost level. The rooms were smaller, and for the most part, the youngest and newest lower-ranked servants were housed here.

      Them. Plus me and Lila.

      I didn’t mind though. I liked my tiny room with the low ceilings. It was cozy. And since I was relatively small, it didn’t feel all that cramped.

      Besides, Lila was right next door. We’d both been put up here years ago, and we never left, even though she was probably one of the most valuable servants they had. She was my closest friend, other than Beazil. I thanked Triton for her every single day.

      I dropped my net bag on the bed and hurried to visit my friend.

      “Come in!” she called out in response to my soft rap at her door. Like my door, hers was only made of fragile reeds. There were sturdy planks crossing it at intervals to hold the whole thing together.

      I opened the door to see her sitting just as I’d imagined. Her silvery lavender head was bent over her work, close to the faint light coming through the small window. The windows were deliberately kept too narrow for any Mer to swim out of. I’d still managed it a few times, particularly when I was small.

      “Doesn’t that hurt your eyes?”

      She shook her head without looking up.

      “I do most of it by feel, anyway. And I’m nearly done.” She tied off a thread and bit it with her teeth, resembling something strange and wonderful. Lila had the face of a young woman but the nearly white hair of an ancient Mer. Her eyes were a lovely soft purple, and her smile was so sweet, I always wanted to hug her.

      Of course, she usually had some bit of sewing in her hands, so you risked getting stuck by a pin or needle if you surprised her with a hug.

      For me, it had always been worth the risk.

      I gasped as she rose and held the cloth in front of her. It was familiar, but I couldn’t quite figure out why at first. It was beyond my wildest imaginings. There were panels of blue and green throughout, patterned in a way that looked deliberate.

      It was my dress from last year, but it wasn’t. It had been taken apart and remade along with the fabric from much smaller dresses from my childhood. Things I wore years ago. There was even some of the black ribbon trim from the dress I wore to my father’s funeral when I was two-thirds smaller.

      I felt my eyes well up with tears. Lila knew me so well. She knew why I’d saved all of my old things, especially from before he died.

      With that ribbon, it would be as if  he was with me when I joined the procession tomorrow night.

      “And there’s a surprise!”

      I reached out and ran a finger down the front, gasping as Lila detached the long skirt, leaving a handsome tunic. I was stunned.

      “I could actually fight in this.”

      She smiled, knowing she had pleased me.

      “I know. That was the idea.”

      “It’s incredible. Amazing. You are beyond talented. I can’t thank you enough!”

      I squeezed her, ignoring the pin that poked my flank.

      “I think you just did.”

      She looked flushed with pride when I finally let her go.

      “Oh, I almost forgot!”

      I ran back to my room, pulling the remaining oysters from my net. I held them up and Lila clapped her hands.

      “You didn’t have to!”

      “Yes, I did. And I wanted to anyway.”

      She accepted them with a rueful smile. Servants weren’t paid or fed particularly well. We bartered for everything. Mostly, we traded skills and salvaged goods, but anything was up for negotiation. My specialty was finding food. I was always hungry and had grown up here, so I was a natural at foraging.

      And since Lila couldn’t swim all that fast, she wasn’t inclined to go roaming. In fact, she was the sort who would get caught by a predator or a fisherman’s net.

      That’s why I begged her to stay put and brought her treats whenever I could. I worried about her constantly. I waved to her pufferfish, Cori, who inflated herself in greeting. They were well suited. Even Cori preferred to stay close to home.

      I heard a commotion as servants changed shifts below.

      “Oops, I’d better go.”

      “I wanted to see you in this!”

      I nodded. I knew from just looking that it would fit me perfectly. And the blues and greens were so lovely, I knew it would flatter me as well. Not that I was a great beauty, but I knew I couldn’t ask for better.

      “It will have to wait.”

      “If only I could make you a helmet. I wish we knew a metalsmith!”

      I shook my head. It was impossible. She couldn’t sew a helmet. It had to be forged or salvaged or taken from the two-leggers. Apparently, they wore headgear for a variety of sports. Mers only wore them for survival.

      “You’ve done so much for me. More than anyone.”

      I gave her another quick hug and retreated to my room, where I threw on my drab uniform. I was a maid, like Lila, though her talent with a needle set her apart. Her abilities were natural (nimble little fingers) as well as magical (her embroidery designs sometimes moved and glowed.) As a result, she didn’t do much other than make and repair clothing and other woven goods for the household. She could have worked for any Mer in the Queendom. I suspected she stayed because of me.

      Meanwhile, I was the one who was desperate to leave. I was always assigned the least appealing jobs in the house. Any task that involved crawling or had an unpleasant stench was given to me.

      
        So technically, I was special too.

        

      In my case, what set me apart was how much the two mistresses of the house hated me. Not simply disliked. Not disapproved of. They seemed to genuinely loathe me, giving me the impression they wished I didn’t even exist.

      I was never able to understand why. I was just a little girl when we had met. I was nothing but nice to them, even after I’d been banished to the servants’ quarters.

      Well, mostly nice anyway.

      It just didn’t make sense to me. I wasn’t wealthy, beautiful, or talented in some other way. I wasn’t magical. I certainly wasn’t a threat to their glory. All I had were my wits and my fins. And Beazil, of course.

      I sighed, mentally preparing myself to get through the night. I might just have my fins, but it would be enough.

      
        It was enough to survive the Trials. It had to be.

        

      Thankfully, I knew I would make Messenger, if nothing else, so my days as a housemaid were coming to an end. I had to leave, even if it meant leaving Lila until I was established. Then I’d come back for her. We’d already sworn to each other that we would start over together somewhere else. She would have a shop, and we’d share a house nearby. My family house, if I could manage to restore it.

      I rushed out of my room, and Lila waved goodbye, still clutching her oysters.

      “Don’t work too hard!”

      I snorted. She knew as well as I did that they never let me stop working for a second when it was my shift. They took a perverse satisfaction in making sure they got as much labor out of me as possible.

      Which was ironic, since as a ‘family member’, I wasn’t even paid. Room, board, and one dress a year. That was it.

      “That’s a laugh.”

      She gave me a sorrowful look.

      “I think they plan to keep you up all night working. I heard them talking about it.”

      “That figures. After tomorrow, though, they can’t make me work again until after the Trials. And if I do well . . .”

      She squeezed my hand. She was just past the age of required participation. She was better off though. Lila would never have been able to finish the race or hurt another Mer, let alone survive the more brutal contests.

      I knew it wouldn’t be easy for me either, but I was determined to at least try. I figured if someone tried to stab me, I’d be motivated enough to fight back.

      “They won’t ever be able to make you lift a finger again.”

      “Right. Hopefully. If I do well.”

      She grabbed my hand and pressed a kiss to my cheek.

      “You will, Tri. I know you will.”

      I swam off, trying to make myself believe that Lila’s words were true.
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      “Katriana! Come here immediately! These pearls have not been untangled!”

      I winced at the shrill sound of Lissentia’s voice. My stepmother was calling me again. She’d been on me like algae on rocks since before dinner the night before.

      Lila had been right—they’d kept me up much of the night last night and working the rest of the next day into the wee hours of dawn. I’d managed a handful of hours tucked under a chair in a hallway each night, and that was it.

      But I wasn’t tired. I was invigorated. This was it. I’d never be anyone’s servant again.

      Except as a Spark who served the Royals and protected the sea.

      My fingers were stiff from polishing Thalia’s armor, and I’d barely slept for the second night in a row. I moved quickly but refused to run. I had my dignity.

      Waiting on your own sister and stepmother hand and fin was unpalatable, to say the least. Serving food on the table you once ate at with your father was even worse.

      And of course, she flaunted him in front of me whenever she could. She loved telling Thalia how proud he would be of her, loudly, and usually when I was in earshot. She told her how much she resembled him, how impressed he would be with her lessons. Lessons I’d never gotten because I’d been serving them.

      Not that I minded hard work. There was no shame in a job well done. And it served as a distraction from . . . well, everything else.

      
        But today, it was over. Today, I was free.

        

      In a couple of hours, anyway.

      I swam into Lissentia’s chambers, only to find Thalia sitting at her dressing table, admiring herself. Oh, yes, she spent hours doing that.

      You could never say that she didn’t have a heart. She did. And she loved herself wholeheartedly with it.

      She truly adored herself, I had to give her that. It was too bad she didn’t seem to care about anyone else.

      “I need you to do my hair for the procession. I have to be there soon.”

      “It doesn’t start for hours.”

      Thalia pulled a face in the mirror.

      “Really, must you always be so unpleasant? It is so hard to find good help these days.”

      I smiled sweetly. Too sweetly, but Thalia was too self-preoccupied to notice.

      “I’ll do your hair.”

      I took up a comb and ran it roughly through her hair.

      “Ow!”

      She leapt up, swishing her tail peevishly. We faced off, me with a comb and her with her wickedly long fingernails.

      I knew she wanted to scratch me. If my nails had been much longer, I would have done the same.

      “Girls! Enough!”

      Her mother exhaled.

      “You must be there early if you are to meet the Prince. His mother the Queen has forbidden him to enter, but he will be there to observe.”

      “Yes, Mother.”

      Thalia sounded so meek I nearly laughed. I put the comb down and turned to them.

      “I have to get ready. I will see you there, dear sister.”

      My smile was not meant to be friendly. We would be in battle against each other soon. And I was done taking orders from either of them.

      It was true that many Mers spent their whole lives in service. And for someone as skilled as Lila, it was not a bad life. But for me . . . I wanted to swim. To seek. To walk on land. To prove myself and help Merkind.

      
        To do all of that, I only had to do one thing. I had to win.

        

      I flipped over and swam out a window, something Lissentia strictly forbade servants to do. It was considered quite rude to swim through a Mer’s window, which was precisely why I did it.

      I grinned at the outraged sounds of shock behind me. I didn’t return to my quarters. I kept swimming toward the rock border and through it to the open sea beyond. I swam quickly to the cave and gathered my weapons. And then I swam back toward my stepmother’s palace.

      Just outside the protective walls was another large rock formation, this one natural. Lila and Beazil would be waiting for me there. She should have my costume and my meager possessions wrapped and ready for me.

      Once I swam through that window, I was on my own. There was no going back. I would sleep with the other Mers who were competing in whatever housing had been provided. I had no idea what to expect, but I did know that only average and poor Mers would be there, along with any who had traveled far distances to partake in the Trials.

      The Nobility would be chosen for all the Kingdoms and Queendoms worldwide. It was not just our region. Every young Mer in the world was here.

      I felt the shackles of servitude fall away. Yes, the Trials were dangerous. Yes, they would be hard. Yes, the odds were against me.

      If I failed, I would have to find work right away. That wasn’t always easy for a young Mer, particularly one whose only skills were swimming fast and using a spear against imaginary enemies.

      If I lost, there was a chance I would starve. I’d considered that but I doubted it. I was an expert scavenger. But you never knew. In the cold months, it was harder to find food. And the ocean’s bounty was less every year. Pollution was taking a toll on the myriad of marine life that lived in all the world’s waters.

      
        I would not fail. I could not.

        

      I saw pale lavender hair and a wagging arm and my worries fell away for a moment. Tonight was the start of the Trials. I’d been waiting for this chance my entire life.

      My chance to redeem myself.

      Beazil lifted his head and wagged his fins slightly, his way of letting me know he was glad to see me. In the laziest way possible, of course.

      “What took you so long?”

      “They kept me working non-stop. What else is new?”

      “Here! Your costume, quickly!”

      Lila fussed at me, already reaching for my uniform.

      “But the ceremony doesn’t start for an hour!”

      “You have to be there now! Look!”

      I turned and saw the dolphin pulled carriage speed past. So they had been deliberately trying to delay me! It had all been a ploy to make me miss the opening ceremony!

      But why?

      What difference did it make to my stepmother and half-sister if I participated or not?

      “Hurry!”

      I stripped quickly, shedding my uniform and slipping into the long tunic Lila had made me. There was no time to admire my reflection in an air bubble or salvaged mirror. No chance to do more than run a comb through my hair.

      “You’re perfect.” Lila smiled at me, though her eyes were worried. “Now, go! We’ll be right behind you!”

      I pressed a quick kiss to her cheek and nodded.

      “Try and keep up, Beazil!”

      And then I was off. I swam faster than I ever had before. I swam toward my obligation and my destiny, my chance to change my life and change the world.

      
        To save the sea. To know the unknowable. Not just to live, but to thrive. To excel.

        

      When the arena finally came into view, I slowed slightly, though I was clearly late to arrive. My eyes were wide with awe. I had never seen anything like it. There were more Mers gathered here than I had ever seen in my life. Mers from all walks of life and all parts of the world were mingling outside as they waited to take their seats.

      As I got closer, I could see the throngs of competitors off to one side, already arranged neatly in lines. I cursed under my breath and swam faster. I was on the brink of being disqualified!

      To think my stepmother and Thalia had intended this . . . it hurt more than their initial rejection of me as part of their family. They sought to truly hurt me, not simply brush my existence under the rug. But why? What had I ever done to them except to be born?

      I nearly tumbled head over tail as I slowed, sliding into place at the back of the line. A young Merman waited beside me. He looked up in surprise, his clear blue eyes catching the light from the luminescent globes that lit the arena.

      “Have they recorded our names yet?”

      He shook his head slowly, staring at me as if I was a two-headed fish. I touched my hair self-consciously. The young Mer was uncommonly handsome, though the way he was looking at me was insulting. And then his expression changed.

      He smiled slowly, almost as if he was pleased to meet me.

      “You made it just in time. They haven’t gotten this far back yet.”

      “Oh, thank goodness.”

      “What made you so late? Don’t you want to participate in the Trials?”

      “I do! My . . . employers . . . kept me working till the last moment. Deliberately, I think.”

      His eyes grew wide.

      “That’s against the law.”

      I tossed my head, determined to cast off the pall of the day. Of the long years of days!

      “They think they are above it.”

      He shook his head.

      “No one is above the law.”

      “They are wealthy and connected. My stepmother brags that her cousin has the ear of the Queen.”

      “Her cousin?”

      I sighed.

      “I know, it’s silly. But she thinks she is important.”

      “But you’ve never met them yourselves? Have you seen them?”

      “The Royals?” I shook my head. “No. I’m a lowly servant. How could I? My stepmother is wealthy, not me.”

      He took another look at me, taking in my shabby clothes and lack of armor.

      “Wealthy? And yet you are a servant?”

      “I am.” I lifted my chin. “But I don’t mind. I will never be a servant again. I plan to win.” I added after a moment of silence, “My father was a messenger, one of the fastest in the sea.”

      He looked at me again, deep in thought. He was a strange combination of conflicting traits. He exuded physical strength but seemed almost shy at the same time. What did he have to be shy about? He was strong and his armor was well-made. I was the one with frowzy hair and a penchant for tardiness.

      “What is your name?”

      I blinked at him. He was just being nice. There wasn’t anything flirtatious about his tone.

      Not really.

      “Katriana. And you are?”

      He pulled off his helmet and held out his hand.

      “Dane.” He grinned at me, his blue eyes twinkling.

      I shook his hand, feeling something shift in the waters between us. He was flirting! But he was being direct about it. There was nothing coy about this particular Mer.

      “Are you staying here for the duration of the trials? Or do you have housing?” he asked.

      “Nope, I am living off the hospitality of the Queen. I’m never going back to there.”

      He told me that he was too. He hoped we might be bunked near each other, though I was fairly certain that the young males and females were housed separately. Apparently, though, the post-Trial parties were epic.

      He easily drew me into conversation as we waited to be checked in by the Mers with stone tablets who worked their way down the lines. It was funny—usually, I considered myself shy. But now I was chatting easily with a handsome Mer without a second of self-consciousness.

      I looked around with a start, realizing we had been talking for nearly an hour and they still hadn’t taken our names down. There were hundreds of young Mers here. Maybe thousands. But they had been here all day. Apparently, we were ordered by size and strength.

      Only the two of us at the tail end were late to arrive, and we got stuck with the smallest and youngest Mers here.

      At last, they took our names. I noticed that Dane put his helmet on and left it there, well before we were checked in. He was either really neurotic about defense or keeping a low profile.

      
        Or maybe he’s just tired of carrying his helmet, Tri. Not everything is a conspiracy.

        

      Drums rang out and the line before us started to move. He cast me a knowing look.

      “Are you ready, Katriana?”

      “Tri.”

      “What?”

      I turned my eyes to the side and smiled.

      “My name. My friends call me ‘Tri’. And yes, I am more than ready.”

      I squared my shoulders and swam into the arena.
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      Trumpets blared as the competitors swam slowly in an ever-shrinking circle until the arena was filled with a spiral of healthy young Mers. The array of costumes and armor was staggering, as were the different varieties of Mer.

      Unlike our two-legged cousins, we reflected the colors of the sea. Mers came in all shapes and colors, many of them shocking pink, blue, and yellow. And that was only their hair!

      I stared around in wonder, forgetting to be nervous. Forgetting for a moment that they were sizing me up just as I sized them up.

      A large Mer towered over the rest, where he bobbed gracelessly in the center of the spiral. I remembered that we’d been ranked. As late-comers, Dane and I were at the absolute bottom. We hadn’t been judged on size and merit, but we were at the bottom all the same.

      “I suppose there’s no place to go but up?”

      I cocked a jaunty eye at Dane. He forced a smile, but I could tell he was nervous. Only a fool would not be.

      And apparently, I was a fool.

      All I felt was excitement. Excitement and wonder. I was eager to begin. Even with no sleep and no food in my belly, I was ready to begin the great race that traditionally started the Trials. I would have to wait until tomorrow though. I wondered if I would be able to sleep at all.

      And then my stomach rumbled. Loudly.

      Dane raised a brow.

      “Let me guess, they forgot to feed you as well.”

      I nodded with a wry smile.

      “That’s okay. I know how to scavenge. If you’re hungry, you can come along.”

      His face showed his surprised pleasure.

      His eyes twinkled. “I would like that very much . . . Tri.”

      I nodded and waited for the opening ceremony to begin.
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      The crowd was screaming, cheering for their favorites as they took their places in the stands. I stared up at them, feeling a mixture of pride and scorn. Everyone in the stands was too young or too old to participate.

      Perhaps there were some cowards as well, disguising themselves and planning to lay low during the first Trial.

      I scanned the crowd, wondering if I could spot Lila, or even my stepmother. Dane elbowed me.

      “Looking for someone?”

      “My friend Lila.”

      “Probably better to size up the competition.”

      I cast him a sidelong glance. He was right, of course.

      “You’re smarter than you look.”

      He grinned widely, flashing perfect white teeth.

      “Don’t I look smart?”

      I’d been about to say that he was too pretty to be smart, but only as  a joke. But now, he clearly knew that I thought he was pretty. I glared at him, my cheeks hot. I deliberately moved my attention to the other competitors. We were toward the back, so on either side of us were the youngest and frailest. Nothing to worry about here. In fact, I had the urge to wrap an arm around the scrawny girl with dark green hair who hovered beside me.

      But if you looked toward the center of the arena, things got exponentially more . . . menacing.

      Bigger and meaner looking Mers swam in place there. Exquisite armor and costumes and hairstyles adorned many of them. But dead center was the largest Mer I had ever seen.

      Dane must have seen him too.

      “By Triton! Is he real?”

      I nodded slowly.

      “Unfortunately, so.”

      The brute floated head and shoulders above the swarm of Mers. He must have been seven feet from tip to tail! And he was all muscle.

      He did not have fancy armor. In fact, he barely wore any. Shoulder guards and a helmet, along with the straps. Straps that held a large assortment of wickedly sharp looking weapons, mostly looking like they were scavenged from two-legger ships.

      On his back was a massive hatchet that made me swallow nervously.

      “His name is Juno.”

      I glanced down at the tiny Mer swimming by my side.

      “Aren’t you too young to be here?”

      She shook her head and I frowned.

      “They should have a height requirement.”

      Dane let out a guffaw at that, earning a swift kick from my fins. He rubbed his side, raising his brows.

      “What? She’ll lose the race and be safely on the sidelines.”

      “Maybe so. But people don’t always survive the race.”

      He looked at the young Mer, then back at me. He nodded.

      “You’re right. I’m sorry. But what can we do?”

      “I could swim with her.”

      “You’ll lose!”

      I chewed my lip.

      “What’s your name?”

      “Starla.”

      “Are you a fast swimmer, Starla?”

      She shrugged.

      “I am for my size.”

      “Well, do me a favor.”

      She smiled at me and I felt like a horrible Mer. I wasn’t offering to help her. I was just giving her some lifesaving advice.

      “Don’t swim fast tomorrow.”

      Her jaw dropped.

      “I don’t understand. I have at least a chance of finishing the race.”

      “No. You don’t have a chance. If you keep up with the bigger Mers, you could get hurt. Or killed.”

      Her eyes grew wide. I pointed at the competition.

      “The really big Mers won’t swim that fast. You could get stuck in the middle, with him on your fins.”

      She visibly gulped. I pointed at a tall young woman with white hair whose armor was covered in wickedly sharp-looking spikes, hooked so that they angled upward. If she swam into you . . .

      “Or her.” I wrinkled my nose. “What if she tries to hug you?”

      Starla let out a startled giggle. She sounded so young, so innocent. It nearly broke my heart in two.

      “The people at the front will be busy trying to win, but unless you are sure you can keep up . . .”

      “All right. Thank you . . .”

      She let the end of the sentence dangle.

      “Katriana.” I smiled. “You can call me Tri.”

      She nodded, smiling shyly.

      “I will. Thank you, Tri.”

      We waited there until the procession started to move again. We pooled our notes on whom to look out for. Other than Juno and the girl with the spikes, there were still many terrifying Mers to avoid. One of the largest boys smiled at me as we passed, so Starla and I marked him neutral on our mental list.

      Dane snorted and I turned to him.

      “What?”

      “He’s not neutral.”

      “How do you know?”

      Dane shook his head slowly.

      “He’s not neutral unless you look like you.”

      Starla laughed, agreeing with him.

      “You think he has a thing for spotted redheads?”

      Dane looked at me thoughtfully.

      “Is that really how you see yourself?”

      I rolled my eyes.

      “Fine, maybe he likes scrawny, spotty redheads with no armor. In fact, maybe he was smiling because I looked like easy pickings. Starla, we need to change ‘Smiley’ from neutral to possible threat.”

      When I turned back to Dane, his eyes had grown wide.

      “You don’t have armor?”

      “Can’t afford it.”

      “No helmet?”

      I shook my head distractedly, craning my neck to see what was happening. I swished my fins just enough to bob slightly upward so I could see. Dane was muttering something under his breath. It sounded like a litany of two-legger curse words. I stifled a laugh as I floated back down.

      “I think it’s over. The center of the procession is heading toward the exit. Tsunami! That means all the good beds will be taken!”

      Dane looked distracted.

      “I need to go. Meet me at the front in an hour.”

      “You’re going to cut the line?”

      “I won’t get caught. I’ll find you later, okay?”

      “Okay.”

      He stared at me for another moment, then he darted out of the line toward the wall and disappeared. Starla and I continued ranking the competition as we followed the long line.

      We saw a slender girl who had extra fins on her tail, making her look as though she could swim and maneuver better than most. She had icy blue hair and an unfriendly look on her pretty face. We decided that she might just be nervous but to keep an eye on her.

      There was a boy with an extra eye in the center of his forehead. He was slight-looking, non-threatening. But while he was swimming forward, his third eye turned and stared at us. We decided an extra eye could definitely come in handy.

      Mutations were not all that uncommon with Mers, especially in the past hundred years. With the oceans becoming more and more polluted, they had become commonplace. But I’d never seen such useful ones!

      Finally, we started to approach the wide door that led in and out of the arena.

      “Want to get a snack? I’m starving.”

      Starla nodded eagerly and I gave her a hard look.

      “But don’t tell anyone my secret spots, or I’ll gut you.”

      Starla giggled, clearly not impressed. I was going to have to work on my menacing tone. I rolled my eyes and swam around the side of the arena, heading closer to shore.

      “Come on, let’s see how fast you really are!”

      I took off, not showing my true maximum speed. I never did. The only time I swam at top-speed was with Beazil when we were completely alone in the deep blue. I didn’t want to give away my abilities before the Trials.

      And I especially hadn’t wanted my stepmother to put me to use as her errand-Mer.

      But right now, I was swimming even slower to accommodate my new friend. Starla swam by my side, a happy smile on her face. She was only a few years younger than me, but she seemed much younger. She was small, for one thing, and she’d told me she’d been raised by her kindly GrandMer.

      She’d been sheltered and loved. Even though they hadn’t been rich, she’d never scavenged for food before. We might both be orphans, technically speaking, but that’s where the similarities ended.

      Well, other than the fact that neither of us was a brainless jellyfish!

      “Last one there is a rotten jellyfish!”

      I pulled ahead, her girlish shriek of excitement making me smile. She was pretty fast, definitely above-average for a young Mer. I considered telling her to try and win. But if she slipped up or anything went wrong, she would be smack-dab in the center with the big Mers.

      The big, vicious, spike-wearing Mers.

      And anyway, the rest of the Trials would just get harder. More dangerous. She didn’t really care about serving the Royals. She wasn’t fast enough for a Messenger, and there was no way she would survive long enough to win and become a Spark.

      That was a one in a million chance. We might all think we had a chance, but only the smartest and most resourceful were in the running. Usually, only one Mer per King or Queendom became Spark, though they had selected up to three in the past.

      Even the huge, brutal-looking Mers did not have hope of becoming Sea Spark. Soldiers, yes. Perhaps even Generals. But not a Messenger and not a Spark.

      That was for the quick of fin and clever of mind.

      I smiled. Despite all of my shortcomings, I knew I had what it took. I might be plain, clumsy, overly nostalgic, and covered in spots. But I was fast and I was smart.

      I glanced behind me, making sure Starla was okay. She was swimming frantically, her eyes wide in terror. I saw why an instant later.

      An enormous shark was following us.

      “It’s okay!”

      I swam back toward her, taking her hand and drawing her to a stop. She was frantic, tugging on my hand and shaking her head wildly.

      “Shark!”

      “I know, Starla. He’s with me.”

      “He . . . what?”

      Beazil circled us, then nudged my side with his blunt nose.

      “He’s my familiar.”

      Starla’s mouth dropped open. I smiled, trying to set her at ease.

      “Who is your familiar?”

      She opened a pocket in her dress and pulled out a starfish. It shook itself, then ‘looked’ around. It curled into a ball when it noticed Beazil.

      “Aw, so cute! What’s his name?”

      “Chuchu. He’s pretty smart for a starfish. He’s good at sneaking around.”

      I laughed.

      “I’m sure he is.”

      “I still can’t believe your familiar is a great white. You are going to win for sure!”

      I laughed at the amazed look on her face.

      “I’m not sure about that. He’s the friendliest great white ever. And yes, he’s mine.” He bumped me again. “Or rather, vice versa.”

      Starla was still trembling.

      “He’s harmless. Watch.”

      I signaled to Beazil to roll over. He gave me a sour look and I laughed. Then with a dramatic look on his face, Beazil drifted slowly so he was belly up.

      “You want to touch him? His skin is rough but his belly is soft.”

      Starla swam closer, sticking close to my side. She reached out and lay her hand on his belly. I heard Beazil sigh. He did love a good belly rub.

      “See? He likes you.”

      She giggled a little and I nudged her.

      “All right, you two, I’m starving. We’re almost there.” I patted my net bag. “Try to keep up. I want to stuff this!”

      I swam ahead, careful not to leave them behind. Starla looked tiny with Beazil by her side. He was there every time I looked back. I was pleased that he had taken to her so fast. I knew he’d look out for her forever. He did that with Lila as well.

      We were at my secret scavenging spot in no time.

      I dove down and looked around. It was a shallow field, thick with seaweed. We were not far from the shore, but not close enough to encounter humans. I had never seen another Mer here. Unless you looked, you would never know that beneath the seaweed, it was full of oysters. I’d even found mussels there, and lots of crabs.

      I wasn’t crazy about the bigger crabs. They tended to bite and were fast with their claws. But the bite-sized ones were delicious.

      Without hesitation, I swam headfirst into the seaweed, digging around with my bare hand. There was always a chance a crab could latch on and injure you, but there was no way around it.

      That was the price to pay for delicious fresh oysters, and I was more than happy to pay it.

      It was only seconds before my hand closed over a big oyster shell. I grinned, stuffing it into the net bag slung over my shoulder. I grabbed a few more and then decided to find a new spot. There were fewer oysters here this year, and I knew it was because of pollution. I was careful not to take too much from any one location.

      I tried to right myself and found myself close to toppling over. I’d never foraged with a spear on my back, let alone all my worldly possessions. I exhaled and grabbed the harness I wore and glided to the left.

      There, a perfect new spot. I harvested some more oysters and nodded to myself. My bag was nearly stuffed. Plenty for the three of us tonight and tomorrow. We didn’t want to attract attention with so many mouths to feed around.

      The area would be decimated, and then where would we be? Never mind the oysters.

      Normally, Mers were cautious about natural resources. We respected the sea and her bounty. But with all the pomp and circumstance, not to mention hungry young Mers . . . well, it would be easy to get carried away.

      Besides, if they weren’t all well-fed, there was a chance it would give me an edge in the competition. Not that I wanted anybody to starve, but there was no way I was revealing the secret spots that had kept me alive all these years. Plus, they probably all had coins to buy food from the vendors set up around the arena, and many had brought trunks full of supplies. Many even had their own tents, often set up with their families outside the camp.

      But we were the ones who would be eating the very freshest food. At least we would have that going for us.

      I swam up and high-finned Starla with my tail. She was amazed by all the oysters.

      “I wasn’t sure if they would feed us. My GrandMer sent me with extra seaweed just in case.”

      She opened her bag, revealing neat bundles of preserved seaweed.

      “Hold onto that. It’s good supplement in your diet, but it’s not enough to get in real fighting form. Of course, we are hoping you won’t ever have to fight.”

      She nodded solemnly and I felt a fissure of fear. She was about fifteen in human years, at the bottom age of anyone in the trials. Plus, she was so slight, so delicate-looking that I hoped no one would bother to attack her.

      But the truth was, I couldn’t know that. You were allowed to attack during the games as long as it was during an event. Hurt, maim, or even kill. It wasn’t encouraged to kill needlessly, but it certainly wouldn’t cost you a coveted position with the Royals.

      “Do you want to win, Tri?”

      I popped open an oyster and handed it to her.

      “I don’t want to. I have to.”

      She nodded thoughtfully.

      “I think you can.” She slid the oyster into her mouth and groaned. “Oh, that’s good.”

      I opened another oyster and let out a whoop. There was a large pink pearl inside. I held it up for Starla to admire.

      “That’s beautiful!”

      “Here, you keep it.”

      I handed it to her, but she shook her head vigorously.

      “Tri, you could eat for a year on that!”

      “I won’t need it,” I said with a wink.

      I took her hand and pushed the pearl into her palm. Then I swallowed my oyster. I was starving, truth be told. I had barely eaten during my shift, and that had been last night. It was already getting dark out.

      “Come on, we can eat the rest once we find our beds.”

      “And Dane! He’s going to be looking for you.”

      “Me?”

      She fluttered her eyelashes at me comically.

      “He liiikes you.”

      “Oh, stop it.”

      I denied it, but I felt a tiny thrill at her words. He did like me. This proved it. I’d been wondering the same thing in the back of my mind without really focusing on it. Starla’s words just reinforced it.

      We swam back toward the camp with Beazil at our heels.
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      We swam quickly back to camp, passing oysters back and forth as we went. We slowed down as we entered the rows of tents. I looked around, realizing we were attracting way too much attention.

      Everyone was staring.

      Not just at Starla and me.

      They were staring at my familiar.

      This was not good. By revealing Beazil so early, I’d put a massive target on my back. From now on, I’d be the girl with the shark.

      Jellyfish!

      “Katriana.”

      I turned to see Dane waiting outside one of the women’s tents.

      “Hi.”

      “I’ve been looking everywhere for you.”

      “I brought dinner.” I held up my net bag. “Breakfast too.”

      He shook his head at me.

      “You really are resourceful, aren’t you?”

      I shucked an oyster and handed it to him. He was staring at me like I was performing a miracle. He made no move to take the snack.

      “Haven’t you ever had an oyster before?”

      “Of course I have.”

      He tilted back his head and ate it, making an appreciative sound as he smacked his lips.

      “Thank you, that was—GET DOWN!”

      He pushed me aside, holding up a wickedly sharp spear he pulled from his back. It was a split-second before I realized what he was doing.

      He was about to kill my shark.

      “Wait!”

      I grabbed Dane’s arm, holding him back. Starla swam in front of Beazil, holding her arms out protectively. I smiled to myself at her bravery.

      “Don’t! He’s hers!”

      Dane lowered his hand slowly then turned to look at me.

      “Yours?”

      “Uh-huh.”

      “Your familiar is a great white?”

      I nodded sheepishly.

      “Yeah, but he’s . . . well, actually, can we talk somewhere else?”

      He nodded and pointed to the tent.

      “This is the last open one. I think it’s because of the, um, location.”

      I glanced over his shoulder and groaned. Yep. We were in the last tent before the drop-off into the trench. That’s what everyone called the massive cavern that ran for miles in the seabed. In fact, the tent looked like it might actually tip over and fall into it.

      The cavern was full of squid. Big ones too. I’d heard that they’d once found one that was more than thirty meters long. It was a place that teenage Mers explored on a dare, but usually only if they’d been drinking fermented Sea wine. Once in a while, they didn’t come out again.

      Fantastic.

      I ducked my head into the tent. There were eight empty beds and two of us. But if it was just us then . . . I jerked my head at Beazil and he swam placidly into the tent. It wasn’t small, but he nearly ate up all the space.

      Starla and Dane followed us inside, and I closed the flap behind us. I stared around the room, nodding to myself.

      “Not bad.”

      My friends all stared back at me like I’d lost my mind. Even Beazil. I shrugged.

      “What?”

      “You think this is nice?”

      I swam to one of the cots and pushed down on it. I sank into it with a moan.

      “Perfection.”

      I heard a high-pitched giggle, and then a manlier chuckle. Even Beazil snorted at me. I cracked an eye.

      “You guys hungry?”

      Beazil nodded eagerly.

      “Sit down. You guys are making me nervous.”

      Starla sat on the bunk across from me. Dane sat beside her and Beazil sort of wiggled his snout between the beds. I opened my net bag and popped open an oyster, offering it to Dane first.

      He shook his head.

      “You eat it. I’m fine.”

      I held it out stubbornly.

      “These are fresh. So fresh they wiggle on the way down.”

      Starla made a face and then shrugged.

      “That sounds gross, but they really are good, Dane.”

      He sighed and took the oyster.

      “Fine, but just one more. You girls need your strength.”

      I gave an oyster to Starla and another to Beazil. I ate another one myself and tried to get Dane to have another. He shook his head, and I went around in a circle until most of the oysters were gone. Then I dug a hole right beneath my bed and set the bag inside it, covering it up again with sand.

      “They should keep there. We can have a few in the morning.”

      Starla grinned at me and then excused herself. I looked at Dane. He looked like he was turning something over in his mind. He cleared his throat.

      “I brought you something, though looking at your familiar, you might not need it.”

      I stared curiously at the bag he held out to me. I fluttered my eyelashes at him.

      “You shouldn’t have.”

      He sighed wearily.

      “Just take it. I’m serious, Tri.”

      I took the bag and inspected it. It was cloth. Human-made, with metal rivets and a sturdy clasp.

      “It’s beautiful. Thank you.”

      He shook his head.

      “No, not the bag, though that’s yours to keep. It’s not going to keep you alive though.”

      I cocked an eyebrow at him.

      “Well, now I’m really curious.”

      He was staring hard at me as I undid the clasp and opened the bag. Inside was something I never thought to own. He’d brought me . . . armor.

      A blue helmet and shoulder guards. There was even a chest plate, though it was made for a boy, not a young woman. I lifted out the helmet, staring at it curiously. It would fit me perfectly. They were well-used, but the quality was unmistakable.

      “Wow. This is—” I was about to say beautiful when he cut me off.

      “I know, it’s old junk. But I can’t let you go out there without protection.”

      I swallowed past the sudden lump in my throat.

      “They are perfect. Thank you.” I gave him a suspicious look. “Wait, you didn’t steal them, did you?”

      He laughed uproariously and shook his head.

      “No, Tri. It’s just my practice gear from when I was younger.”

      So, he must be a rich boy. I looked at his clothes, realizing I should have noticed that before. But that meant I could actually accept the gift. I smiled suddenly.

      “Good, because I am way too poor to bail you out.”

      He laughed again, shaking his head. He glanced at Beazil, who was dozing peacefully across the tent, draped over all four empty beds on that side.

      “So, a great white, huh? How’d you manage that?”

      I shrugged.

      “He found me. He isn’t exactly ferocious though.”

      Dane stared at me thoughtfully.

      “Maybe not. But nobody else has to know that.”

      I grinned.

      “I like the way your mind works, Dane.”

      Starla came in then, and to my surprise, Dane had another bag. He’d brought her a helmet and a small dagger as well. I wasn’t going to lie—I was impressed.

      “I’ll let you ladies sleep. See you tomorrow.”

      I thanked him again and watched him leave. At the tent flap, he turned back to give me a small smile. I snickered to Starla once he had left.

      “We’re ladies now. He’s so formal.”

      “He’s someone important’s son, that’s for sure.”

      “I always thought most of the upper class opted out.”

      “They can do that?”

      “Usually, they just don’t swim too fast in the opening race. But yes, there are overfed teenage Mers who never even make it to the opening ceremony. A few coins, a bag of pearls. It happens.”

      “Maybe he wants to win.”

      I nodded.

      “Maybe he does want to win.”

      I winked at her, lying back on the cot.

      “But so do I.”
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      We woke early, before the sun started to warm the waters. I took one look at Starla’s pale face and knew that neither of us had slept much, though at least my head didn’t feel like a hunk of coral anymore. I doubted that Dane had done much better.

      Beazil, on the other hand, was still snoring.

      At least, he was until he heard the sound of an oyster being pried open with my handy knife.

      Starla let out a tiny scream when the immobile shark on the other side of the tent suddenly sprang to life, darting to my bed. He nosed Starla aside for first dibs on breakfast.

      “Don’t be such a bottom feeder, Beazil!”

      He wrinkled his snub-nose at me as I gave Starla the first oyster. She looked worried until I made Beazil apologize. He sank down and nuzzled her side until she giggled.

      We ate quickly, finishing the oysters. I saved two for Dane but couldn’t find him when we ventured outside. I tucked them into my net bag and buried them under my cot again, hurrying back to meet Starla in front of our tent. We looked around as Mers started swimming toward the arena.

      Today, we would not be going inside. This was what I had been awaiting for years. Today was the opening race. It was not just a test of speed, but of dangerous obstacles, and sometimes even combat. That’s why I had my weapons strapped to my body, along with wearing the armor Dane had given me. Even Starla had a dagger at her waist.

      A large Mer swam past us with an enormous battle axe in each hand. I swallowed nervously. Juno.

      He ignored us, thank Triton. But the two Mers that flanked him did not, the girl wearing the spikes and another Mer I didn’t expect to see.

      The one who had smiled at me.

      He caught my eye, smiled again, and winked. The girl with the spikes sneered at me like I was flotsam. A few other unpleasant-looking Mers followed them. I wondered what that meant. If they were working together . . . that would be especially deadly in the battle trial.

      For some reason, that made me more nervous than Juno and his battle axes.

      Starla shot me a worried glance.

      “Don’t worry. We’ll start as far from them as we can. I’ll shoot ahead and you hang back.”

      “Okay.”

      She looked worried, and I couldn’t blame her. I was suddenly less concerned with winning and more concerned with making sure neither one of us got squashed. I did need to at least place, though, or I wouldn’t progress.

      This was the fight of my life. I needed to succeed, not just survive. Starla could opt out by not finishing. In fact, it was likely that half of the entrants would do that. And in her case, it was not cowardice to do so.

      I felt myself getting angry. They should make entry optional. For people like me, eager to make their mark on the world. Not on little girls who were barely of age, not to mention small for their age!

      “You shouldn’t even swim. Just find a place to hide near the start. It won’t be a long race.”

      “You mean because you know you will win?”

      I chuckled. I did expect to win, or at least come close, barring disaster. But that was just today. The rest of the contests would be just as hard for me, if not harder.

      “Tri. I need to speak to you.”

      Dane seemed to come out of nowhere. He pulled me to the side of the stream of contestants. Starla followed, hovering nearby.

      I felt my cheeks warm up a bit from his familiar touch. He was so sure of himself. His hand was warm and large on my arm.

      “Hi.”

      He ran his hand through his hair nervously.

      “Hi.”

      “I saved you some oysters, but they’re back in the tent.”

      “Never mind that. They changed the rules.”

      “What?”

      “Everyone has to finish.”

      “WHAT?”

      He glanced over my shoulder at Starla.

      “They don’t want people dropping out.  So no one is getting out by hanging back today. Everyone who finishes goes to the second trial.”

      “And if you don’t finish?”

      “Fifty lashes. Unless you are injured.”

      “Or dead.”

      He nodded slowly.

      “Fifty lashes would kill her, Dane.”

      “Listen to me. She is not your responsibility.”

      “I’m not leaving her to the wolves!”

      He smiled, but it looked pained.

      “I had a feeling you might say that. I can look after her.”

      “Don’t you want to win?”

      “Yes. But it doesn’t matter to me the same way.”

      I rubbed my forehead.

      “Tri. You have to stay ahead of them. You are a target. She isn’t.”

      “Me? I’m not remotely threatening.”

      “You look more competent than you know. Not to mention your familiar.”

      “This isn’t a familiar contest. We don’t even know if there will be one.”

      “Doesn’t matter. I’ve heard them talking about you.”

      “Who?”

      “Everybody.”

      “What if I win and then I come back?”

      He shook his head.

      “That’s crazy. And I’m pretty sure it isn’t allowed.”

      “Well then, it’s settled. I’m sticking with you.”

      “Your life’s dream is to be a Spark. You have to try. I’ve got her, I swear to you.”

      “Maybe I can tow her.”

      “That is definitely against the rules.”

      I crossed my arms,  glaring at him.

      “Well, who made you the official word on that? Are you a Royal or something?”

      He made a choking sound, swiftly shaking his head ‘no.’

      “I want you to win.”

      We turned to see Starla floating just behind us. She had heard what we were saying. Triton help us.

      “Look, you have to finish. It sounds like it could be a blood bath. Dane is big. He can handle himself. I’m fast. What about you?” I asked.

      She shrugged.

      “I’m sneaky.”

      I laughed.

      “Good, but that might not be enough.”

      A horn blew in the distance. The race would be starting soon. I cursed and we all started swimming with the dregs of the crowd. I watched Dane carefully, wondering whether to trust him.

      In my gut, I knew I could. It was an unfamiliar feeling, truth be told. I knew he would protect Starla. We found a place in the back of the crowd and waited. None of this was going to plan. This event was mine to lose, and here I was already at a disadvantage.

      “If we get separated, just stay safe and get to the finish line. That goes for you too.”

      I stared hard at Dane. He nodded and Starla gave me a ‘thumbs up’ sign. I shook my head. This had disaster written all over it.

      “You are mad! I should tow you both the entire way.”

      Dane folded his arms over his chest, bringing into focus just how strong and muscular he was. I swallowed, looking away. I did not need to be thinking about how handsome he was right now. I should just be relieved that someone more physically powerful than me was an ally.

      
        Focus, Tri!

        

      The horn sounded again and everyone tensed. Then it rang out, loud and long. The race was on.

      Silt swirled up in all directions as a thousand young Mers shot forward. I held back, swimming forward without leaving my friends behind. Dane glared at me and grabbed Starla, veering to the left. I was knocked backward by a passing Mer as I turned to look for them.

      But they were gone.

      I knew Dane had veered off deliberately so I could try and win the race. I knew it. And after looking for them for several minutes, I realized it was futile. So I did the only thing I could.

      I swam.

      I took off at top speed, brushing past Mers of every size and shape. I saw a few minor altercations as I darted through the thickest part of the crowd. I wove through the throng, ceaselessly pressing forward. Then I was out in front and swimming in nearly open waters.

      Of course, I had started late from the back of the crowd, so I was still behind the fastest swimmers.

      I smiled to myself as I let myself really fly.

      Not for long.

      I passed the girl with the spikes and surprisingly, the smallish boy with the third eye. I swam past a few other fast-swimming Mers before the crowd thinned out to nothing.

      I was alone. It was blissful to just let myself go all out, even with the worries in the back of my mind. I couldn’t forget that I’d left behind my friends. And I could not forget the dangers ahead.

      Plus, I was pretty certain there had to be at least a few Mers ahead of me still to beat.

      I  was proven right a few minutes later. I saw a Mer just ahead as I rounded a corner. I was shocked to see the Mer who had smiled at me there. He was a large male, and they usually didn’t swim as fast as the less bulky Mers. He really was a remarkable specimen. He gave me a startled look as I passed him, and I heard him shout something.

      Come to think of it, it sounded a lot like he said, “Look out!”

      I passed another Mer a few minutes later. The front-runner. He was a very tall but slender male. His face was sharp, with a needle nose and pointed chin. He sneered at me, his short, dark blue hair almost black. I kept my distance, well out of reach of his arms as he reached for me. But it didn’t stop him from throwing something at me. I felt it glance off my side with a grimace. I kept swimming, ignoring the pain in my flank.

      And then I was truly alone. I could feel it in my bones. I was ahead of the pack. Ahead of everyone and anyone. There were spectators along the route, but they were silent, their eyes wide as they watched me swim past.

      The ocean felt so big in that moment. So vast. So empty.

      I looked up and saw it just in time to swerve out of the way.

      
        The first obstacle.

        

      A fine mesh net was blocking the way. It shone dully in the light. Metal. The most brutal sort of net to get caught in. It looked sharp, like it could cut you to shreds. I swam up, figuring it wouldn’t reach the surface. That was a mistake.

      I wondered what Mers had dared to swim high enough to set the net. It was forbidden. Unless you were a Royal, of course. Then, literally nothing was.

      Except putting yourself in harm’s way. For a Royal, that was the ultimate sin. They were here to rule, not get themselves killed.

      Swimming to the surface was dangerous. Everyone knew that. Then again, so were the Trials.

      I saw the surface sparkling pale blue above me. I was nearly there. The net somehow seemed to extend beyond the surface. I saw where it broke the constantly shifting waves above. The metal net glimmered starkly in the bright sunlight.

      I realized abruptly what I would have to do. With a burst of speed, I swam straight up and out of the water. The air hit my skin, chilling me instantly. I arched my body, flying up and over the net. I felt my back fin drag against the very edge of it and cried out in pain. But then I was over it, plunging back into the sea and back into the race.

      I heard a Mer scream far below and behind me, piercing and shrill. I glanced back to see the dark-haired Mer clutching his arm. Dark red billowed out into the water.

      He hadn’t seen the net.

      I wanted to wait and warn Dane and Starla, but I was winning and I didn’t know how far behind they were. I saw Juno and the spike-covered Mer swimming forward, led by the handsome Mer whose name I did not yet know.

      They wouldn’t miss the net. They’d find a way around it, and fast. If Juno was that fast, there was no way I would be able to fight him off.

      My lead was rapidly diminishing. I figured it had taken me almost an hour to swim to the surface and down again. For all I knew, there was an easier way around or under the net.

      I have to go now.

      I turned and flipped my tail hard. I was in pain, and tired, but I was still fast. I dug deep and swam as if my life depended on it. But I kept my eyes open. I knew there were more obstacles to come.
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      I was well ahead of the pack when I saw the shadow above me. I was in a mid-sized trench surrounded by sharp cliffs. Mer spectators lined the race track, staring down at me and cheering. For the first time, I was finally getting a reaction from the crowd!

      I looked up as something caught my eyes. I screamed silently when I saw what it was. A huge boulder was barreling toward me, bouncing off the cliff face. It was big enough to crush me and three other Mers as it fell.

      I swam out of its path in the nick of time.

      Another rock glanced off my head, making me close my eyes as dizziness overwhelmed me. I touched my helmet, feeling a trace of blood. I would have to tell Dane his gift had saved me.

      Saved my life, most likely.

      That’s what I was thinking when I realized there were more rocks falling. Many more. I saw rocks of all shapes and sizes dropping rapidly along the cliff face. It was an avalanche. Somehow, I had triggered it.

      It had to be deliberate. It was a planned obstacle. I hissed through my teeth at the realization.

      The Royals were going above and beyond my expectations with this race. This wasn’t just an obstacle. It was far from simply dangerous.

      It’s deadly.

      Mers would die here before the day was out, I had no doubt. I hoped fervently that they would stop once the front-runners were through. Fear ran through my belly. Starla could never survive this. I wasn’t sure Dane would either.

      I wasn’t even sure that I would make it through.

      I dove low, swerving around the falling rocks with ease. I only survived the next twenty minutes because I was fast.

      Any other Mer would have been crushed.

      Maybe that was the point. Maybe they matched the test to the competitor. I almost hoped so. That meant other, less physically-adept Mers would have an easier time.

      I didn’t want to think of anyone dying like that. Crushed for no reason. Especially not an innocent Mer.

      I dove and dodged, getting bumped a few times but mostly escaping a direct hit. I paused just beyond the field of falling stone to look back. It was silent and would remain so until another Mer entered the trench.  I realized that it must be spelled, as many of the Trials were.

      I swallowed nervously.

      I saw shadows approaching and knew they were catching up. I was in the lead. I had to move if I wanted to win. I shook off my fear and took off, praying there would not be anything quite so deadly to come.
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      A forest of kelp lay ahead. I kept going, taking in my surroundings warily. From the thickness of the crowd along the sidelines, I knew I must be near the end.

      The crowd had grown thick and unruly. Drunk on fizzy beverages, no doubt, Sea wine and the two-legger variety for the very rich. I had been craving the roar of the crowd, but now it felt hollow and empty.

      They didn’t care about me. They only wanted to cheer the winner. And I wanted the same thing.

      I swam quickly, tasting victory in my grasp. Of course, I was still afraid for my friends, particularly Starla. She was rapidly becoming the sister I had always wanted but never had.

      And Dane, well, he could probably take care of himself. That didn’t mean I wasn’t tempted to help him. Or at least show off a little bit.

      I might not be beautiful, or wealthy, or possess magic, but I was good at this. I would go back for them and guide them through the obstacles. But rationally, I knew I had to win first.

      So I swam.

      Straight into the largest kelp I had ever seen. They were twenty feet high, at least, if not higher. You could hide a small city inside kelp of that height. I knew without a doubt that there was danger inside.

      The light disappeared almost completely. I was guided by my inner compass, as my father called it. He’d even shown me a human-made compass, though I had no idea where it had gone. He carried the old brass device, salvaged from a wreck but exceptionally preserved. It was finely made, with a dull gleaming brass back engraved with an ornate design. The face of it was simple, with neatly drawn letters and a white porcelain backing. I’d been fascinated by the delicate line that vibrated with power as it aligned itself.

      My father had kissed me and promised to leave it in my keeping so that I could always find him. Promised, and failed to deliver, as he had on so many things. He’d promised I would be safe. A lie. He’d promised I would be cared for and taught and fed. Another lie. He’d promised I would be loved. That was the most grievous lie of all.

      Wretched sadness rose up in my belly, threatening to choke me. I missed him so. I didn’t blame him for getting killed and leaving me. I only wanted to make him proud and honor his memory. I felt weak in the face of all those insurmountable goals. But I dared not stop to compose myself. Instead, I rose up to the tops of the wide bands of kelp, glancing around as I swam at a more sedate pace, trying not to even stir the wide bands of green as I passed.

      I dove into the dark shadows just as quickly.

      There was a reason they wanted us in the kelp. The edges of the forest were patrolled by giant stingrays and bad-tempered sharks to make sure we obeyed.

      
        If not the top, head to the bottom.

        

      I decided to skim the sea floor instead and picked up speed again, weaving through the base of billowing dark green ribbons. It went well. So well, in fact, that I was grinning to myself as I sensed I was nearly through, my earlier sadness fading.

      I was jerked to a stop, my head whipping backward from the force of it. It was so sudden that I didn’t know what had happened for a moment. Not until I felt the tentacle tighten around my waist. I pushed against it, feeling the strength beneath the rubbery surface.

      An octopus had me. A big one, from the width of the tentacle. I screamed in panic as I was dragged backward into the depths of the kelp. Not only was I going to lose the race, but I was most likely going to be eaten as well. And they didn’t eat you quickly, either.

      I grabbed frantically at the kelp, desperately trying to find purchase. But it was no use. My fingers slipped helplessly over the rocks and sand. I reached for the dagger at my waist. I couldn’t budge it, nor could I tell from the handle which way the wickedly sharp cutting side faced. I took a risk, twisting it, knowing there was a very good chance I would cut myself instead of my attacker.

      Thank Triton, my luck won out.

      I was being roughly dragged backward into a dark cave when I twisted the blade. It scraped my skin where the pink flesh met blue-green scales, but it did not cut me.

      It did cut the octopus, however.

      A mighty roar came from the monstrous sea creature behind me. I was released, and though I wanted to flee, instead, I turned to face my attacker.

      The octopus was even larger than I’d imagined. Huge, with bulging eyes that reflected the faintest bit of light that found its way to the hidden cave. A beast, but magically enhanced to increase its ferocity, I had no doubt. It was injured, yes, but only that one tentacle was coiled up under its bulbous body.

      Its seven uninjured arms uncoiled, rolling toward me.

      I slashed at the tentacles with my dagger, pulling the other one out from the belt around my waist. Now I had two blades, and I used them, cutting and slicing as best I could. I darted this way and that, avoiding the flailing tentacles.

      With an audible thud, one caught me against the chest, sending me flying against the jagged cave walls. I was stunned for a moment, unable to move. I felt the pressure leave my chest in a whoosh, my gills working overtime to supply me with oxygen.

      I opened my eyes just in time to dodge another blow. A tentacle reached for me, and I slashed at it, swimming faster than I ever had for the cave’s entrance.

      I felt a tentacle slither searchingly over my tail, but it failed to grasp me. Then I was out, swimming rapidly through the dark green. It was impossible to tell which way I had been going, so I had to use my instincts.

      I had never been so grateful to see kelp in my life.

      I heard cheers erupt as I broke free from the kelp. I blinked at the suddenly bright light around me. The past hour had felt like the dead of night. Yet it was barely even midday, though it felt as if I had been swimming for days.

      The truth was, it had only been a few hours.

      I darted forward. I saw the finish line, marked by an archway of ornately carved stone. The crowd was packed here, and they were screaming something that sounded like my name.

      How they knew my name was beyond me, but apparently, they did.

      I picked up my speed, not daring to look behind me. I couldn’t spare a second.

      I swam through the archway, finally sparing a glance back. No one was behind me. I had been racing myself.

      I exhaled, closing my eyes before I was surrounded by cheering Mers. I struggled to be free of them. I had to help Starla and Dane. If they were killed by the octopus or the falling rocks—or even the net—I would never be able to forgive myself.

      “Let me go! I have to go back!”

      Strong arms closed over my shoulders as I fought my way back to the finish line. I thrashed until I heard the familiar voice shouting my name.

      “Stop fighting me, Tri!”

      Dane?

      I turned and saw him, his handsome face obscured by his helmet.

      “Tri! Tri! You can’t go back!” He shook me slightly. “It’s over. We’re here.”

      “What? How?”

      “Only the first hundred made it through to the obstacles. The rest of us were told to return to camp. They didn’t disqualify anyone. Only the first hundred are in the running to be Messengers.”

      “And Sparks?”

      “I’m not sure. I think the race was to weed out the fastest and most wily. And you won.”

      I had won. It wasn’t a dream or a wish. It was real. It was just sinking in. I had won and my friends were safe.

      The crowd cheered as another Mer crossed the finish line. It was someone I hadn’t seen before. Dane led me away, through and then finally out of the crowd. I saw Starla waiting for us on the tiered seating that flanked the finish line. Most of the crowd had rushed forward when I crossed the finish line, so it was empty at the very back.

      She waved as we swam closer.

      “How did you get here so fast?”

      Dane laughed, his white teeth gleaming in the sun. He guided me to sit on the bleachers with Starla.

      “The race was a large circle. We just cut across the middle.”

      “So you guys are all right?”

      He nodded, and Starla gave me a thumbs-up. I exhaled sharply. They were okay. They were . . .

      “Hey, you are bleeding.”

      I looked down numbly. I was bleeding. Not a little bit either. I put my hand to my head, feeling woozy. I heard Dane curse as I slumped to the side, nearly falling off my seat. He caught me.

      His worried face was the last thing I saw.
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      “She’s the victor of the first trial. Give her the best treatment you have!”

      “All the contestants are given the utmost care. Please, calm yourself or you will be removed.”

      “Fine, just tell me what you are doing to her.”

      “She has several wounds, but only this one is deep. Her fins were shredded by the net. Those will regrow in time, but we can speed it along with a spell.”

      “Good. Do that. What about the gash in her flank?”

      “That will need stitches. We already cleaned it out. We will use spelled thread so that it heals quickly.”

      “She’s to be treated to a banquet tonight. Will she be able to attend?”

      “I hope so, but it will be close. My work will go faster if you stop asking me questions.”

      I smiled dreamily at the colorful curse words that spilled from Dane’s lips. I cracked an eye, giving him an arch look. Starla was holding my hand while Dane paced back and forth at the foot of my bed.

      “She’s awake!”

      “That’s not a good thing, necessarily.”

      Dane stared at me, his scowl intensified.

      “It’s not?”

      The Medic shook his head.

      “That will make stitching her a bit more complicated. I can drug her, but then she will miss the banquet.”

      “No.”

      They both turned to look at me. My voice was raw but they had heard me. I jutted my chin out.

      “I can take the pain.”

      Dane opened his mouth to argue with me but I ignored him. Starla squeezed my hand. I stared at the Mer holding a needle with glowing thread.

      “Go ahead.”

      “You’re sure?”

      I nodded once and Dane cursed again. Something about Poseidon’s rear end, with some human curse words thrown in for good measure. He really did have a foul mouth. I gritted my teeth and looked away as the Medic leaned over my tail and pressed the needle into my skin.

      I let out a tiny whimper as I felt the needle go through my skin, then out through the other side. It hurt. It did more than just hurt.

      It felt wrong.

      The Medic pierced my skin again. And again. And again. Until I thought I would go mad. I was about to give in, beg for drugs, when I felt the big, strong hand close over mine.

      I looked up to see Dane, his face grim but somehow reassuring. He nodded at me and I squeezed his hand. I looked at Starla, and she smiled at me, doing her best to pretend she wasn’t crying, though the tiny bubbles of tears around her face were impossible to hide.

      For some reason, that made me laugh.

      Then I felt the needle pierce my flesh and I cursed instead.

      “Mother of Poseidon’s bastard!”

      Dane was laughing as I cursed a blue streak for the next ten minutes. It wasn’t that long in the grand scheme of things. And the pain started to ease the moment the Medic tied off the thread.

      I barely felt any pain at all, truth be told. Instead, all the magical salves they had worked into my battered flesh started to tingle.

      And itch.

      I sat up, eager to get out of there and find something to eat. Instead, I was pushed back down onto my back.

      “Hold still. You need a once-over.”

      I glared at the Medic and another healer who came to float beside him. This was an elegant woman with dark red hair and turquoise eyes, incredibly beautiful, the kind you couldn’t tell the age of. She wasn’t young, but she wasn’t old either.

      She smiled at me.

      “I’m Annaruth. I will prepare you for the banquet.”

      “Prepare me?”

      “Bath you, dress you—”

      “Burp me?”

      She shook her head, not the least offended at my disgruntled outburst.

      “If you like. But first . . .”

      She waved a hand over me and I felt it. Magic flowed over my flesh like a warm current on a cold day. I sighed as each part of me absorbed it. I felt wonderful.

      I knew wealthy women used magic to refine their beauty. It couldn’t make you lovely if you were not, but it did quite a bit to enhance a lucky Mer’s looks and general wellbeing.

      I suddenly felt as if I’d slept well, not just the night before but every night for a year. As if I’d never gone hungry or worked until my hands bled. It was as if I was a different version of myself, one that hadn’t lost both parents young and faced a harsh life on her own.

      As if I’d been coddled and loved, from the day of my birth until now.

      “Now you may sit up.”

      “Whoa.”

      Starla was staring at me, her eyes wide with awe.

      “What?”

      “You were already pretty, but now . . .”

      I shook my head at her.

      “Don’t be silly.”

      And then I saw the look on Dane’s face. He looked shocked. He looked . . . furious?

      He swam from the tent without a word.

      “What was that about?”

      Starla smiled.

      “You look too good, Tri. It’s almost not fair to him.”

      “That’s ridiculous. I’m the same person.” I turned to the beautiful Mer who was waiting patiently. “What did you do to me?”

      “I revealed the beauty that lay beneath.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Life can tarnish us. I simply removed that tarnish. You shine all on your own. There’s no artifice.”

      “You mean . . . this won’t go away? I’ve seen beauty spells—”

      “This wasn’t a glamor or a beauty spell.” Her dazzling periwinkle eyes sparkled at me. “Now, come. I have to dress you for tonight.”

      I swallowed and followed Annaruth from the tent.
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      I followed the elegant Mer out of the Med tent to a smaller structure I hadn’t noticed before. There were guards outside who bowed to her as we entered. I briefly wondered if she was a Royal before discounting it. Maybe a lesser branch of the family. I knew there were dozens of them, if not more, but only the Queen and her son, the Prince, had any real power. It didn’t make sense though.

      Annaruth was way too warm and friendly to be of the ruling class.

      “Please sit and undress. You need a quick bath.”

      I sat on a low bench and slowly pulled my clothes off, too startled to do anything but stare. The tent was not like the others. Not inside. This was pure luxury, from the woven tapestries aligning the walls to the cushions and potted anemones that dotted the room at regular intervals.

      And then there were the clothes.

      Stunning, rich fabrics in every color imaginable. Thin metal bars held hangers, human-made hangers, from which hung gowns and tunics and capes that sparkled and shone like a living rainbow.

      These were garments fit for a Royal themselves, not a mere Messenger. Perhaps not even a Spark dressed this well. I’d never seen anything like it.

      “Come.”

      I followed her behind a screen and gasped. There was an enormous shell that was filled with unsalted water. You could tell from the clear color of it. A thin layer of oil kept the water separated from the seawater that we lived and breathed in. I stepped in, wondering at the warmth of it. It must be magically warmed, since human heating methods didn’t work underwater.

      “Impressed?”

      I  nodded slowly as she handed me a covered goblet, complete with a straw.

      “Human wine. Drink it quickly or it will fill with sea water.”

      I wrapped my lips around the metal straw and pulled. My eyes widened in wonder. I’d never tasted anything like it. The goblet must have been human-made and then altered magically, specifically for drinking underwater.

      It had been made for Mers.

      Anything a Mer drank was always half sea water or less. It was extremely rare to drink anything that was not mixed with sea water, unless you were a Royal or a Spark on dry land, of course. It was a rare treat, to say the least.

      “How . . .?”

      She caught the look on my face and held a finger to her lips. She shook her head and gave me a conspiratorial look.

      “Things will be revealed in time. If you win, of course.”

      Her eyes twinkled at me.

      “You do plan on winning, do you not?”

      I nodded without hesitation. I knew she was not just asking for idle conversation. She wanted to know for a reason. So I told her.

      “Yes, I do.”

      She nodded and went back to what she was doing. She handed me a bar of something slippery she called ‘soap,’ as well as a textured cloth square she told me to rub all over my body. I sighed and leaned back in the water when I was done. I felt incredibly clean and calm, healthier than I had felt in my life.

      Annaruth handed me a robe made of sea silk.

      “Wrap yourself in this and come out when you are ready.”

      I indulged in the bath for a few minutes more, then put on the robe. Annaruth was sifting through a rack of breathtakingly beautiful clothes. Every once in a while, she would pull something, hold it up to me, and cluck her tongue.

      “I think we should keep it in the blue and green family so it matches your armor.” She winked at me. “After all, you are already well-known.”

      “I am?”

      She nodded at me.

      “You are the first female to ever win the opening race. Didn’t you know that?”

      I shook my head.

      “I’m not really . . . knowledgeable about Merstory.”

      I felt ashamed of that. I had been educated well as a child. But once my father died, that had stopped. I was smart and observant, but I hadn’t had a tutor at my beck and call daily like my stepsister had.

      I felt a sourness in my belly when I thought about all the advantages she had been given. And then I pushed it aside. I didn’t need to be jealous of her. I could still learn. Her advantages didn’t really have anything to do with my lack. She couldn’t become a less heinous Mer.

      After all, she had to be herself every morning when she woke up. Being mean and horrible probably cancelled out being spoiled and pretty.

      I told myself so anyway.

      Anyway, I had bigger fish to fry.

      Annaruth held up a gown, her face beaming. I gasped at the delicate layers of the dress, cascading nearly to the floor. It was extraordinary. Elegant yet youthful, the dress moved in a way that almost looked like water itself.

      “It’s . . .”

      “I know.  It’s perfect.”

      I nodded dumbly, then floated uncomplaining while she took the robe from my shoulders. I sighed as the dress drifted over my head. It was not like getting dressed. It was like being enveloped in a cloud of magic.

      In fact, I wondered for a moment if it was magic.

      “You’re not a dressmaker.”

      Our eyes met as the dress settled onto my body. It wasn’t a question. She knew it and acknowledged my bravado with a nod.

      “When you walked into this tent, it provided what you needed. With my approval, of course.”

      “You are a Royal Magician.”

      “Not just any Magician, my dear,” she said with a wink.

      I stared at her, trying to decide whether I should bow.

      “You’re . . . the High Priestess?”

      “At your service, young Katriana.”

      She bowed to me, and I laughed, bowing back to her. Her eyes shone with approval. For some reason, the most powerful Mer in the Kingdom liked me.

      “Yes, I do like you. How could I not? I was told you tried to go back for your friends.”

      I nodded slowly.

      “I had to warn them. Starla . . . she’s too small to be in the Trials. She never would have made it around the net or survived the rocks. Never mind the Octopus.”

      I shivered at the memory.

      “Those tests were gauged to the competitor. She would not have faced the same challenges as you. But you knew that, didn’t you?”

      I stared at her. The thought had crossed my mind.

      “Are you a mind reader as well?”

      She gave me a saucy look.

      “I have my own secrets. Now tell me about the young man. You also wished to save him?”

      “Dane?”

      She arched an elegant brow.

      “Is that his name?”

      I nodded, holding still as she arranged my hair and then laid a heavy necklace against my throat.

      “And you are . . . friends? Or simply allies?”

      “Friends.” I said it firmly, without hesitation.

      “You’ve known him long?”

      “No. Only a few days.”

      “But you know his heart?”

      I blinked.

      “He’s a good person. I know that. I don’t know about his heart.”

      “Ah, I think you see more than you allow yourself to admit.”

      I looked away, not sure how to answer that.

      “I don’t have magic,” I finally muttered.

      “No? Not even a trace?”

      I shook my head. I’d come to terms with my lack of magical ability. It hurt because my mother had been magical. Only female Mers had High Magical abilities, and they were usually passed on to female children.

      “Perhaps it is simply hidden.”

      I shrugged, uncomfortable with this kind of talk. I was not magic. It was as simple as saying that I had red hair or that I was a fast swimmer.

      It was just . . . true.

      “All right. You are ready. Should we join the others?”

      “Where?”

      “Right where you are floating.”

      “The banquet will be in here?”

      “Simply step outside and come back in.”

      I just nodded my head, awed by her magic. This went well beyond heating water or magical goblets. I swam out of the tent in a daze, only to see two familiar faces waiting for me. Dane and Starla were outside, staring at me. Dane had a hooded cloak on, but I could see his eyes.

      I could see that he didn’t like the way I looked. I’d thought I looked beautiful, or as beautiful as a spotty, mop-haired Mer could look. Better than ever. But he didn’t like it at all.

      I realized I hadn’t seen myself yet. There hadn’t been a human-made mirror or another reflective surface in the tent. Maybe I should have insisted. But Annaruth was the High Priestess. Surely, she would not have led me astray?

      I swallowed, looking away from Dane. I saw that his hands were fisted and his tail was swishing, a clear sign of annoyance.

      I lifted my head proudly and turned, bumping right into another Mer. Bright blue eyes stared at me in shock. Thalia. Perfect timing.

      
        Triton help me.

        

      My stepsister’s mouth opened and shut like a gaping fish. I smirked, realizing she hadn’t expected to see me. And she certainly didn’t expect me to win the opening race.

      “Katriana, come.”

      Annaruth was signaling me from the open tent door. I gave Starla a little wave and left, not bothering to give Dane or Thalia another glance. I would not waste another thought on either of them, I decided!

      Tonight was a night to celebrate and observe. And eat as much as I possibly could! My empty stomach grumbled at the thought.

      I stepped inside the tent and gasped.
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      The tent had been transformed. Larger, somehow, with a higher ceiling that rose to multiple peaks. The walls were shimmering with opalescent colors, not unlike the inside of a shell when struck by sunlight. Soft music played from unseen musicians. Servants moved throughout the room with trays of food and drink.

      I closed my open mouth before anyone saw me gawking.

      The room was already filled with guests, glittering, dazzling Mers wearing gowns and formal tunics that defied description. Even the servants wore uniforms that were nothing like the ones I’d worn in my stepmother’s household.

      These uniforms shone a dark blue, looking almost like they were woven out of gemstones. They were trimmed in what looked like braided gold. I blinked, realizing they were wearing the Royal colors. These were Royal Servants.

      Not nobility, but well-paid and tended to, especially in their old age.

      And every now and then, dispersed in the crowd, I saw something that made my heart stop.

      My father. I blinked. No, it wasn’t him. But there were Royal Messengers here, wearing the same uniform he had worn. It was a magical suit, designed to blend you into the background. But only when it was activated. The rest of the time, it was a similar dark blue to the servants’, also with a golden braid.

      But that is where the similarities ended.

      Where the servers’ uniforms were simply cut, the Messenger and other Royal Army uniforms were form-fitting and ornate. The gold braid was thicker, forming neat rows near the wrists and waistline, with curlicues and swirls elsewhere. The design reflected their position.

      And the Royals themselves . . . well, they were here too.

      I’d never seen a Royal, but once I saw them, there was little doubt of who and what they were. Their clothing also reflected the traditional dark blue and gold colors, but they were not limited to them. I stared in awe as Annaruth waved a hand over her own gown and it changed before my eyes to a patterned blue with actual gemstones woven into it. The heavy gold at the collar and sleeves gleamed. It must be real gold, I realized.

      “You’re a . . .”

      “The High Priestess is always chosen from the Royal family.”

      I nodded slowly.

      “But it is a very large family, as you know.”

      She handed me another covered goblet, pronouncing this one ‘shampayne.’ Then she guided me through the room, introducing me to people as we went. I was congratulated, but I felt that most of the people were looking down their noses at me, as if I was a curiosity rather than a possible future Spark.

      I felt like I would never be one of them. I felt like a crustacean trying to swim among swordfish. I was out of place, outnumbered, and outclassed.

      “Dante! I must introduce you!”

      The man floating before me was the one I had mistaken for my father. They had similarly sandy hair and a similar profile. He wore the uniform of a Messenger, with a design that specifically denoted speed on each shoulder, not unlike wings. He was very tall, with the slender, ropey build of a distance swimmer. He stared at me coolly, sizing me up.

      “I know exactly who this is.” After a tense moment, his face broke into a warm smile. “I am friends with your father.”

      I inhaled, not expecting this. But of course, I should have. My father served as a Messenger for half a century before I was born. He was well-liked and respected by his peers. He often called the Mers that he served with his brothers and sisters, but he was especially close with his fellow Messengers.

      “He loves you very much.”

      Hot tears welled up in the back of my eyes.

      “Loved. He is gone, as you must know.”

      He clucked his tongue.

      “I know that’s the general assumption, but I don’t believe it.” He sipped his drink and winked at me. “I’ll be rooting for you, little Tri.”

      I turned my head to stare as Annaruth drew me away. How had he known my nickname? My father must have told him, I realized. I felt a tiny pearl of hope settle in my belly. It sat there, glowing warm and bright inside me. Perhaps . . .

      “Dante is a very powerful ally for you. He is the Senior Messenger. He has served for nearly three hundred years.”

      “He doesn’t look anywhere near that age.”

      “There are perks to being in Royal Service.”

      I nodded slowly, deciding to say as little as possible for the remainder of the evening. I was curious about what she meant, but I was more inclined to avoid making enemies.

      “I see.”

      She laughed, and it sounded like tinkling bells. I’d heard them on one of my trips to the surface. I’d nearly missed the boat floating nearby. It was an odd sort of a boat, more like a dwelling than a seaworthy ship. Hanging from the covered deck was a forged metal crescent covered with tiny bells. I should have left immediately on seeing the two-legger boat, but I didn’t. Instead, I’d swum closer and watched them moving about their boat for hours. They didn’t seem concerned that they were far from land or that there were creatures beyond their imaginations right under their noses. They’d cooked and eaten and talked without a care, as if they were on dry land. Thankfully, it had been on the verge of night, so they hadn’t seen me hovering just below the gentle waves.

      It was one of my most exciting, and reckless, adventures yet.

      Well, until now, anyway.

      So far, the Trials were by far the most dangerous thing I’d ever attempted. And that included squaring off with my witch of a stepmother. Of course, being a witch isn’t necessarily a bad thing, I thought as I gazed around the tent.

      Hanging lanterns floated near the top of the tent. I blinked, not believing my own eyes at first. They were brighter than any bioluminescent glow I’d ever seen. They almost appeared to give off their own fierce light, not unlike the sun.

      “Do you like them?”

      “Huh?” I stopped gawking to look at the Mer floating beside me.

      A young man in Royal garb was talking to me. He had dark blue eyes and tawny blond hair. He was handsome, though not nearly as handsome as Dane. Actually, he looked a bit like him, other than the superiority complex. Dane was nowhere near as smug as this Mer.

      He smirked at me, the arrogance coming off him in almost palpable waves.

      “Do you like the lanterns?”

      I nodded. I did like them. I wasn’t sure how I felt about how close the unfamiliar Mer was floating, however.

      My fins twitched, just enough to move me slightly away.

      The Mer looked down at me and then came closer again. It was oddly aggressive. I didn’t like it and swished my fin in annoyance.

      “They are true flame.”

      “Flame?”

      “Fire. Brought below from the surface in glass jars and made permanent. With magic, of course.”

      I was fascinated despite myself.

      “Fire? It’s hot?”

      He nodded knowingly, leaning in. This time, I didn’t back away.

      “That’s how the two-leggers cook fish.”

      I stared at him, dumbfounded.

      “They always heat up their food?”

      “Oh yes, they almost always char and destroy almost all the flavor. Usually, they chill it first, letting it slowly spoil. Then they burn it to take away the rotten smell.”

      I wrinkled my nose, aghast at what I’d just been told.

      “They all do that?”

      “Well, no. There are those who eat only vegetables. Mostly from the soil. They usually only eat seaweed when it’s been dried. Some eat raw fish, but mostly on the other side of the planet.”

      I gulped. That sounded awful. Being a Sea Spark was going to be harder than I had imagined. Not because of the actual challenges of saving the sea and navigating an unfamiliar world on legs, but because of the horror of human food!

      “Eww.”

      He laughed and held out his hand.

      “I’m Waverly.”

      I shook it slowly, still reeling from what he’d told me. I noticed that he didn’t use a title. Not that it meant he didn’t have one. But I doubted he was the Prince or any of the lesser Princes.

      “I’m Katri—”

      He cut me off.

      “I know who you are, of course. Katriana, daughter of Oma. You’re heavily favored for Spark.”

      I stared at him, my hand going limp in his. He didn’t let go though.

      “I am?”

      He laughed.

      “It’s early days, but yes. I’m not sure who I am betting on yet. That’s why I wanted to meet you, other than the obvious.”

      “The obvious?”

      “You are very beautiful. Surely, you know that?”

      My jaw dropped. I was, for the first time in my life, actually dumbfounded. Me? Beautiful? Surely, it was the lighting . . . or the magic! Of course. That was it. The gown must be confusing him.

      “Hmm. Okay, if you say so. Anyway, I think it’s time to eat.”

      It wasn’t an excuse to get away. Servants had appeared with trays of delicious smelling food. I caught Annaruth’s eye and she gestured to the table. Mers were taking their seats along it. I was to be seated near the head of the table, I realized with a jolt.

      I heaved a sigh of relief when I saw that Annaruth would be sitting beside me.

      I took my seat, noticing Waverly staring at me from further down the table. It was hard not to notice him—his eyes were practically boring into me.

      “Do you like him?”

      “Who?”

      Annaruth just laughed. She wouldn’t allow me to play dumb. I sighed, taking another sip from the sparkling beverage in my goblet. The bubbles tickled my throat. I doubted I would ever get used to it.

      “You would be surprised what you can get used to.”

      “If you can read my mind, why do you bother to ask me questions?” I grumbled. Annaruth had been kind to me thus far, but I wasn’t crazy about having my mind invaded.

      “I can feel emotions, but your thoughts are more complicated that that. I’d like to hear them in your own words.” She laid her hand on mine and we locked eyes. “I value your perspective. It’s singularly unique!”

      Beautiful and unique, two words I’d never imagined would apply to me. And yet, I’d been called both in less than an hour.

      She opened her mouth and then stopped herself, shaking her lovely head ruefully. I knew well that she’d been about to argue with my inner critic.

      I couldn’t help it. I laughed. She laughed with me.
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* * *

      I groaned softly, laying my hand on my swollen belly. I was stuffed. More than stuffed.

      I felt like a beached whale.

      I’d quite literally never been so full in my life. Not even close. Annaruth leaned in and asked me if I was all right. They were just taking the desert away, and she wanted to know if I wanted seconds. I shook my head vehemently and she laughed.

      “The humans have an expression that I think will apply.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Your eyes were bigger than your stomach.”

      “Don’t you mean my mouth?”

      She stared at me then broke into a belly laugh. I giggled along with her. Annaruth’s dignity had swum out of the tent, leaving her chortling like servants who had eaten too much fermented seaweed.

      Finally, our laughter slowed. She wiped her eyes and held out her hand.

      “Allow me?”

      I nodded, and she laid her hand on my midsection. I felt the pressure inside me ease. I was still satiated, but that horrible feeling of being about to burst was gone.

      “Thank you.”

      “Let me escort you to the door.”

      I nodded, swimming gracefully behind her. I wondered if I would need to return the dress now. I wondered what tomorrow’s trials were.

      I wondered if Dane was still angry at me, and why.

      She opened the tent flap and I felt something swirl around me. I glanced down and found myself wearing my own clothes, right down to the borrowed armor.

      “Having magic must be nice.”

      She smiled at me.

      “I’m sure you will find out.”

      “Good night, Annaruth.”

      “Sweet dreams, Katriana.”
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      I screamed, water rushing into my lungs. I thrashed wildly, feeling the tentacle wrap around my torso. I was not going to make it. This was it.

      I was going to lose.

      The elongated head floated above me, giving me the stink eye with one of its enormous black pupils. I’m going to eat you, that eye said. You’re dinner.

      
        Like Typhoon I am!

        

      I struggled as I tried to get a handle on what I was fighting. It was even bigger than the octopus I had faced in the opening race, and I didn’t have my weapons. Icy terror filled my veins when I saw what it was. It wasn’t even just a giant squid. It was a behemoth, a legend of the deep.

      And I was merely a young, mostly average Mer. Not particularly strong. Not very big. Not used to fighting for my life, despite all my time practicing in the cave.

      I didn’t stand a chance and I knew it. But that wouldn’t stop me from trying. Every instinct I had came rushing to the fore.

      I kicked out, one leg landing a solid blow against the squid’s head. I tried again, my feet hitting it again and again. I was losing air, but if I could just get away . . .

      Feet? Legs?

      I woke up and sat upright on my cot. I looked around without recognizing anything. It took a few minutes for realization to set in. I wasn’t under attack after all. I’d been dreaming. And yet, my heart continued to pound.

      Gradually, my heartbeat slowed.

      Beazil was snoring, upside down on the other side of the tent. Even half-asleep and disoriented, I saw the humor in the situation. At nearly twenty feet long, he was the other side of the tent.

      I turned my head to see Starla sleeping peacefully on the pallet next to mine.

      
        A dream. It was just a dream, Tri.

        

      But . . . legs? I could still recall the shock of staring down at the pale ivory limbs, so foreign-looking. So odd. And yet, they’d felt entirely real.

      What kind of dream was that? It made no sense at all. A Sea Spark regained their tail in sea water. It was the most treacherous part of their journey. Magic or no, we simply could not hide what we were when the sand met the sea. From what I had heard, returning to the water was best done by jumping off a cliff, far from people, or rowing yourself far from shore before submerging.

      So even if I became spark, there was no way I could have legs underwater. Only natural-born humans did. I was pretty sure that even taking a shower, another odd human habit, would cause a Spark to change.

      But if I were a true two-legger . . . what would I do to survive? My mind went into problem-solving mode. Going limp sometimes confused a predator. They’d let their guard down. Relax. Get ready to eat. Never mind that they were about to eat you. Getting them into chill mode was vital.

      I shuddered at the thought.

      And as for air . . . the underwater caves near the cliffs were full of air pockets. I’d even found some in shipwrecks and inside artifacts. There were strange shimmering pools of air under coral and inside giant shells.

      None of that was easy to find and not the best solution, but it was a possible way to survive underwater without gills. And as for weapons . . . I stared at my fingernails. They weren’t wickedly sharp, but they weren’t nubs either. And my teeth, not to mention my elbows, fists, and bottom half, be it legs or tail.

      I did have weapons, two-legger or not.

      I shook my head. It was only a dream, though it had felt incredibly real. Trying to solve the dream after waking was an old habit. It made me feel better about whatever I’d dreamed about. But this felt different somehow. I’d never had a dream so vivid or realistic.

      
        Well, realistic other than the whole ‘having legs’ part.

        

      It must be from eating all that food, I decided, staring at the ceiling and feeling the time tick past. I was restless, keyed up from the dream battle. Maybe a quick swim around the camp would help me fall back asleep.

      I slipped outside, careful not to wake my bunkmates. The water was dark, but not too dark with the waxing moon above. I could see well enough to take a quick swim.

      I wove silently through the rows of tents for a little while, not going fast enough to create waves. That was a real skill, to keep the water from moving around you. Predators could sense movement, so I had learned to glide when I wanted to keep a low profile. I was mindlessly heading back toward the far side of camp when I saw them.

      Annaruth. Her tall and slender figure was unmistakable, as well as her dark burgundy hair. The person she was talking to was familiar as well. He shook his head and I recognized him immediately.

      Dane.

      I stopped short, sliding sideways to conceal myself behind the edge of a tent.

      “ . . .irresponsible, reckless, dangerous . . .”

      Annaruth was taking Dane to task, scolding him like a mother might. Or a teacher taking a naughty student to task. Not a lovers' quarrel then, I thought with a surprising blast of relief. Were they related?

      Her head jerked as if she’d heard me. She held her finger to her lips, and I cursed, swimming swiftly away. How could I forget her magical abilities? She had sensed me. Of course she had.

      I slid back into our tent, wondering at what I had just seen and if she would tell him I’d been listening. There was a chance I’d accidentally made an enemy of either, or both, of two people I’d already come to care about. Dane had already seemed angry at me. Could I really blame him for hating me?

      I lay down, staring at the ceiling until just before dawn. The camp was just beginning to stir as I finally fell into a fitful sleep.
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* * *

      The horns woke us early, just as they had the day before. I yawned and stretched, not even remotely close to rested. I moaned, realizing the disadvantage I’d put myself at with my midnight excursion. If I hadn’t seen Dane with Annaruth, I would have eventually fallen back asleep. As it was, I’d be facing who knows what on a handful of hours of sleep.

      “Typhoon, I forgot about breakfast. Now there’s no time.”

      Starla shrugged. I’d brought her a piece of cake last night. And for once, I wasn’t all that hungry either, considering I’d stuffed myself silly at the banquet in my honor.

      “We’ll get something later. Between the trials. I heard they were individual events today.”

      I opened my eyes wide.

      “Who told you that?”

      She smiled.

      “Your boyfriend, who else? He treated me to dinner too.”

      “Dane?”

      “Who else?”

      “He’s not my boyfriend. He doesn’t even like me,” I muttered, remembering how he’d glared at me when he saw me in my dress.

      “Sure, his eyes popped out when he saw you last night because he doesn’t like you.”

      “By Triton, I’m tired!” I stretched with a yawn. “I barely slept.”

      “Indigestion? You aren’t used to rich food.”

      “That’s an understatement,” I said, not answering the question directly. Yeah. I wasn’t used to eating well to begin with, especially not that well. But it hadn’t been indigestion. More like worrying about the people I thought were my allies, thinking about my father, praying to do well enough to become Spark, and fear about some of the deadly challenges that would most certainly lie ahead.

      I just forced a smile and watched Starla comb her hair with a carved shell comb. I glanced at Beazil.

      “You should stay out of sight. We’re a real target now.”

      He gave me a sour look.

      “I’ll bring you food. Or you can go out through the trench.”

      His eyes widened. The trench was a scary place. But sliding under the tent wall was the only way out of here without drawing undue attention.

      “Okay. I’ll sneak back as soon as I can.” I glanced at Starla, who was donning her armor and sliding her knife into her belt. “Ready?”

      She nodded, a Mer of few words. I liked that about her. I grinned, feeling hopeful again.

      “Let’s go.”
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* * *

      I lifted the throwing spear provided, trying to get a feel for the weight of it. We were not allowed to use our own weapons today, and it was a good thing too, I thought as I looked around. Many of the Mers had weapons of a caliber I had never seen before. Even though we couldn’t use them, hardly anyone had actually taken them off.

      Weapons of every sort were strapped and tied to the young Mers milling about. Human-made weapons that had been salvaged. But I could have sworn that some even looked as though they’d been made by humans for Merkind. Deliberately. But it was forbidden to expose our secrets to two-leggers. Perhaps they were forged by powerful magicians instead.

      I grimaced at that thought. Something new to worry about. I had to wonder how many weapons were infused with deadly magic.

      Today, though, I did not have to worry about fighting off a magical attack. Today was just about individual skills. I simply had to hold my own to not get thrown out of the running.

      I knew this was one event I could not win. I didn’t have a chance. I was pretty much just hoping to not embarrass myself. There were some sprints coming later in the day, as well as some others I might do well in.

      But this? This was an exercise of pure brute strength.

      I rubbed my shoulder and stretched before lifting the spear again. I was waiting behind ten or so Mers who were going to throw before me. I was just observing and trying to prepare. Dane and Starla had already thrown and gone off in search of food. Dane had excelled in the individual Trials so far. Especially the spear throw. No one had come close to beating him yet.

      “You look nervous.”

      I swing around, finding myself face to face with the thick-jawed Mer who had smiled at me during the opening ceremony and then spoken to me during the race.

      No, not spoken. Warned. I blinked as the realization hit me.

      He had warned me, hadn’t he? I hadn’t thought about it until then.

      “Watch it.”

      He gently grabbed the tip of my spear, which I had accidentally pointed at him when I turned around.

      “Sorry.”

      He grinned again, his pale green eyes twinkling.

      “No worries. I’m Reese, but you can call me Rip.”

      “Rip?”

      “Yeah.” He leaned in as if he was about to tell me a secret. “Short for Riptide.”

      I laughed. I couldn’t help it. He was so outrageously flirtatious.

      “How did you know?”

      “How did I know what?”

      He was still smiling, thinking I was flirting back. I shook my head impatiently.

      “Yesterday. How did you know there was an obstacle up ahead?”

      “Oh, that. I knew we must be coming up on one soon. Once the crowd thins out. That’s what my dad told me.”

      “Your dad?”

      “Dante.” He puffed his chest out a bit. “He’s a Messenger.”

      I nodded. I saw the resemblance now.

      “Mine was a Messenger too.”

      “I heard that.”

      “You . . . heard about me?”

      “Of course.”

      “Why would anyone talk about me?”

      He laughed as if I’d said something hilarious.

      “You’re holding that spear wrong. Here, let me show you.”

      Before I could protest, Rip was floating close behind me. His breath fanned my ear as he guided my arm back and forth in a throwing motion. It was hard to pay attention with him so close, but what he was showing me actually made a lot of sense. Plus, I refused to break out in goosebumps on principle.

      “Now rock forward with your whole body when you release.”

      I let my body relax and flow with my arm as the focal point. He abruptly moved away, and I glanced back at him in question. But he wasn’t looking at me. He was looking over my shoulder. I followed his gaze.

      Dane.

      I felt myself flush, feeling inexplicably as if I’d been caught doing something wrong. But I hadn’t. Had I?

      “Rip was just showing me how to throw a spear.”

      Dane didn’t say anything. But I could see the muscle in his jaw ticking. Uh-oh. He was mad at me again.

      “Of course, you could probably have done that, but you didn’t offer.”

      Once again, he didn’t reply. His glare got more intense. He tossed something to me.

      “Lunch. Starla said you missed breakfast.”

      I caught the rolled kelp and pulled back a flap to look inside. It was fresh crab meat. My stomach rumbled. There was a lot, and it was already out of the crab! Not a little crab either, but a big, juicy one!

      “Thank you.”

      My eyes felt suspiciously watery as I looked at him. He was looking out for me. And this was a meal fit for a Royal. I could hardly believe it.

      Nobody had ever prepared food for me, other than the bare-bones meals we were given at my stepmother’s palace. Not since I was a child. I swallowed and looked back at him, not sure what to say.

      But Dane was gone, already swimming away to the next event. Starla remained, looking sheepish.

      “You don’t have to wait.”

      She looked down and shrugged.

      “I don’t mind.”

      I smiled.

      “Suit yourself.” The line moved forward. Rip was still behind me but I ignored him. “Looks like I’ll be up soon.”

      I took a bite of my crab but I was too nervous to enjoy it.

      “Is that your boyfriend?”

      “Huh?”

      “The big Mer with the attitude.”

      “Oh. Um. I don’t have a boyfriend.”

      “You sure about that?”

      “He’s a friend.”

      “Whatever you say, Katriana.”

      “I never told you my name.”

      He laughed.

      “Like I said, I heard about you.”

      I glowered at the smirk on Rip’s handsome face. He wasn’t a total jerk like I had first assumed, but there was something so smug about the guy. Sure, he was big and strong, and yes, he was good looking, even though I hated to admit it.

      But so was Dane, and he didn’t give off the kind of arrogant vibes that Rip did. Dane was even more handsome, if I was honest!

      Besides, it was the truth. I didn’t have a boyfriend. But if I did, I’d want him to be someone like Dane. I just hoped I hadn’t lost a friend because Rip was overly flirtatious and I was too polite to brush him off. If Dane did like me, I could see how that might annoy him. But I hadn’t encouraged the flirtatious Mer at all.

      Had I? Ugh.
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* * *

      I’d thrown well, I decided as I swam to the next Trial with Starla. Nowhere near as far as Dane, but well above average. And now I was waiting for the start of the first of several short races. The first was simple speed, the second an obstacle course, and the third, something mysterious that no one who had already gone through would reveal.

      However, I had seen a few Mers looking extremely shaken. And I knew it wasn’t from the net unravelling contest. One I had excelled in, unsurprisingly.

      I’d salvaged hundreds of nets in my time, reusing them and trading them for other goods. I patted my handy net bag in appreciation.

      Yeah, I was pretty certain I’d squashed that. And this one was another Trial I was confident I could win.

      This was the speed Trial.

      I rolled my shoulders and took another bite of the crab. I chewed thoughtfully before wrapping it and stuffing it back into my bag. Yes, technically, something like that could slow me down, in terms of drag. But I was too attached to my belongings to set them down for a moment.

      It’s not like I could replace any of them. No, it was far better to keep the necessities on hand, so to speak.

      Without my weapons, I stood no chance at all in the rest of the Trials. And without my lunch, well, I would go hungry. Or perhaps not hungry, but I would miss out on this incredibly delicious crab meat.

      Not to mention, Dane had brought it for me. He’d even picked the meat out of the crab. Or maybe he’d simply paid for it. Either way, it was the nicest thing anyone had ever done for me, other than Lila. I was too nervous to eat it all in one sitting, but just having a few bites between events was keeping me steady.

      Just enough to give me energy, but not enough to make me hurl.

      There was nothing more disgusting than throwing up underwater. I’d learned that the hard way. Thankfully, Mers weren’t prone to stomach upset. Now and then, you’d get a bad oyster, but usually, you could sniff them out. Once, though, I’d gotten a bad one. I’d spent hours draped over a rock, trying not to let the vomit wash back over my face.

      It had kind of worked. I’d still found some in my hair a few hours later. Gross.

      I swallowed, determined to keep my food down and my pride intact. I put my food away.

      Hopefully, Dane would talk to me again.

      I sighed and leaned forward as we formed a line, my chest even with the other competitors. A horn sounded and we were off. All I saw was the finish line. It didn’t seem all that far away.

      I didn’t think, I just moved. It was over before I knew it.

      I looked around stupidly, making a full circle. There was no one here. I looked back to see several Mers approach the finish line.

      Whoa. I hadn’t just won. I’d obliterated them.

      A slow clap behind me made me turn.

      Rip and Juno were watching me, along with the girl with the spikes. Rip’s eyes were warm with admiration. But the other two . . . a shiver went down my spine and I could have sworn my scales stood on end.

      Starla finished in the middle of the pack during the next heat. I waited for her before heading to the next Trial. I hadn’t seen Dane in hours. I had to assume he was ahead of us, kicking tail, most likely.

      Next up was an obstacle course, with Mers swimming through woven tubes of kelp, over rock formations, and through caves. I wasn’t all that worried about that one, but I was still on my guard. The race I was really worried about, the mystery race, was still to come.

      The second race was a little longer, with more Mers in each heat. I was up against twenty Mers, including Rip and the girl with the spikes, whose name turned out to be Jaynelle. A pleasant, innocuous sounding name for someone so terrifying. She was just as unfriendly as she looked when Rip introduced us, not even deigning to shake my hand. I didn’t see Dane or Starla, but I assumed they were okay.

      No one had died yet, though a few Mers had been injured on the first day.

      I waited for the horn to sound and once again shot forward without a backward glance.

      The course was harder than it looked. I wondered briefly if this, too, was magically matched to our abilities. Then the path turned and I stopped thinking at all.

      I dove under a low archway, narrowly avoiding sharp rocks below. They seemed to reach up toward me, ready to snag a fin or cut into a soft belly. But I had no choice. The path ended abruptly with a sheer cliff just ahead. This time, I had to swim directly toward the surface, though that was far above. It was always harder to swim straight up because gravity was a factor, even under the sea.

      Next, I swam into a series of tubes. It was harder to negotiate, without much room to flip my fins. Almost immediately, I was fighting off a feeling of extreme claustrophobia.

      It was a maze with walls made of woven kelp. It twisted and turned and then divided into two paths leading in opposite directions. I made a choice instinctively, taking a sharp left. It felt like I was going forward, with the start of the maze behind me. I prayed I was right.

      I redoubled my prayers to Triton as I maneuvered under a large net that partially blocked the tube. I pitied the Mer who got caught in the tangled mess! It looked like it would be impossible to get out of. The tube narrowed even more. I squeezed through, wiggling my hips frantically. I heaved a sigh of relief as the maze widened and I was once again in open water.

      I was out.

      I saw the finish line up ahead. There were hoops made of different elements leading the way. Each one was at a different height, forcing the swimmer to zig and zag all over the place. They were also different sizes, with some looking sharp, or jagged, and there was one particularly wicked hoop that even looked as if it was made of lava, kept liquid and scorching hot with the help of magic.

      Magic. It was quickly becoming my least favorite word.

      I took a deep breath through my gills and dove in, using all of my abilities to keep from snagging a fin on a jagged metal hoop, and then a tiny hoop I barely fit through that looked incredibly sharp. My eyes widened as I passed through. It wasn’t just sharp! It was a sword that had been shaped into a circle. I went as quickly as possible until I came to the lava hoop.

      I stared in horror as a drop formed at the top of the hoop, dangling dangerously in the center. I waited for it to fall and then sped through, trying not to think about what was happening above me. I felt the heat against my skin and my scales, crying out as I felt one of my fins get singed.

      I was close to weeping as I crossed the finish line. I was first, but it did not feel like much of a victory. I was treated by a waiting Medic, who applied a salve to my burns, and then directed to the final race. I swam across the campgrounds toward a group of nervous looking Mer, including Dane and Starla.

      “Hey.”

      Dane nodded to me in greeting. Starla gave me a half-hearted smile. She was nervous about something. I was too exhausted to even think about what might be next, truth be told.

      “What’s going on?”

      “We’re waiting for our turn.”

      I looked around.

      “I don’t see the start line.”

      “That’s because it’s down there.”

      I followed Starla’s finger past the edge of camp to the shadowy line that indicated deep water ahead. Not just deep water. The deepest.

      I peered into the darkness, suddenly fearful. The final Trial of the day was someplace I’d spent most of my life avoiding.

      The last race was in the trench.
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      I plunged down into the darkest water I’d ever swum in. I’d never seen darker, even very late at night. There wasn’t the faintest hint of light, other than the glowing orb behind me that marked the start of the race. Not even the waning rays of the sun could reach us down here.

      I was really in the trench. The one place I never wanted to see. I might long to see all the waters of the world, but not this bottomless place. Not ever.

      I could sense movement around me, other Mers thrashing and panicking as the oxygen got thinner. Yes, even a Mer could drown underwater if we went deep enough. If our gills did not get oxygen-rich water, we might as well be human.

      Well, except for our tails.

      I shuddered at the thought.

      “Katriana!”

      I froze, throwing my head to the left to listen. Someone had screamed out my name. Starla. I should have stayed closer to her. But once we dove into the dark water below the ledge, I’d had an overwhelming instinct to flee. Just go, and get out. That’s what every other Mer was doing. Or at least I had told myself that.

      
        Hearing her frightened voice changed everything in an instant.

        

      I changed direction, swimming toward the soft cries.

      I bumped into something, hard.

      I heard a low voice curse in the darkness as hands reached out to steady me. A familiar voice with a proclivity for colorful two-legger language.

      “Dane?”

      “Tri? Is that you?”

      I couldn’t see a damn thing, but I could sense him in the dark. And just like that, I didn’t feel so alone.

      “Yes. I heard Starla.”

      “Me too.”

      “Starla? Can you hear us?”

      “Here! I’m caught in something!”

      I reached out and touched something. It was a rough hemp rope. A net. Whether it was left here deliberately or not was unclear.

      Either way, we had to get her out of it.

      “Okay, try and hold still. I’ll get you out.”

      “We’ll get you out.”

      I sighed, rankled by the sour tone of Dane’s voice. Apparently, he was still mad at me. It wasn’t as if I had encouraged Rip! Or chosen my damn dress!

      I wanted to tell him that, but I didn’t. I also wanted to ask him why he was so angry with me. Like a little girl, I just wanted things to go back to normal.

      Instead, I started untangling the net. I forced myself to calm my heightened nerves.

      After a few moments, I replied quietly, “Right. We will get you out. Then we stick together until the finish line. I’m not taking no for an answer.”

      Dane nodded. At least, I think he did. Was it just my imagination, or was I starting to see? At least I could discern different levels of darkness.

      “Dane?”

      “Yes?”

      “I think I can see you. Can you see me?”

      This time, I did see Dane tilt his head to the side.

      “Hmm . . . maybe a little.”

      Starla whimpered and we renewed our efforts. I told her not to be scared. That we wouldn’t leave her, no matter what. Even if a submarine charged us, we wouldn’t leave. She quieted, and in a few minutes, she was free.

      We hovered, not even knowing if we were still within the bounds of the race. Dane’s deep voice rumbled from where I thought he was, a few feet to my right. So, I was definitely seeing a bit better. Though I wasn’t sure how that was going to help us.

      “It would be nice if they left markers.”

      “I don’t understand the point of this. How are we even supposed to know which way to go?”

      Dane sounded aggravated but not panic-stricken. Good. I cleared my throat.

      “I know. At least, I think I do.”

      “How?”

      “I have a really good sense of direction. My father did too. He called it an ‘inner compass’.”

      “Wow. That’s cool.”

      “It’s handy, but not one hundred percent accurate.”

      “Okay, Tri, which way? And how are we supposed to follow you if we can’t see you?”

      Dane’s voice had a biting edge, but even I had to admit he had a point there. I could barely see him, and only if I focused on it. And he was barely an arm’s length away. Once we started swimming, it was going to get even harder.

      “The rope! Do you still have it?” Starla exclaimed.

      “Yes.”

      “Wrap one end around your waist, Tri. We can hold on to it.”

      “You are one brilliant Mer. Are you sure you want to though? I mean, I think I know which way we should be going. But I could lead you farther into the trench.”

      I saw a flash of something in the darkness. It took a moment before I realized what it was. Dane’s perfect teeth. He was smiling.

      “Lead away.”

      “Starla?”

      “Yes, please get us out of here, Tri! I don’t like it here. I’m scared.”

      “Hopefully, they will use magic to find anyone who gets lost. They have to eventually, right?”

      Silence from my friends. Yeah, I wasn’t so sure either. I exhaled through pursed lips.

      “Okay. Let’s do this.”

      Thankfully, I still had the rope in my hands. If I had dropped it, it might be a mile below us by now. The trench was that deep.

      I shivered, the chilly water sinking deep into my flesh. The water got colder for every foot you dropped. Or perhaps it was fear. It was probably a combination of both.

      I wrapped the net tightly around my waist, tying it firmly. I held the rope out and felt someone take it. I vaguely saw Dane wrap the rope around Starla first. Then he took the other end.

      “All set?”

      “Yes.”

      “Uh-huh.”

      “Come on then.”

      I started swimming, forcing myself to go slow. I could still feel the direction we had come from and swam in the opposite direction. We swam in total silence and near-total darkness. I felt myself pick up speed and slowed again.

      We heard a Mer scream somewhere behind us. I paused, turning my head.

      “Should we go back?”

      “It sounded far . . .” Starla’s voice sounded so reedy and thin. She was afraid, I knew it. How could she not be?

      I chewed my lip.

      “It’s not a rescue mission, Katriana.”

      I opened my mouth to argue then thought better of it. Dane’s gravelly voice spoke the truth. And Starla was trying to be brave. The truth was that we all wanted out of the trench and we wanted out now.

      It was not a good place.

      It was dangerous.

      
        It felt like . . . an endless grave.

        

      It was forbidden to enter it under normal circumstances. The only Mers who dared enter it were thrill-seekers and outlaws, foolish and desperate Mers who needed to be beyond the reach of the Royals.

      And us, of course. But we hadn’t had a choice in the matter.

      I felt a current rising on my right. It was just below us. That most likely meant we were near the center of the trench, and far lower than we should be. I guided us up quickly, but not before Starla got sucked into it.

      She screamed as the rope around my waist was yanked backward. I gripped it with my hands, working my tail furiously.

      “Back and up!”

      “Got it!”

      Dane and I thrashed our tails with all our might, but to no avail. The current was too strong. We didn’t give up though. We couldn’t. This would not just make us lose the race. We could easily lose our lives.

      If we got sucked into that current, they would never find us again.

      “Cut the rope!”

      “No, Starla!”

      “Never!”

      I was relieved at how quickly and furiously Dane had answered. The truth was, without his strength, the two of us would have been pulled into the current, beyond all hope of rescue.

      Even Annaruth, the High Priestess of the Northern Sea herself, could not hope to save us.

      “Swim harder!”

      “Use your arms!”

      I let go of the rope, praying that the knot at my waist would hold. With all of my limbs working, I finally felt myself gain some ground. Dane must have done so as well because suddenly, Starla was tumbling into me.

      “Oh, thank Triton!”

      I was laughing breathlessly as I hugged her. Dane’s thick arms wrapped around us both, instantly making me warmer. We stayed there like that for a short while, catching our breath.

      “Let’s get out of here. We must be near the end, or close to it.”

      “We are, look!”

      Starla’s thin arm pointed ahead and just above us. We could see! The edge of the trench was visible as well as a glowing sphere marking the end of the race. We’d done it!

      We swam quickly, holding hands this time. I was proud of their speed. Even exhausted, they were well above average. Any one of us would be an excellent messenger, even little Starla, once she got a bit bigger.

      In the end, we didn’t finish first or last. But we did finish together. Apparently, that had been the purpose of the test. Problem solving. Teamwork. Since I had won the short races and Dane had won several of the strength and agility events, we were declared the winners of the day with Dane in first place, me in second, and Starla in third.

      Tonight, there would not be a banquet with Royals and nobility.

      But there would be a feast for all competitors.

      And we were the guests of honor.
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      I stepped out of Annaruth’s tent with Starla. It had once again been set up to prepare and dress us. The entire camp had been transformed while we were inside. Gaily colored lanterns hung high, strung between tents all over the campgrounds. The smell of magically cooking food was everywhere.

      We smiled at each other. We were wearing Annaruth’s clothing again. Not gowns this time, but brightly-colored party frocks, clothes she had told us we could keep. I could hardly believe it. My short dress was the deep turquoise of warm tropical waters and Starla’s was a dark green that complemented her hair. The dresses were fun, frivolous, and youthful. I’d never worn anything like mine.

      When Annaruth first collected us from the finish line, Starla had been in awe of the High Priestess. I couldn’t blame her for that. I had felt the same sense of wonder when we’d first met. But Annaruth was so warm and kind, she quickly set Starla at ease.

      “Ready?”

      “Where’s Dane?”

      I shrugged, pretending not to care. Dane had hugged us both after we’d crossed the finish line. But then he’d immediately gone back to sulking as others came up to congratulate us. He’d also declined to be dressed for the party.

      In fact, he’d looked flat-out horrified when we were told of the celebration. I’d been relieved, if not completely overjoyed about it. Once again, I had a target on my back. But I was far too tired to go scavenging, and as usual, my stomach was growling in hunger. The announcement was made right after the short ceremony in the arena where we were awarded matching gold medals adorned with sparkling blue gems.

      Real gold and real gems. Even if we weren’t assigned positions in the Royal Elite, we would be set for a long time. We were rich!

      I was ecstatic to wear the Royal colors at last. My father would be proud, or at least I told myself that. A deep satisfaction settled in my chest. It was enough to revive my spirits after our ordeal in the dark.

      For years, those same colors might have symbolized the life that taunted me, forever out of reach. I’d watched my stepmother open invitations from the Royal court, even wearing those colors herself as the widow of a Royal Messenger. As the child of an Elite, my sister was treated to special privileges. Privileges I had been denied.

      I’d been eternally on the outside. But now, that life was once again within reach. I would no longer be an unwanted orphan, cast off like an old tire or a pair of human shoes.

      For some reason, the ocean was full of tires and shoes.

      I’d be important. No longer a piece of flotsam, tossed on the waves of life. At long last, I would matter. I frowned. I knew that was wrong thinking. I already did matter, if only to Beazel and Lila. And I had made real friends here. They didn’t care about me because I swam fast or had done well in the Trials so far.

      They just liked me for me.

      I sighed. I really did need to talk to Dane. But first, there was something even more important to take care of. Food. My stomach rumbled, gaining my attention in an instant.

      “Let’s get something to eat.” I nudged Starla with my elbow. “Don’t forget to stash some. Beazel loves lobster. He’ll even eat the shells.”

      She laughed as I pretended to think about it.

      “Actually, stuff anything in your bag. Even if it’s still moving.”

      Starla was still giggling as we made our way into the party.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Ohh, this is so good.” I moaned as I chewed another crab leg, sucking the meat from the legs. It was cooked, and not still twitching, unlike most of the food I’d eaten in my lifetime. There was even a yellow land-fruit to be squeezed onto the food. It was so tart that it literally puckered my mouth, but in a strangely wonderful way.

      Limons, they were called. I found myself fascinated by them. Apparently, they actually grew high above the ground on trees!

      “We’d better run back to the tent.” I was feeling guilty about my familiar. He’d been banished from camp, allowed only to hide in our tent or leave the site entirely.

      According to Annaruth, he made the other competitors nervous.

      “I’ll do it. You talk to him.”

      “Huh?”

      Starla jerked her head to the side, indicating a lone figure perched on some rocks that overlooked the camp. I hadn’t seen him there. I wondered how long he had been sitting there alone.

      Dane was sitting alone and watching us from just beyond the glow of the lanterns. He was sitting on a natural outcropping that formed a ledge, his tail twitching pensively. I noticed he was wearing a hooded tunic again, concealing his hair and much of his face from view.

      But I would have known his face anywhere. Even just from seeing a sliver of it. I could see the shape of his full lips. The curve of his strong jaw. The angle of his broad shoulders.

      
        Uh-oh.

        

      I gulped, realizing I might be in deeper than I’d imagined. I was more nervous to talk to this Mer than I was to participate in the trials!

      It was absurd! He might be handsome and brave and kind, but that was no reason to be afraid of him. Actually . . . it felt more like tiny minnows were swimming in my stomach than actual fear.

      I squared my shoulders and swam through the crowd. He looked up as I came closer but didn’t say anything. I sat down next to him. The view of the party from here wasn’t bad, truth be told.

      “Sitting by yourself?”

      He smirked.

      “Not anymore.”

      I rolled my eyes, noticing the goblet in his hand.

      “Did you eat?”

      He shook his head swiftly.

      “I’d rather enjoy the fruits of the vine.”

      I frowned, realizing he sounded a bit odd. A little less restrained. People got like that at parties when they had too much fermented juice.

      “Human wine?”

      “Yes. Have some.”

      He offered me his goblet.

      “I’m okay. How many of those have you had?”

      He shrugged and went back to ignoring me. We sat in silence for a long time, staring out at the party. I was about to give up and leave when he finally spoke.

      “Nice dress.”

      “What?”

      He took a deep swallow from his covered goblet.

      “Not as nice as the other night, but more appropriate for a party like this.”

      I suddenly felt shy, almost as if I’d done something wrong. There was something in his voice that said the dress was nice, but I was not.

      “Oh.”

      “You must be eating all of this up. This” —he gestured grandly— “shark shit.”

      I stared at him. He was angry with me. But why? I decided it was time to stand up for myself. I turned on the ledge, facing him squarely.

      “First of all, I had no choice in coming here. Even if I hadn’t wanted to be a Messenger—”

      “A Spark!” He cut me off with a sneer. “Don’t lie to yourself.”

      “Fine, a Spark. That is what I want. It’s what I’ve always wanted. But this stuff?” I ran my hand over my dress. “This stuff never mattered to me. I had one dress a year. A uniform. I never complained!”

      He was staring at me, an aching look in his eyes. I felt a twisting feeling in my chest.

      “As for the Trials, I am not enjoying them! I was almost killed! Not just once either. I was almost killed over and over again! My friends were almost killed! Or at least, I thought I had friends here! The only thing I am enjoying is the food!”

      I pushed off from my seat, ready to swim as far as I could go. The tears had started, and I didn’t want him to see. Crying under water was actually incredibly conspicuous, due to the differing saline content. I would shortly be sitting in a cloud of tiny pale tear bubbles.

      And I couldn’t bear for him to see me like that.

      
        Don’t pity me. Hate me, ignore me, but please don’t pity me.

        

      A hand closed over my shoulder, stopping me. I turned to see Dane looming over me. He was close. He moved even closer.

      The first of the tear bubbles floated between us. His eyes were on my lips. Mine drifted down, settling on his firm lips. And then he was kissing me.

      His hands were warm on my shoulders. I could feel heat coming off him, soothing me. And the little minnows inside my stomach were now officially doing somersaults.

      I sighed as he lifted his head.

      “What was that?”

      The corner of his lip curled up.

      “Haven’t you ever been kissed before?”

      I shook my head, still in shock. It was a good shock, but I was still reeling.

      “Really?”

      “Yes, really.”

      “I am glad to be the first.”

      I arched a brow at him, my senses starting to return.

      “Well, if you think a kiss is going to make up for acting like a jellyfish all day, you are sorely mistaken.”

      He ran his hand through his hair.

      “Look . . . I’m sorry, Tri. I just didn’t want you to change. I like you the way you are.”

      I wasn’t sure how I felt about that. It was a nice enough sentiment, but I did want to change. Not who I was, but outwardly. My position. My job. My future. I wanted a new life, a better life.

      But when he said he liked me . . . well, that had pretty much made up for everything else.

      “Well, I suppose I can forgive you.”

      He laughed.

      “Good. Come on, let’s get something to eat before it’s all gone.”

      I made a face at him.

      “Don’t worry, Starla already took a bunch of food to our tent. You’ll have to fight Beazel for it though!”

      Dane nodded solemnly.

      “I think I can take him.”

      I was laughing as we rejoined the party, feeling lighter than sea foam.
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      I yawned and stretched, staring dreamily at the pitched ceiling of the tent. Mers had often lived in caves before the past few centuries, other than the Royals and Elite. Now, magic and two-legger methods were used to build dwellings, making them more affordable. Often, they were disguised to look like natural formations from above, but the insides were quite deliberate.

      My childhood home was mostly built of wood scavenged from shipwrecks and abandoned docks. My stepmother’s palace had been artfully constructed in stone, with wood, mud, and reeds used to build the servants’ housing. But I think I liked this cloth tent most of all. It was simple and clean. I knew it was temporary, but being here felt like a new beginning.

      And today felt new all over again.

      
        My first kiss.

        

      I could almost see a banner hanging from above. I hadn’t expected the kiss, and I had no idea how to go about repeating it, but it had been nice. Really nice.

      Dane had said he liked me. He’d said some awful things first, true. But he had apologized for them later.

      I magnanimously decided to forgive him. To let bygones be bygones. But when the tent flap opened and my half-sister stepped through, all of my good feelings disappeared.

      I hadn’t seen her since the Trials began. It wasn’t all that surprising, considering there were several thousand young Mer here. But it suddenly occurred to me that she’d been avoiding me.

      She sneered in greeting when she saw me.

      She swaggered over to the cot next to mine and started inspecting my armor.

      “Where’d you get this stuff, anyway?”

      I snatched my precious armor out of her hands, tossing it onto my bed behind me.

      “Nice to see you too, Thalia.”

      “Oh please, like you would notice anyone who wasn’t winning.”

      “Winning?”

      “Yeah. You and your little winners’ circle.”

      I blinked at her. She sounded . . . jealous. What in Triton was she talking about? Besides, she was the one who’d spent a lifetime ignoring me.

      “What do you want?”

      “I was just checking up on you. We are family, after all. Oh, and I wanted to let you know that you aren’t the only Mer interested in Dane. All the girls are. It takes more than a Royal Uniform to interest a real Merman. So watch your back, sister dear.”

      
        Dane? She knew Dane?

        

      “I thought you were only interested in Royalty.”

      “Maybe I’ve changed my mind. Besides, he’s sure to become an Elite.”

      “Well, I’m sure you will be very happy together.”

      “Maybe. If you stay out of the way.”

      “He’s just a friend.”

      It felt like a lie as I said it. And it was just my luck that he and Starla stepped through the open tent flap at that exact moment. Of course, Thalia hadn’t bothered to shut it behind her after coming in.

      “Oh, that’s fascinating. Hi, Dane.”

      He nodded at her curtly as she left, fixing me with a hard stare. I felt myself bristle for another fight. And then I saw the wrapped package in his hands.

      “Oh, Triton, is that breakfast?”

      He nodded again as I swam over. I impulsively gave him a hug, wrapping my arms around him to cover my unease. He stiffened for a moment before relaxing. By the time I pulled back, he was smiling wryly.

      “You are my absolute favorite Merman!”

      Starla and Beazil looked a bit put out so I wagged a finger at them.

      “I said Merman!”

      I took the package from Dane and sat back on my cot. It was lobster tails and roe! I almost moaned in pleasure.

      “This is a big breakfast!”

      They sat across from me, digging into their own meals. Beazil even got his own, which Starla fed to him between bites of her food.

      “We’re going to need it. There are two trials today.”

      My eyes were wide.

      “Do you know what they are?”

      Starla shook her head but Dane said nothing. He just frowned, staring at the sandy floor of the tent. He did know, but he didn’t want to say. That was odd.

      “Dane? Do you know what it is?”

      “How much Trial history do you know?”

      I shrugged, popping some roe into my mouth.

      “Same as everyone, I guess. I didn’t have any special information from my dad. Maybe if he’d lived longer . . .”

      “Every Trial, there are practical tests and competitions of strength, cunning, and endurance. Then there are some contests that go beyond that. Magical contests that look inside you. Today, we will face two.”

      “What are those?”

      He exhaled, looking around.

      “Today, you will face your greatest fear.” Starla looked pasty at the thought. I imagined I did as well. “And your greatest wish.”

      “But how?”

      “Magic, of course. Annaruth.”

      I shivered, recalling how she’d seen inside me so clearly when she dressed me. Anything she wanted to know was revealed without my even knowing it. She told me it was hard to stop, even if she did not want to know. The knowledge would come to her unbidden.

      “How do you know this?”

      “My cousins are Royals. Lower-rung.”

      I wasn’t surprised. He was always well-fed. His clothing and armor were elegant and well-made, though nowhere as flashy as most of the well-to-do Mers.

      “You can’t tell anyone else.”

      “I won’t.” I glanced at Starla and she nodded vigorously in agreement. “Me either.”

      My appetite disappeared suddenly, but I forced myself to take another bite. I chewed slowly, barely tasting my food. I gazed thoughtfully at my friends. Facing my worst fear was terrifying, but facing my greatest hope? How could that possibly be dangerous? But it must be or they wouldn’t have made it a Trial.

      Either way, it frightened me.

      More than I would ever admit to anyone, especially Starla.
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* * *

      Two long lines stretched from the edge of camp toward the arena, one for boys and one for girls. Apparently, we would have an audience for today’s Trials, which tested two Mer at a time. I was not looking forward to people seeing what my greatest fears were.

      Being in the audience might have been interesting, but partaking? And possibly failing? I dreaded it. For the first time since the Trials began, I felt less than confident in my abilities.

      The truth was, I was terrified.

      The lines moved steadily. You would think that taking two at a time would take hours, but apparently, they had finally weeded out some of the competition last night. Only the top half of the competitors were still here.

      Unfortunately, that meant Thalia had done better than expected. I saw her ahead of me in the line, laughing and tossing her pretty blonde hair with her cronies. Several of them had made it through as well.

      “The line is moving fast.”

      “Well, there are fewer of us now. And they have slowed time down in the arena. If an individual trial takes half an hour, only a minute passes outside. If it takes an hour, then two minutes pass. Of course, most of them will take considerably less than that.”

      My eyes grew very wide. Time magic was one of the most difficult, and rare, forms of magic there were. It wasn’t just impossible to do, it was hard for me to imagine.

      “They must be getting hungry in there.”

      Dane laughed, floating in the line parallel to me. He said that he hoped we could go into the arena at the same time. I secretly hoped he would go in with Starla. There was a chance we would be able to help each other.

      “You are always thinking about food.”

      It was true. I was already getting hungry again, even with my nerves. But the leftover food was back at the tent, buried in the sand beneath my cot.

      Not far ahead, Rip and the Spiky girl were next in the line approaching the arena. Soon enough, we would know who was going in together. It certainly looked as if they had planned to pair up.

      He turned and looked over his shoulder. I looked away immediately. I had to admit being curious about the two of them and Juno. They were my biggest competition so far, other than Dane. The thin, dark-haired Mer had not done well in the second day of the Trials, though I suspected he was still in the running for Messenger. He’d been second-fastest after me.

      I wondered if they took sour dispositions into account when deciding these things. I wondered how much pull Annaruth had with her insights and premonitions. And then I shook all of that off.

      I had bigger fish to catch at the moment. I had to survive and pray that my friends did as well.

      The line kept moving. As we got closer, it became clear that we were, in fact, paired up. Starla was one spot ahead of us, paired up with a young Mer named Macum. He was the one with the third eye, which was closed right now. He seemed nice and had done just well enough to stay in the games. They’d struck up an easy banter during the wait. I had to hope they’d make it through together.

      So far, two Mers had been grievously injured, though the Medics and Annaruth’s magic had just barely saved their lives. No one had died. But it was only a matter of time.

      One Mer was still missing, which was something no one was talking about. A young Mer had gotten lost during the Trench Trial. She’d simply gone in and never come out again.

      I supposed . . . well, by the end of the day, she would probably be the first true casualty of the Trials. And there were sure to be more.

      Before I knew it, there were five Mers in front of me and five before Dane. Then four. Three. Two. One.

      Starla went in with Macum, with a quick hug from each of us. It seemed less than a heartbeat passed before it was our turn. I knew it was magic, but the sense of wrongness was thrumming in my bones.

      I didn’t trust Magic. It was unpredictable at best, and dangerous if one didn’t know precisely what they were doing. Thankfully, Annaruth did know what she was doing. And I knew she would try not to let me die. But she must be tired. Technically speaking, this Trial had already been going on for days.

      The heavy door swung open and we were told to come inside. Dane and I exchanged a glance and then swam into the arena.
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      The Arena looked completely ordinary as I swam to my side of the large circle where a small circle of stones waited for me. There were no signs of magic or weapons, save what was strapped to our backs. There were no threats.

      I did notice that a few Mers seemed to be dozing, while others were eating.

      Aha! So they do get hungry!

      My stomach grumbled as I saw vendors doling out what looked like seaweed salads and crab legs.

      Dane took his place in the stone circle in the center of the other half. I turned to look at him, feeling myself losing the battle with my fear. In fact, it felt like the fear was palpable, filling the very water around me and seeping into my bones. I feared for myself, but I felt equal fear for him as well. I knew he could handle himself well. I should be hopeful for him. But instead, dread was pounding in my veins.

      The Trial had already begun, I realized with sudden insight. The wait outside. The stillness of the crowd. The fear itself was part of it. It was Magic. I wondered if the Mers in the stands could feel it.

      The arena went dark. I held perfectly still, waiting for something to happen. At first, nothing did. And then I felt it.

      Movement.

      Something was in the water behind me. Something big. I turned and realized I was back in the sea cave, this time with the giant squid. The arena wasn’t dark. It was gone. And I was lost in the sea of kelp with a killer who was hungry for my flesh.

      But it didn’t come for me. It didn’t need to. It had its lunch and its dinner.

      There were already two Mers in its clutches. Two young female Mers. I screamed when I saw who it was. Starla and Thalia were struggling to free themselves from the thick and heavy tentacles.

      I reached for my shoulder and my waist, grabbing a weapon with each hand. I grabbed the spear with my right and a curved dagger with my left. Pulling them down in front of me, I charged forward.

      I slashed at the monster again and again. I ended up doing nothing more than annoy it. It tried to catch me, but I evaded it with short bursts of speed. I darted around its massive, swirling arms. One brushed me, sending me careening into the sand. I rubbed my flank. That tentacle had felt like fluid stone covered with rubber. It was thick and heavy, pure muscle. I felt the oxygen leave my body in a whoosh as I lay there stunned.

      Then I saw it.

      The squid was protecting something.

      In the shadow cast by its massive body lay an egg sack, shining faintly in the dim light. I could just barely see movement inside the cluster of eggs. The squid was a she. And she was breeding.

      Starla and Thalia screamed my name frantically. This time, I ignored them, swimming right for the eggs. The squid roared as I threw my spear, tearing the sac open. Starla and Thalia were released and swam quickly away. Starla glanced back but Thalia didn’t pause. I called out frantically to them.

      “Go! Get as far as you can!”

      I faced the squid alone, praying they were far enough away to be safe. Right now, the squid only had eyes for me. I took my other dagger in hand, waiting. It launched itself at me, terrifyingly fluid in its movements. It was like fighting smoke.

      But I did not stop. I sliced my dagger across a tentacle, diving beneath it. Blood filled the water, along with ink. But I could feel my enemy. And after a time, I realized I was winning.

      The real turning point was when I sliced clean through a tentacle. The roar of pain and fury was so loud, it nearly knocked me on my tail. Instead, I took off another tentacle. And another.

      And then it lay there, bleeding. Barely moving, the squid mewled pitifully. I realized that the kind thing to do would be to kill it. I lifted my sword above my head. I was about to drive it through the creature’s eye when light filled the arena.

      “Well done, Katriana. Well done, Dane.” Annaruth was before us, seated with the Royals. “You have conquered your greatest fears.”

      I looked over at Dane. He was crouched on the ground with his helmet covering his face, as if he’d also been in the midst of a battle. I noticed broken chains and ropes lying on the sand around him. His eyes were on me as he slowly rose to his full height.

      I nodded and he nodded back.

      “Katriana, you feared losing the people you care about. Dane, you feared being trapped. Neither of you let the fear overwhelm you or change your character.”

      I glanced over at him. Trapped? And why had Thalia been in my Trial? I swallowed, realizing that even though I despised her, she was the last family I had left in the entire world. She might be a pain in the fins, but I didn’t want her to die.

      I’d never wanted that.

      And Annaruth had known.

      “Now you must face your greatest wish.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      My eyes grew wide. Now? The next Trial started now?

      Annaruth nodded as if I had spoken aloud.

      “But this one, you will face together.”

      The crowd gasped but I barely noticed. I was swimming toward Dane and he toward me. We were reaching for each other when it began.

      Our fingertips brushed as the convulsions started. My body arched in the water, falling to the sand below. I was suddenly heavy, awkward, unable to stop the pain that ripped through me. I twisted and contorted, feeling as if I was being torn apart. But not by sharks or even a two-legger propeller blade.

      
        I was being torn apart from the inside.

        

      I tried to search for Dane with my eyes but I could not find him. I twisted again, and there he was, his eyes wide and terrified as he tried to reach me. From what I could see, he was going through the same thing. His muscular frame shook and shivered, exactly as mine did.

      I felt it the moment I saw it.

      Something was wrong with Dane’s tail. It was growing pale and withering. I stared down at my own body. It felt like I was dying. But with an awful rending sensation, I felt my tail tear in two.

      I wasn’t dying. I was growing legs.

      
        I was becoming human.

        

      I screamed at the realization. I would be a human and my gills would close up. Not a Spark. A Spark would have a tail underwater and legs on land.

      A human at the bottom of the sea was in terrible danger indeed. There was no time to reach the surface, but we had to try. I had to swim before my gills closed up. I had to get air. I had to—

      “Go!” I screamed at Dane. And then I swam. My legs were not fully formed yet. It felt so strange to be using two weak, inflexible tails instead of one powerful one. I wracked my brain as I rose up and over the edge of the arena. Dane was just behind me, I was grateful to see when I paused, looking around.

      I stared in horror as his gills closed over.

      “We need a cave! I know one!”

      “No time!”

      Our words were muffled, unclear. Our Mer voices, meant for speaking underwater, were gone.

      “Use magic!”

      I stared as he held his hands around his head, closing his eyes. I quickly followed suit, trying to imagine a magical, oxygen-rich air bubble surrounding my head. I thought I felt something and opened my eyes.

      Nothing.

      I fought the urge to inhale sea water, knowing I would quickly drown if I did.

      
        Forget the old ideas, Tri. Annaruth said you had buried Magic. Try again.

        

      I closed my eyes and tried again.

      
        Dig deep. Find it hidden within you. Believe.

        

      I imagined bright, dazzlingly white and gold Magic pouring from my heart, up my arms, and out through my hands. I felt something in my hands and opened my eyes.

      An air bubble! Not much, and not enough to cover my head. But I pressed my face to it and breathed in. Dane was struggling, having produced nothing. I swam toward him, offering him a sip of air from my bubble. He gasped the air gratefully. I tried again. I needed a bigger bubble! We both did!

      I had an idea and grabbed his hands. “Four hands are better than two!” He nodded, getting my meaning. We crossed our wrists so that our palms faced inward in the form of a circle, and we closed our eyes.

      Floating, but not in water. I had the odd sensation of floating but holding perfectly still at the same time. The strange sensation made me open my eyes. Dane lay inside the giant air bubble across from me. He was laughing and coughing at the same time. Water spilled out of his mouth to his chest. But he was smiling, visibly relieved.

      I inhaled deeply, then coughed up sea water. The air felt wonderful in my lungs! Soon, I was laughing too. I stared at him, and then my legs. The skin was pink and smooth. I touched them, amazed that they had freckles, not unlike my arms, chest, and face.

      Then I realized something wonderful.

      This is what I would look like as a Spark.

      “I guess we both really want to walk on land.”

      He shook his head, smiling, and grabbed my hand.

      “You did it, Tri.”

      “We did it.”

      We sat there holding hands as the bubble slowly dropped back into the area, landing on the sand with a slow-motion bounce. We stared in awe through the membrane. The world looked so different through the air. Clearer, but distorted. His hand felt sort of smooth, and yet our skin had a bit of friction where we touched. Annaruth walked slowly toward us with a large smile.

      “Well done, children.”

      And then she popped the bubble.
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      “No one else competed together. We were partnered deliberately.”

      “We both want to be Sparks. That must be why, right?”

      Dane clenched his jaw. We were sitting outside the Medic tent, our wounds having been declared non-urgent. It was true. We’d escaped our Trials with only a few superficial cuts and bruises. Starla was still being treated.

      “Something like that.”

      I was still recovering from the shock of the day’s events. It was hard to decide which of the Trials had been harder. The first event had shaken me, but the second one had taken me completely off guard, particularly at the end. Our tails and gills had reappeared with the first splash of sea water. But I’d feared for my life for a moment.

      So yeah, getting your fondest wish was pretty terrifying.

      And then there was the first Trial.

      It turns out, that had been real. Not only the giant squid, but Starla and Thalia had truly been there. And I hadn’t saved either of them fast enough to prevent injury, though neither was hurt too badly to continue in the competition. They were inside the tent now, getting fixed up. On the bright side, I didn’t have to worry about not finishing off the monster I’d left maimed. I’d already been told the giant squid had been magically healed and would continue to serve the Royals, though the phrase ‘obediently serve’ was conspicuously missing.

      Her name was Morla. I shivered. Morla would haunt my dreams for a long time, I knew without a doubt. I wondered if the octopus from the opening race also had a name. I decided I preferred not to know. Morla was quite enough for me, thank you very much.

      I just hoped she didn’t participate in any more of the Trials. Especially if she held a grudge. After all, I had attacked her egg sac. I’d simply been trying to save Starla and Thalia, but I doubted Morla knew the difference. It still rankled me that my half-sister had been included in my Trial. I hated that she knew that I cared about her, even though that familial emotion had been pushed way, way down, far below the surface.

      Any love I felt for Thalia was basically deep in the trench of my soul. But apparently, it was there despite all the years of bad behavior and rejection. I supposed it made sense. I’d known her for almost all of my life. But I didn’t have to like it.

      “So . . . Thalia? Really?”

      I groaned.

      “She’s my half-sister.”

      He stared at me, a mottled bruise forming over his cheek. The truth was, it made his eyes sparkle. The Mer was pretty much too handsome for his own good.

      “She’s from one of the wealthiest families in this region.”

      “Yeah, so?”

      “So how in Triton did you end up with no armor? Or supplies? Or food?”

      I couldn’t look at him. The shame of being rejected by my so-called family was too great. I tried to sound nonchalant, when the truth was . . . I was mortified.

      “After my father died, my stepmother didn’t want me in the house. So I was sent to the servants’ quarters. Servants don’t get special treatment, and neither did I.”

      He didn’t say anything for a moment. I stared at my tail, idly running my fingers over a sore spot. I was trying to imagine my pink sticky legs again.

      “How old were you? When they forced you out?”

      “Five.”

      “You served your own sister from the age of five?”

      His voice was quiet. I almost missed the thread of anger running through it. But I didn’t. For a moment, I found myself wondering why he was mad at me. And then I realized he wasn’t.

      He was mad for me.

      “Half-sister. It’s not like I like her. We didn’t have slumber parties or braid each other’s hair.” I snorted. “She has a designated hair servant for that.”

      “I don’t understand why she was there.”

      “Apparently, I don’t want her getting eaten by a giant squid, but that’s the extent of our family affection. Anyway, I doubt the feeling is mutual. If I’d appeared in the clutches of a creature during her Trials, it would have been during her fondest wish.”

      “You are the child of a Royal Messenger, and yet you received no schooling or wealth, even though you were part of the Nobility. You wore rags and had to forage for food.”

      I shrugged, trying not to take offense at the ‘rags’ comment. The tunic Lila had made me from my old clothes had its own charm. I thought so, anyway.

      “That sounds about right. Not that it matters now. I am sure to get some sort of post, right? I won’t have to go back there again.”

      I shuddered at the thought. Of all the possible outcomes, returning to serve my stepmother and half-sister was the most repugnant. I realized I would prefer death, which seemed a little overly dramatic, even to me.

      “She should go to prison for what she has done to you.” Dane’s voice was raw with emotion. Anger and, I was horrified to recognize, pity. “You were just a child. A bright, talented child who could have accomplished anything.”

      I frowned. I didn’t really want to think about things that way, and I certainly didn’t want to be pitied. It could drive a Mer insane to focus on the ‘could have beens.’ Besides, I didn’t like the implication that I hadn’t amounted to much.

      “Yeah, well, it doesn’t matter now, does it?” I rose from the sand, deciding it was a good time to sneak back to my tent and lick my wounds. “I’ll see you around.”

      “Katriana, wait.”

      But I didn’t. I didn’t want him to see the tears that threatened to spill. Everyone in camp looked shell-shocked. It was no wonder. From what we had heard so far, the fear Trials had all been brutal. The first two official casualties had been announced, with at least one other Mer hovering near death’s door.

      I expected that before the end of the day, there would be three.

      * * *

      “Don’t be too hard on him.”

      “What? Who?”

      Starla lay on her side, her long hair over one shoulder as she looked at me from her cot.

      “Dane. He told me what happened.”

      “Oh.”

      I rolled to face the ceiling.

      “He didn’t mean anything bad. He was upset about what your stepmother did.”

      I groaned, laying an arm over my eyes. I was bone-weary down to my fins. Beazil was snoring contentedly across the tent, not at all minding the restrictions imposed on him. After all, the shark loved to nap.

      And he certainly didn’t mind our bringing him food. Of course, he needed to eat a lot more than we could smuggle in to him, so I made sure he went out once a day, usually early in the morning. He grumbled about that but did as I asked.

      The rest of the day and night, he spent lazing about. As my familiar, he needed to be here. For what reason, I had no idea. We hadn’t been instructed to bring our familiars to any of the Trials as of yet. I hoped to avoid it altogether.

      I was actually afraid to find out if he would be included in the final battle. Beazil was so lazy and so good-natured that I prayed we didn’t need to go through a Trial together. That would be an unmitigated disaster. I’d end up protecting my familiar, not the other way around.

      Honestly, I almost envied Starla her starfish. Dane’s familiar remained hidden most of the time. I realized I actually had no idea what it was.

      “What is Dane’s familiar? Do you know?”

      “Stingray, I think. A big one.”

      “Like the Prince?”

      “Yeah.”

      I raised my brows, instantly impressed. The Crown Prince had a stingray. It was famous. I’d never seen it, though, but Thalia had.

      “Is his stingray lazy?”

      Starla giggled at the grumpy sound of my voice.

      “I don’t think so.”

      I sighed, finally opening my eyes.

      “I’m not mad at him. He just has a habit of bringing things up that I’d rather not think about.”

      “He cares about you.”

      “So you’ve said.”

      “Well, he does!”

      “Of course he does. We are friends. Friends care about each other, right?”

      Starla let out a loud sigh of annoyance. I cracked a smile. It took a lot to annoy Starla, so I must be getting somewhere.

      “So quiet. Well, other than the snores,” I said pointedly, giving my sleeping shark the stink eye from across the tent.

      “It is.”

      “Bet you didn’t expect to make it this far, did you?”

      “I didn’t know what to expect.”

      “Right. We still don’t. Not really.”

      “I wonder what tomorrow’s Trial will be.”

      “Hopefully, something that won’t try to eat us.”

      She giggled softly, the sound reminding me how young she was. I was silent for a moment.

      “It might be the final. It seems like we’ve been here only a few days, but I can’t imagine what else they would put us through.”

      “Don’t worry. You are good at this. You’ll make it.”

      “If you say so.”

      “Try and get some rest.”

      “Okay.” I rolled to my side to face her. “Sleep well, Starla.”

      “You too.”

      * * *

      The next morning, we found out what the day’s test would be. It wasn’t the final, though I suspected we were nearly there. Today, we would take part in a massive scavenger hunt. We could use teams of up to seven people. Of course, Starla and Dane were on my team.

      “Should we ask anyone else?”

      I looked around, sizing up the clusters of young Mers gathered outside the arena. I noticed them sizing us up as well.

      “I don’t know.”

      “A bigger group would help us win faster.”

      I raised a brow at that.

      “A bigger group would lose a lot of the glory.”

      I saw Thalia waiting with a group of young, wealthy Mers from our region. There were seven of them. They were sneering at me, though a few of the females were giving Dane a far friendlier look. Not that he seemed to notice.

      But Thalia’s bright gold eyes were less readable.

      I exhaled, looking away.

      “Plus, who could we trust?”

      Dane tipped his head to the side with a meaningful look.

      “We don’t have to trust them. We just have to win.”

      I was pondering that when Rip approached us, with Juno and Jaynelle.

      “Hey. You guys want to team up?”

      I looked at Rip and his friends. They were all top competitors, even if Jaynelle and Juno gave me the creeps. I glanced at Starla and Dane, the question in my eyes.

      To my surprise, Starla nodded first. Dane raised his eyebrows and nodded. I knew what he was saying.

      Yes, let’s work together. But don’t take your eyes off them for a second.

      Well, I didn’t have to be told that twice.

      “Okay.”

      I eyed the two large Mers behind Rip. Not that he wasn’t a big guy. But Jaynelle was unusually tall, and Juno was the size of an underwater mountain. His bottom half looked more like a whale fin than a regular Mer’s tail.

      “You two related?”

      Jaynelle narrowed her eyes at me, while Juno barely reacted at all. Rip, on the other hand, burst into laughter. Dane and Starla exchanged a worried glance.

      This was off to a great start.

      “We should work in teams of two,” Dane proposed. I nodded, about to claim Starla as my partner. At least that way, I could keep her safe from Spiky and the MountainMer.

      “You’re with me, Tri,” Rip said.

      I glanced at Dane. His jaw was tight but he nodded.

      “Fine. I’m with Starla.”

      We all looked at the remaining two Mers. As usual, we got almost no reaction. Wow. I wondered if they ever spoke or if they were just shy.

      Yeah, right.

      “Well, come on. It’s time for the first clue.”
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      Seven tokens. That’s all we needed to win. There were eleven hidden throughout the terrain, clearly marked off by glowing spheres placed at regular intervals. If you squinted, you could just see the lights at the other end of the enclosure.

      We were given three clues to start, and then each token we found would provide another clue. Of course, even if you followed each clue perfectly, there was a chance that the token would already be gone. There were still close to a thousand of us left.

      I exhaled sharply. I was nervous. This was one of the first Trials where Mers interacted freely, other than the races. And everyone had been focused on speed during those competitions. Now, it was more than likely that if you found a token at the same time as another Mer, it could very well come to who was bigger or more comfortable with resorting to violence.

      For that reason alone, I was glad that Starla was with Dane. I might not trust Juno and Jaynelle, though I did trust Rip for the most part. I had to admit that it wasn’t just because he was being nice to me. That could be anything, trickery or simple flirtation. I trusted him because our fathers had been friends. That had to mean something.

      We paired up and waited in a long line that stretched for nearly five hundred meters. I was with Rip, next to Starla and Dane, with Jaynelle and Juno waiting on my other side. They were still as two statues. Everyone was silent as the first three clues were distributed, written into the surfaces of flat shells.

      We were given three different clues per team, so each pair took one.

      “Don’t drop them. Destroy them once you have the token so no one else can use them.” Rip addressed the group under his breath, making eye contract with each of us in turn. “Be on your guard. Some of the more aggressive teams might try to take them.”

      I exhaled through closed lips. We had made a wise decision when we partnered with the biggest threats. That didn’t mean there weren’t other Mers to worry about, however. There were plenty of big and brutal Mers still in the competition.

      I turned over our shell and read.

      
        A prize found when you have a taste, seek your token in colors of the sunset.

        

      Rip looked at me, his eyebrows raised. I shrugged. Sunset might mean . . . warm colors?

      “Maybe coral?”

      “Yes, it must be. Unless there’s a school of salmon.”

      “I don’t think so,” I murmured, looking up to where most schools would pass through. “Well, we’re going to be bottom feeders, that’s for sure.”

      He nodded and faced forward. We scanned the sandy bottom in front of us and to both sides. I saw a small coral reef far to our left, nearly at the edge of the border.

      “There. Aim for that.”

      His eyes widened.

      “Agreed. Don’t slow down for me.”

      I gave him a bright smile.

      “Agreed.”

      The horn blew, and we were off. We had no idea of the other clues. There simply wasn’t time to confer with our teams about anything. Most Mers swam straight forward, but we dove down to the left, swimming cleanly beneath them all. My fingers nearly grazed the silt as we headed straight for the coral. As we got closer, I could see that it was a warm pink, with oranges and yellows mixed in.

      There were other Mers about, but none seemed to be swimming straight for the coral outcropping. I hoped we would be fast enough that no one would notice what we were doing.

      I glanced behind to see Rip not all that far behind. He nodded his silent encouragement, and I kept swimming, reaching the coral a few moments later. Without hesitation, I swam into it, my eyes roving the nooks and crannies without cease. I felt Rip arrive and veered to one side, letting him take the other half of the coral.

      I took a moment to scan the waters around us to look for approaching Mer. Nothing. No one else was clued in to this particular prize, if there even was one. But I felt in my gut that we were close. I lowered my head again, searching for the token.

      I was beginning to lose hope when I saw it. There! Something was gleaming amid the spikey coral branches. I swam closer, reaching my hand into the coral. I felt the skin on my wrist scraped raw as my hand closed over a smooth circular globe. I pulled it free, dislodging another flat shell with it. I grabbed that with my other hand.

      A pearl. Of course, Something you find when you have a taste. The token was a pearl nearly the size of my closed fist. I couldn’t imagine the size of the clam or oyster that might contain such a prize, but there it was. It was nearly glowing, a pale pink that reflected the light with its sheen. I stared in awe as a chain dropped out of it and it magically fastened around my neck. I pulled on it, but it didn’t give. I tried to pull it over my head and it tightened.

      All right then, I guess I’m wearing it.

      I tucked the end into my tunic and swam to Rip, reading the clue as I went.

      
        A star unlike any other, you will find it under cover.

        

      I handed the clue to Rip, who read it and shoved it quickly into a pocket in his steel gray tunic with green trim. He took out the last clue and broke it in half, throwing one piece into the coral and taking the other with us as we left.

      “A pearl on a chain. It’s around my neck.”

      He nodded.

      “What do you think of the new clue?”

      I watched as he chucked the second broken piece of shell into a thick patch of seaweed.

      “A starfish. It must be.”

      “But where?”

      “Under cover . . . they like rocks and coral. Look for a ledge. Maybe it will be underneath? And look for other clues. We could stumble onto something.”

      “Good plan.”

      We swam in formation now, packed nearly side by side. Now that we had a clue and a token, we needed to stick together. By tacit agreement, I had no choice but to hold onto the token, so he held the clue. If we were able to find another token, we would switch. We didn’t see any of our other teammates.

      We dove low again, hoping to avoid the other competitors. But by then, it was crowded down there as well. I quickly pointed when I saw a rock wall ahead. There were Mers already searching it. I suspected it was one of the easier landmarks to spot. Or perhaps there was more than one token hidden here.

      Or perhaps they were after the same prize as we were.

      That thought helped me focus. I wanted to win. I had a fire in my belly. I wanted to find as many tokens as I could!

      I saw a cluster of starfish and picked up speed, pulling ahead. I heard Rip shout out a warning as a heavy body slammed into me.

      “Give it to me!”

      I was being shaken too violently to answer, with a blade held to my throat. I stared up at the tall, thin Mer who gripped me in his hands. Then I saw his eyes widen. His hands slowly opened and I slipped away. Behind him, I saw the young three-eyed Mer holding a spear.

      Marcum.

      He’d . . . killed him. For me. Then I saw the thin Mer twitch and realized it was not a mortal wound. I hoped not, anyway. Even though I really, really did not like him.

      Marcum nodded to me and swam away.

      But why had he saved me? And why had the tall, thin Mer been so desperate?

      “Go!”

      Rip was still not close enough to look for the token on the rock wall, but I was. I turned and dove, feeling the edge of the cliff face with my hands. Ordinary starfish dotted the surface. I dove again, coming up just under a small outcropping. There, in the darkness was a star unlike any other.

      It was gold. A solid gold starfish. I reached for it and felt the warm metal come off the rock and wrap itself into a band that settled around my wrist, forming a thick cuff bracelet. A shell dropped from the rock where it had been held in place by the starfish.

      Another clue.

      I was shaking as I handed it to Rip as he finally caught up to me. He stared at the shell, then at the bracelet. His hand was gentle as he lifted my chin.

      “Are you all right?”

      I shook my head. I wasn’t. I looked around for the dark-haired Mer who had attacked me.

      “The Medics took him away already.”

      “Why did he attack me like that?”

      He shrugged.

      “We already have two tokens. Most don’t have any.”

      He took my shoulders gently.

      “We can stop if you want, hang back. Let the rest of the team finish. You’ve already done more than your share.”

      I shook my head. Giving up wasn’t in my nature. But he had reminded me that my friends were out there and that things were getting combative.

      “No. But let’s find Dane and Starla.”

      He nodded, taking the clue.

      “Let’s read this first.”

      We peered down at it and gasped.

      
        In the air, near the sky, here I am. Come and fly.

        

      “The surface?”

      “It must be,” I agreed.

      “But it’s forbidden.”

      I exhaled slowly, shaking my head.

      “I’ve been there. Let’s find them, then I’ll go.”

      “You have the tokens. I should do it.”

      “I’m quick, and I know I can jump pretty far above the surface. I’ve done it before.” He was shaking his head but I cut him off before he could speak. “Let’s just find them and then we can argue about it.”

      We circled the arena, looking for the others. It took longer than I’d expected, but only because they were half-buried in a cluster of seagrass. I spotted Dane’s blue tail first. It was harder to see Starla’s dark green fins against the grass.

      Starla emerged, clutching another token and shell. We dove to her, surrounding her just in time to see the gold shell form a belt that attached to her waist.

      “Whoa. I guess there’s no stealing of tokens.”

      I held up my wrist.

      “Not without maiming us.” I held up the one at my throat. “Or worse.”

      Her eyes grew wide. I nodded to Dane.

      “Someone already tried.” I patted the pearl at my throat. “For this.”

      Dane’s eyes narrowed.

      “That’s why you came looking for us.”

      “Yes. Things are getting dangerous. And our next clue is something I have to do alone.”

      Starla handed her clue to me and I read aloud.

      
        Human-made and human-found, find it lying on the ground.

        

      “This is the first one I don’t get. Obviously, something scavenged, but what?” I exhaled, looking into my friends’ thoughtful faces. “I’ve got to go. Stick together, okay?”

      “I’ll swim with you to the top,” Dane offered, swimming closer to me.

      I shook my head.

      “It’s a one-person job, and you know it.”

      Dane’s face was unreadable, but I knew he wasn’t happy.

      “Swim fast.”

      I nodded, then gave Starla a quick hug.

      “Don’t let anyone touch her.”

      Dane and Rip nodded. Then I shot straight up, going as fast as I could. If anyone was watching me or knew I had two tokens . . . well, I didn’t want to give them a chance to catch up. I was five hundred meters above the seabed when I finally slowed, glancing around.

      A mistake.

      Stingrays and sharks were patrolling the area above the Trial. I hissed through my teeth. None had spotted me yet, but I needed to move.

      Now!

      I tried to imagine myself as dark and murky looking, invisible from the swirling sea around me. I knew it was a long shot that I could do camouflage magic, but I had to try something. The water was getting rougher as I approached the surface. I could see it glimmering above me. A flash illuminated the waters around me.

      Lighting.

      It was storming above.

      And I was wearing an awful lot of metal.

      I propelled myself upward as quickly as I could. I felt the cold air as I emerged, spinning to look in all directions.

      There!

      I was falling back into the water when I saw a circlet of gold hovering high above the steep waves, twenty meters to my left. I dropped back into the water and sped toward it, diving down as I went. I’d need to go down to build up enough speed.

      I started swimming up again. This time, I could see the token above me, faintly glimmering against the dark and stormy sky. I knew I was aiming for the right place.

      I screamed as a stingray’s tail slashed against my back. I froze, momentarily unable to move. The pain was too intense. I was sinking fast, losing valuable momentum. But that wasn’t the worst part.

      
        My blood is in the water.

        

      It would not be long until a shark noticed me. Perhaps only seconds. I had to swim, no matter how much pain I was in.

      
        Swim, Tri. Right now. Swim for your life!

        

      I saw the shark swerve in my direction as I gathered all of my strength and swam for the surface again. I dug deep, finding a reserve I didn’t even know I had. My inner voice was cheering me on as I burst through the air and grasped the circlet in my hand. I was suspended in the air for a moment as the gold lifted away from my hand, settling on my head. A shell fell from thin air into my outstretched hand.

      And then I plummeted, falling like a bird without wings.

      I didn’t dive back in like a swan. I plunged into the shark-infested waters like a stone or a hunk of meat. I was too stunned by what had just happened to do anything but let gravity do its work for a moment. Then I saw the sharks bearing down on me from multiple directions.

      I could see the thin trails of blood spinning out from my back. That stingray had cut deep, and it hadn’t closed up. I was about to be shark bait.

      At last, I woke out of my stupor. I dove, harder and faster than I had ever swum before. I had my weapons, but I knew I could never fight off a full-sized shark. Who was I kidding?

      I was chum.

      But I tried, if only because my friends were waiting. And I wanted to live. I wanted to live and I wanted to win.

      I must have reached some sort of a magical barrier because I felt a tingle as my hand passed through. At the same moment, a snub-nosed shark slammed into something hard beside me. An invisible force field, designed to protect us from the deadly predators circling above. The shark had been going for my head, apparently. I turned back just in time to see an enormous shark bite down on my unprotected tail.

      I knew it was over in that instant. I would not be Spark. I would not even survive the next few seconds. I wanted to be brave but I wasn’t.

      I screamed in terror and pain as my blood filled the water. I was pulled backward, up out of the protected zone. I was pretty sure it was a great white, like Beazil. But this was no friend.

      This was my end.

      
        Say goodbye, Tri. You did your best.

        

      Something whooshed by me, and I felt myself released from the razor-sharp teeth. I was dropping again. I landed against a warm body and was quickly cradled in strong arms, with a voice whispering to me again and again to stay with them. To stay awake. To live.
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* * *

      “She’s awake.”

      I was lightheaded and woozy. I clutched my stomach, certain I was about to throw up. I saw Dane and Starla on one side of the bed. I turned my head and saw Rip waiting on the other. Annaruth leaned over me.

      “Shh, it is all right. You are all right, my brave one.”

      She was working on me, I realized. I could feel pain, but also heat. Magic. I could feel my flesh doing something very strange. It was weaving itself back together under her hands.

      “Can you put her back under?”

      “No, wait.”

      Dane squeezed my hand and leaned in.

      “What is it?”

      “Did we win?”

      He choked out a strangled laugh. I realized his eyes were shining because he was holding back tears. I looked at Starla and she nodded. Her eyes looked suspiciously red.

      “Yes, we won.”

      I lay back down with a smile.

      “I’m not dying, am I?”

      “No, Tri. You aren’t. But only because Dane saved you.”

      I smiled at him. I was feeling unaccountably happy. I winced as the pain rose up again, but I kept on smiling. I honestly couldn’t stop.

      “You did?”

      “It wasn’t a big deal.”

      Now it was my turn to laugh at him. I stopped pretty quickly because it hurt. The laugh turned into a moan. I knew they were going to drug me again, and I had questions, by Triton!

      “So, when can I swim again?”

      “Don’t worry, you have two days to heal up before the final battle. And now, if you don’t mind, I think you should rest.”

      “Can I eat something first?”

      I was nauseous, sure, but I was still hungry.

      “No, Katriana. Just rest. Rest and heal. You have a lot of Mers counting on you. More than you could ever know.”

      “But—”

      Annaruth waved her hand over me and that was it. I went out like a light. A two-legger light, not a magical light. Because those generally never turned off.

      Darkness.
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* * *

      It was nearly black in the tent when I opened my eyes next. I was alone, my cot partitioned off with hanging cloth sheets for privacy. It was quiet.

      After a moment, my eyes adjusted and I saw the shape slumped in a seat by my bed. His hand held mine loosely. His eyes were closed, barely visible under his hood. I realized he was sleeping.

      “Dane?”

      He didn’t stir. But a shape at the foot of my bed did.

      My eyes grew wide when I saw who it was. My hackles rose. I hated that she had seen me sleeping and totally vulnerable. For a moment, I wondered if she had come to slit my throat.

      I forced myself to keep my tone light.

      “Thalia. Have you come to see if I was okay? That’s so touching.”

      A sly smile crossed her face. It wasn’t a nice smile.

      “Of course, sister dear. Why else would I be here?” Her eyes slid to Dane’s sleeping form. “I wonder if you even know how devoted he is to you?”

      “He’s my friend. I told you. Maybe you don’t know what true friendship looks like.”

      “Friendship, my fins. He’s in love with you.”

      “If you say so.” I decided to look bored. Her words were making my heart pound, but there was no reason for me to let her know that. There was something threatening in her eyes, though. “Why are you really here?”

      She tossed her shining blonde hair.

      “Mother thinks we should have killed you years ago.”

      “Child murder isn’t generally smiled upon, Thalia. No matter how rich you are.”

      “You never really were a child though, were you? You always knew you would win the Trials.”

      That made me angry. How dare she? I was just a little girl who had lost her father. And I’d never known anything! I’d dreamed, yes, but dreams were all I had!

      “I was a child. I was a lonely, frightened child.”

      “Oh, boo-hoo. You never lacked for anything. You always knew you were better than everyone else.”

      I was almost too angry to speak. Thankfully, Dane did it for me.

      “Get out of here, Thalia, or I’ll report you. The Med tent is off limits, as you well know.”

      She glared at him.

      “Who do you think you are, anyway? If you want to go slumming, that’s fine with me—”

      She was cut off with a flash of light from his hand. He’d magicked her into silence, I realized. Her eyes were wide with fright and something else.

      Recognition.

      She rasped out a few words, her fingers dragging at her throat.

      “I know who you are! I know!”

      A heavy hand came down on her shoulder.

      “And if you tell anyone, your life will be forfeit.”

      Thalia turned to see Annaruth behind her. She sputtered a few times as Annaruth tightened her grip. But when the High Priestess lifted her eyes to me, her gaze was soft.

      “I’ll see you out, and then we can discuss what your punishment should be.” She gave me an arch look. “As for you, you need to stop waking up. I’m going to have to double the spell I’m using.”

      She lifted her hand and I sank into myself.

      When I woke, all I could remember was that Dane had been there with me all night. But it was little more than the fragments of a mostly forgotten dream.
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      “Are you sure you are okay?”

      I nodded, back in my tent for the first time since the scavenger hunt. I was wearing my tunic, but Annaruth had made a few magical adjustments in addition to repairing it. It was still the same soft, old, familiar fabric. But if you touched it with any force, it stiffened into a hard shell.

      My tunic was now armor.

      I still planned to wear the pieces Dane had given me. They made me feel safe and protected. We were preparing ourselves now. I’d slept most of the past few days.

      “What did I miss?”

      “Well, Beazil went crazy when you didn’t come back. Annaruth had to come and show him a vision of you. He was about to tear the tent down.”

      I swam over to scratch Beazil’s cheek and just below the jaw, right where he liked it. I pressed a kiss to his scratchy skin.

      “You are a true friend, Beaz.”

      I swore I heard him softly harrumph.

      I tossed him a crab leg as I swam back to my side of the tent. Dane had brought over a small feast early that morning. I was so hungry, I could have probably eaten all of it. But of course, I would never keep it all for myself, even if it was tempting.

      “Is he ready?”

      Starla jerked her head toward Beazil.

      “What?”

      “This is it. The final battle. And familiars have to fight.”

      My heart sank. This is what I’d feared all along. If only he were pocket-sized and I could keep him safe. But he was a huge target. I looked across the tent at the lazily munching shark.

      “Does he know?”

      She nodded.

      “He’s playing it cool.”

      I exhaled sharply. I swam over to Beazil. He looked into my eyes. I looked into his.

      “I wish you didn’t have to do this, big guy.”

      He lowered his head and I rubbed it.

      “They’re going to come after you. You have to fight.”

      His nose poked my belly. I felt tears welling up. If anything happened to him, I didn’t know if I could survive it.

      “I love you, Beazil.”

      He nuzzled me again, and I hugged him for the longest time. Finally, I swam away. I was still hungry, and I hadn’t finished putting my armor on. I felt a bit better after Starla filled me in on some of the rules. Apparently, our weapons would be magicked to freeze our opponents with contact, not to kill. But we could still be maimed.

      And there was a chance that people might smuggle in a non-Magic weapon, hoping to eliminate some of the competition.

      Either way, it was going to be a knock-down, drag-out fight. Alliances were apparently forming all over the place, with Rip and his friends asking Dane and the two of us to team up again.

      This time, I was one hundred percent on board with that.

      I still didn’t trust Jaynelle or Juno, but they had found two tokens for our team. Rip and Starla had found the other while I was at the surface.

      Thankfully for me, Dane had ignored my wishes and followed me to the surface, though at a distance. Plus, he hadn’t been able to keep up.

      I smiled to myself. We were quite a team. We each brought something different to the task at hand. We had a chance to make it through unscathed.

      Dread was pounding in my veins. For all of my practice and bravado in the tent, now that the moment was at hand, I was a bundle of nerves. It’s not that I wouldn’t defend myself. I had done it already and I would again. I just wasn’t crazy about violence for the sake of violence. I didn’t want to fight strangers, especially young Mers. And some of the competitors really were far too young. I was not among the oldest myself, not by a long shot. But being only fourteen or fifteen in Mer years like Starla . . . well, it didn’t seem right.

      Today would be a blood bath, even with the Magical weapons.

      I started dressing and looked at my hands, holding the chest plate Dane had given me tightly. The freckles stood out starkly against my pale skin. Yes, I was even pastier than usual. And it wasn’t due to my injuries. I was more or less healed, with a few scars to show for my adventure. Annaruth had told me she could take care of them for me, but I wasn’t so sure I wanted to let them go.

      Maybe after the Trials were over, if the offer still stood.

      If I was even still alive.

      I closed my eyes and put my helmet into place. I looked on as Starla finished attaching her small sword to her golden shell belt. She still wore the token from the scavenger hunt. We all did. I suspected they were spelled to stay attached to our flesh until the end of the Trials or longer. I didn’t mind so much. I hadn’t seen my head piece or the pearl necklace at my throat, but the bracelet was beautiful. It might even help keep my wrist steady if I had to use my daggers in close combat.

      When I had to use my daggers.

      From what I could tell, the pearl necklace was unspeakably lovely, and oddly enough, the same color and tone as the pearl I had given Starla the first time we met. Pink pearls were quite rare. Annaruth had kindly transformed the smaller pearl into a matching necklace with gold links, which now rested around Starla’s throat.

      On our team, only Dane had not won a token himself. I offered to give him one of mine, but he said it was impossible and it wasn’t right. He said I had earned them. I wasn’t so sure I believed that. He’d saved me and protected Starla. He had more than earned his share of the loot.

      I’d give him the crown, I decided. As soon as the Trials were over. And he’d take it, whether he wanted to or not. Why should I get all the loot? Especially not when he’d stopped searching for tokens to save my life.

      We heard a warning horn blow. It was time. The final Trial would begin soon.

      “Well, I guess we’d better go.”

      Starla nodded. I gave her a quick hug, then fixed her and Beazil with a hard look.

      “Don’t get killed.”

      “You too.”

      I nodded solemnly. We swam out to meet our fate.
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* * *

      It was anarchy. Terrifying, loud, and chaotic. From the moment the horn blew, the arena was filled with clashing metal and screams of pain. I saw a Mer near me get hit almost immediately. He floated there, frozen in place, his face a grimace of pain.

      Okay, so hopefully, a blow wouldn’t kill you, but it didn’t exactly look like it tickled either.

      I stared around anxiously, surrounded by my alliance. Juno roared and plunged forward. We had no choice but to follow him, protecting his back and fending off any Mer who dared attack our flank. Starla was in between Dane and me, with Rip and Jaynelle bringing up the rear.

      Our familiars were nowhere to be seen as yet. I prayed that Beazil would stay out of the fighting altogether, though I doubted that was realistic.

      The crowd roared enthusiastically. Meanwhile, my stomach turned over in abject terror. This last, most bloody Trial happened entirely within the confines of the arena. That might make some Mers feel more secure, but not me. There was nowhere to run or hide. The audience was so close we could touch them, if it weren’t for the Magical force field that protected them and kept us inside.

      I flinched as a young Mer bounced off the unseen barrier with a shriek.

      Just then, a dark shadow swam over me. An enormous stingray had entered the field. It was followed by a great white shark and other familiars of various sizes. Beazil. I opened my mouth to call him but he saw me first.

      He swam toward me without regard for the startled Mers in his path, the stingray at his side. I half expected them to attack each other, but they didn’t. I glanced at Dane and he gave me an odd look. I heard gasps from the other Mers around us. Starla was as white as a sheet.

      “Was is it?”

      “That’s—”

      Dane shook his head and interrupted.

      “It’s about to get real.”

      “Real?”

      “Serious. Stay close.”

      Beazil swam directly above me, with the Stingray above Dane.

      “He’s huge.”

      Dane gave a distracted laugh.

      “He’s a she. Her name is Zyrina.” He saw my look of wonder and added, “You never have to fear her.”

      I cringed as a mean-looking swordfish appeared above Juno. Behind us, I saw a giant jelly above Jaynelle. Typical. She wasn’t much better than a jelly herself! Still, it was a useful familiar for battle. Its stingers hung down nearly ten meters, floating around her harmlessly. But I knew that if I were to brush them, I would be seriously injured, or worse. Rip’s familiar was a large eel. I was pretty sure it was looking at me. It swam closer and I felt it bump against my head.

      “He likes you.”

      I reached up to pet it and it curled around my forearm.

      “He’s never done that before.”

      Rip was grinning at me, which was kind of stupid considering we were in the midst of a battle. He didn’t see the spear barreling toward him from behind.

      “Look out!”

      I shoved him aside and brought up my daggers, crossing them in front of me to deflect the throw. Then pandemonium broke loose. I saw Dane engaged in hand-to-hand combat with a surly looking Mer in black. Starla was watching his back, her small weapon held at the ready. Above us, our familiars began fighting with other, thankfully less fearsome, familiars.

      I saw Beazil take a bite out of a large tuna before I was distracted again. Juno was in the thick of it, tossing Mers this way and that. I shuddered, grateful that he was on our team. I wouldn’t stand a chance against someone of his size, never mind his naturally vicious nature.

      He was born for this.

      The crowd surrounding us thinned as more and more Mers were frozen in place, then removed by Medic teams wearing white tunics. I saw a few familiars being taken away, including the tuna Beazil had battled and defeated.

      Honestly, I wasn’t so sure the tuna was going to make it.

      Marcum, the three-eyed Mer, swam past us in the momentary calm, followed by an ancient-looking tortoise. He was being chased by a group of larger Mer, which instantly filled me with righteous indignation.

      “Hey, you! Pick on someone your own size!”

      I swam out to him without a thought of what I was doing. He shot me a grateful glance as we positioned ourselves back to back, fighting off a group of Mers I recognized. One Mer, in particular, filled me with dread.

      Thalia.

      “Well, sister, I should thank you for making things so easy for me.”

      She sneered as she struck at me, her swords flying. She was covered in gilded armor, with her many weapons looking polished and recently sharpened. Still, I didn’t want to fight her.

      “You are more ambitious that I thought, Thalia.”

      I wouldn’t let her force me backward, but her attack was vicious and more skilled than I anticipated. I held my ground, slashing and blocking as best I could.

      “I’m going to end this now.” Her perfect white teeth flashed in an unfriendly smile. “I want you out of the way.”

      My eyes widened at the implication. At least one of her weapons was obviously not spelled. I was sure she thought her mother’s connections would get her out of trouble for breaking the rules. But it wouldn’t matter to me if she landed a killing blow.

      I wouldn’t be here to complain about it.

      I heard Dane shout in the distance, but the arena was filled with noise—the crowd cheering, Mers screaming in anger or pain, the clash of weapons, and the roars of the familiars.

      One mistake. That’s all it took. One moment of distraction. Her sword found its mark, diving deep into my belly. I stared down at the blade sunk into me, too shocked to feel pain. Then Beazil was there, biting into Thalia’s arm.

      No, not biting. He tore it clean off.

      She screamed in agony, driving yet another blade into Beazil’s eye.

      “Noooooo!”

      I reached for her, ready to pull the blade from my body and drive it into her black heart. She’d killed my familiar. And she’d done it deliberately.

      He twisted grotesquely in the water, his huge body thrashing.

      I watched in horror as blood poured from his body. Then Juno was there, lifting his sword. But not to protect me.

      He meant to finish what Thalia had started.

      I saw a flash of shiny spikes, and Jaynelle was beside me, grabbing my arms and holding me still so Juno could finish me off.

      I saw Dane and Rip a moment before the sword came down. Rip shoved Dane aside and thrust himself in front of me. The blade sank into his muscular shoulder, nearly tearing it in half.

      One of Jaynelle's spikes pierced me as she, too, screamed, “No!”

      She must actually care about him, I thought as consciousness fled. I was bleeding so badly now. And my dear, sweet Beazil was alone, most likely dying.

      But I couldn’t help him. I couldn’t do anything. Judging from the rapid rate that blood was leaving my body, we’d be together soon enough anyway.

      That’s when I felt myself being lifted. I glanced down, and the stingray was carrying me up and away. She was so large that I felt like I was riding a magical carpet, like one of the stories my father had told me as a child. I reached for Beazil as I passed but the ray was too fast. It was Dane’s familiar. He must have sent her to save me.

      But without my own familiar, I wasn’t sure I wanted to live.

      And what of Dane and Starla? They were alone now without Beazil or the ray to protect them. Rip and I were gone, betrayed by the other half of our team. I shook my head, trying to tell the ray to stop. Dane’s familiar was swooping toward camp, not in the arena where she was needed.

      But I was too weak. Too lightheaded. I doubted I would last another five minutes.

      I could barely keep my eyes open as I was delivered to the Med tent by the stingray.

      I saw Mers bowing as we landed, which seemed odd. I was gently lifted from the ray. I reached out to stroke her velvety skin. Her eyes were intelligent as I gazed into them.

      “Goodbye. And thank you.”

      And then I gave in to the darkness.
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        Pain. Sadness. Fear.

        

      I tossed and turned in a half-dream state until heavy hands pressed down on me. I felt thick straps placed over my body at intervals, holding my shoulders, middle, and tail to the cot I lay on.

      
        Cot. Med tent. Trials.

        

      Thoughts trickled in, like unwelcome visitors. I was in pain. More pain than I’d ever known.

      Not dead then, I thought with a bittersweet sigh.

      
        Beazil. Dane. Starla. Rip.

        

      Not dead, but perhaps I should be. I’d be better off gone if my friends were all lost to me. But they had still lived when I last saw them. Dane was alive. Not Beazil. Surely not Rip, after the blow he’d taken for me. Juno’s spelled blade had frozen him, but the force was too great not to tear his flesh apart. I wasn’t sure about Starla or Marcum. The truth was, anything could have happened. We’d been winning. In a tight formation. And then disaster struck.

      All because of those two treacherous Mers.

      Not to mention my dastardly half-sister. I saw her dagger slide into Beazil’s eye, reliving that awful moment in excruciating detail. I felt my anger. My impotent fury. My rage.

      I woke with a gasp, my back arching and my eyes wide.

      “She’s saying something! Annaruth!”

      Dane was by my side. I stared at him, frantically trying to get loose. The lovely High Priestess appeared by my bedside, joining Dane. She leaned over me, listening to my words.

      “What is she saying?”

      She leaned up, giving Dane a wry look.

      “She’s saying that she will kill her, over and over again.”

      Dane stifled a laugh. Annaruth wagged a finger at him.

      “It’s not funny.” Then she bowed her head slightly. “Your Highness.”

      I groaned, half paying attention. I pushed futilely at the straps that held me down.

      “Get. These. Off me!”

      This time, they both laughed. Annaruth waved her hand over my bonds, and they lifted away, dissolving into a sparkling dust that was quickly swept away in the water.

      I glared at them both.

      “Tell me.”

      “Tell you what, Tri?”

      “Tell me who is dead!”

      “Get her something for her throat. She sounds awful.”

      Annaruth nodded, bowing again, and left the screened-off partition. That was odd. I’d never seen her bow before. Dane looked at me, his smile huge.

      “Well?”

      He nodded, clearing his throat.

      “There were quite a few casualties, Mer and familiar. They will be honored by the Elite during the naming ceremony.” I opened my mouth to tell him to hurry up, but he held out a hand. “None of your friends, or loved ones, are on that list.”

      I blinked at him, opening and shutting my mouth like a fish.

      “None?”

      He shook his head, smiling.

      “But Beazil . . .”

      “He lost an eye, Tri. It was serious but he’s alive.”

      I fell back on the bed, pale bubbles pouring from my eyes. I reached for him and he took my hand. I exhaled shakily.

      “Starla? Rip?”

      “Both alive. Starla was ferocious once she saw what happened to you. She saved my neck more than once.”

      I smiled.

      “She’s fine. She barely had a scratch at the end. Rip’s injuries should have been fatal, like yours. But they were able to save you both. He won’t be throwing spears anytime soon.”

      I closed my eyes, still crying.

      “Tri?”

      “Yes?”

      “I know she betrayed you, but—”

      I knew he was speaking about Thalia. I knew it. I cut him off before he could say another word.

      “Do not ever say her name to me again.”

      “Okay. I just thought you might want to know what happened to her.”

      I closed my eyes and nodded imperceptibly.

      “She lost her arm. She nearly lost her life. And . . . well, she’s being sanctioned for what she did, bringing unmagicked weapons into the arena. Some wanted her put to death. I . . .”

      I cracked my eyes open and looked at him.

      “You what?”

      “I argued for mercy. I didn’t think you would want her put to death.”

      “You? But why would they listen to you?”

      He looked down, then lifted his eyes to mine.

      “Tri, there’s something I have to tell you.”

      My heart started thudding. Something was wrong. He had lied about Beazil. Or Starla. Or—

      “You’re alive!”

      Starla threw herself on me as she burst in without warning, hugging and squeezing me harder than I would have thought possible. She was stronger than she looked. I could barely breathe, she was hugging me so hard!

      “Starla! Her wounds!”

      I grimaced as she pulled away, touching my belly. It pulsed with agonizing clarity. Not drugged anymore then. Great. So did my back, though that was more of a stinging sensation. I winced, remembering the blade sliding into me. Then I remembered Jaynelle’s spikes as they pierced the flesh of my back through my tunic.

      Ouch.

      Annaruth was back, scolding a blushing Starla for not being gentle. She winked at me and then went back to looking stern.

      “I’m sorry.” Starla turned to me. “I’m sorry. I’ve been so worried. It’s been days and there was so much blood—”

      I must have turned green because Dane took one look at me and interrupted.

      “Not helping, Starla!”

      “When can I see Beazil?” I tried to sit up, grimacing in pain. “And Rip?”

      Dane’s expression darkened somewhat when I mentioned the other Mer, but he nodded.

      “Rip will be easier to manage. Beazil was treated and left the camp. No one has seen him since.”

      “He will be back. I have something for him.”

      I stared in awe as Annaruth opened her hand. A dazzling crystal eye lay in her delicate palm.

      “Does it . . . work?”

      She nodded.

      “Quite well. He’ll see better than you or me.” Her eyes twinkled. “He may even see a bit of the future.”

      All the talk of eyes made me gasp.

      “Marcum! Did he make it?”

      “He’s alive. And he is sure to be honored for his bravery.”

      I exhaled in relief. Starla helped me sit up, plumping the pillows behind me.

      “I only have one more question.”

      Three beloved faces stared back at me expectantly. I had lived. My friends had lived. My familiar had lived. I was overjoyed. Other than seeing my friends and my familiar, I only wanted one thing. And I wanted it very, very badly.

      “When can I eat?”
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      The chosen Mers were dressed identically in flowing white robes. There were fewer than a hundred of them, out of the many thousands that had begun the Trials. There was only one row of us this time instead of two, since there was no longer an equal number of boys and girls.

      I was at the tail end of the line, with only Dane behind me. Starla was much farther forward. Rip was a few spots ahead of us, sporting a sling that held his arm against his chest, with Marcum between us.

      I was going to be assigned a position in the Elite today. All of us were. But it was my presence here that was hardest to believe.

      Me. The lonely little orphan Mer with nothing but her wits. I had finished. I had survived.

      Thalia was not in the lineup, though I wasn’t sure how I felt about that. She’d lost her arm to Beazil’s bite. He’d spat it out, not having a taste for Merflesh, thankfully. But I was sure she would cause trouble down the line.

      I still couldn’t believe she had tried to kill me.

      Not liking me was one thing, but murder? And with an illegal weapon on top of it. I knew she would be punished for what she had done. However, I had chosen not to know the specifics. I couldn’t think about it too much.

      Today was the day I had waited my entire life for. I would enjoy it, at all costs. I would honor my father and my mother with my composure.

      I would be dignity personified.

      “You okay, Tri?”

      I turned sideways to look at Dane.

      “Yes, why?”

      “You’re bouncing all over the place.”

      I smiled sheepishly.

      “Maybe I’m a little nervous.”

      “Why?”

      “Because we are all the way in the back! What does that mean? We’re going to have to wait the longest to know!”

      He laughed at me.

      “Silly Mer, it’s a good thing.”

      “It is?”

      “Yes. It’s almost certain that we are both going to be made Spark.”

      “What?”

      “Well, I’m not sure about Marcum, but they name Spark last. I can’t imagine they will choose me and not you.”

      “Don’t tease me, Dane. You are certain?”

      “Almost certain. And Tri?”

      He suddenly looked worried about something. His blue eyes were more serious than I’d ever seen them. I immediately wanted to reassure him with a hug, but I held back.

      No one wanted to be the Mer who hugged too much.

      “Yes?”

      “Try not to hate me, okay?”

      I tilted my head to the side.

      “Hate you? You mean if you’re named Spark and I’m not?”

      He shook his head.

      “Just try not to hate me.”

      I gave him a wide smile. He was worrying over nothing. And I was so happy, it defied reason.

      “I could never hate you, Dane. Even if you get Spark alone. You’re my friend.”

      He opened his mouth to speak but the horn cut him off. It was time to go in. I squared my shoulders and followed the line into the arena.

      We were guided into neat rows of twenty or fewer, five rows deep. The Royals sat comfortably on a platform, elevated above the stands at the edge of the arena. I saw Annaruth sitting by the Queen.

      It seemed as if the High Priestess offered me a tiny smile, but I couldn’t be sure.

      The ceremony began with music and dancers. Then the naming began.

      The first ten Mers were assigned to the Military. I saw Juno and Jaynelle in that group. They would be excellent soldiers, though I would never trust them again. Even though we were all now on the same team.

      Next came the Royal Scribes. It seemed odd that Scribes were chosen through battle, but Annaruth’s visions had played a part in that. And any of the Elite might be called upon to defend and protect the Royal family at any moment.

      Royal Musicians were also chosen, as well as Advisors and Personal Guards. And then it came time for the Messengers. Starla was one of the first awarded, though she was named Messenger In Training, most likely due to her size. As Annaruth waved her hand over the small Mer, her robes dissolved to form a handsome uniform. I clapped giddily to see my friend so honored. If nothing else, I knew I would be joining her in the rank of Messenger.

      Beyond that, I was afraid to hope.

      The ceremony paused when they got to Rip. I held my breath as they assigned him to be the Secret Messenger, who would carry the private messages of the Royals themselves, not merely governmental missives. It was a true honor and would keep him more than busy for the rest of his tenure.

      Then Marcum was called forward. We held our breath, wondering what assignment he would be given. Everyone gasped as he was named Royal Seer. His uniform was a dark blue, nearly black, and covered in a pattern of gold and silver stars.

      “I thought Annaruth was the Seer!”

      Dane shook his head, leaning in to whisper.

      “Seer is different. It’s very rare. I’ll tell you later. It’s your turn!”

      I swam forward, forcing myself to put my shoulders back and hold my head high. Annaruth’s smile was gentle as she made her announcement.

      “Katriana Spark!”

      I nearly toppled over, but I managed to stay strong as my robes transformed into a golden gown, swirling majestically around me. Dark blue gems adorned the neckline and the sleeves. This was my uniform? I realized I’d never seen a female Spark, not even in photos. I’d never expected anything like this. It was so glamorous!

      Tears were in my eyes as I caught my friends’ eyes one by one. Dane, still waiting behind me. Starla, with the rest of the Elite. And Annaruth, who had become almost like a mother to me.

      “I couldn’t be prouder, my wild one.”

      I nodded and took my place with the others, forming a semicircle in front of the Queen. Only Dane was left. He swam forward, his gaze direct when he looked at the Royals on the platform.

      “And finally, Prince Pollux Dane Spark, long may he reign.”

      The crowd went berserk as his robes transformed into a golden tunic. The fabric and jewels were similar to what I wore, but Dane also wore the royal sash across his chest and a golden crown upon his head.

      “Dane?”

      His eyes were on mine. He floated there proudly, the transformation complete. He was . . . the Prince? Not who he’d had said he was, but a Royal?

      No. He was the Royal.

      No one stood above him but the Queen.

      I felt myself want to faint, but I didn’t move. His deep blue eyes bored into me, asking me something. But what?

      And then I remembered what he had said. What he had asked of me. He had asked me not to hate him.

      I gave my head a little shake and forced a smile to let him know I didn’t hate him. How could I hate him? I was shocked and not just a little bit angry though. He’d lied to me!

      
        But we were strangers when this all began. He had no reason to trust me until now.

        

      My pesky and annoyingly wise internal voice was at it again, mature and far less reactionary than I was. I wanted to hold onto my anger! I wanted to nurse it until I decided how I felt!

      I watched as guards surrounded Dane, I mean Pollux, and drew him away. Was he being arrested? What was happening?

      “Did you know?”

      Rip was beside me, asking me something.

      “What?”

      “Did you know who he was?”

      I shook my head numbly. The arena had erupted into chaos, with the ceremony ending abruptly and without fanfare. The Elite were milling around as the crowd emptied from the stadium.

      Starla swam to my side.

      “What will they do with him?”

      I took Starla’s hand and squeezed it.

      “I don’t know.”

      “Nothing,” Rip said. “I mean, the Queen looked mad, don’t get me wrong, but what can they do? He’s next in line for the throne.”

      I exhaled, feeling relieved. I might be a little confused, but I didn’t want Dane to get in trouble. No, not Dane. His name is Pollux, and he’s the Prince. My cheeks warmed up, remembering the kiss we had shared.

      I had been kissed by a Prince, and I hadn’t even known it!

      “One thing is for sure—they’ll never let him set foot or fin on dry land.”

      “He won’t be Spark?”

      “How can he be?”

      I swallowed, realizing how restrictive his life must be. No wonder his greatest fear had been chains and ropes. But somehow, he had broken free. Maybe he could in real life too.

      “You guys ready for the ball?”

      Starla nodded. I shook my head distractedly.

      “I need to go somewhere first.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      It was odd, swimming through the open sea alone, wearing the most exalted Elite uniform in the sea. The gold felt like a second skin, and I knew it was designed to look like shimmering light. Lovely as it was, it was worrisome. I felt exposed.

      The quiet gave me time to think, to settle my tumultuous emotions. I was so worried about Beazil. I knew he would be shaken up. I knew he’d been forced to do things that were out of character, and in doing so, he had saved my life.

      And the thrill of my victory . . . well, I felt almost too happy, and guilty about that at the same time. My familiar had paid a high price for my victory. In truth, I would have traded it all just to keep him safe.

      But life didn’t work that way. You didn’t get to pick and choose what costs you paid or what rewards you might gain. And we hadn’t had a choice in the matter. We’d both had no option but to enter.

      It was the law.

      I reasoned with myself the whole way, trying to assuage my guilt in what had happened to my familiar. And between arguments, I’d worried about Dane.

      He was the Prince. He was my friend. That was it. I couldn’t think past that. As a Prince, he could never truly be interested in someone like me. Princes married Princesses. And I wasn’t so sure I wanted to get married anyway! Not for a long time, and only then if I found the right person.

      So even as a Spark, and even if he did have feelings for me, it was utterly hopeless. Better to be smart and squash the strange fluttery feeling I got in my chest when I was around him. Wiser. More mature.

      I glanced around surreptitiously, making a wide circle as I approached the cliffs. I dove down at precisely the right spot, seeking the entrance. The light was still good, but I wanted to get back before dark, if at all possible. I didn’t know how my uniform worked after dark. For all I knew, the damn dress glowed. I didn’t need to become a beacon for every predator in the sea, and especially not for any humans who might be out in a boat.

      Two-leggers were the most dangerous predators of all. Mers had feared sailors since humans first took to the sea. Triton forbid one of them ever got their hands on a Mer!

      I felt him before I could see him.

      “Beaz?”

      I saw him as I swam closer to the surface inside the cave, a big, unmoving shape that exuded despondence. It was warm in here. He was perfectly still on his favorite shelf, facing the wall. I had a moment of utter panic until I saw the subtle movement of his breath.

      He was alive. But I was pretty sure my shark was depressed.

      I swam closer, perching on my hip beside him. I lay my hand on his side.

      “Beazil?”

      He heaved a dramatic sigh but didn’t move.

      “I’m so sorry, Beazil.”

      Another sigh.

      “I wanted to thank you. You saved my life.”

      He twisted slightly so I could see his face. His left eye was gone, a thick bandage magically affixed to cover the wound. Then he sighed and twisted a bit more so I could see his working eye.

      “Annaruth made you something.” Beazil lifted his head at last, and I smiled. “She made you an eye. But you have to come back to the camp to get it.”

      He said nothing, but he nuzzled into my hand. I scratched his favorite spots, just sitting there peacefully together for a moment. He nosed my side where I usually kept my net bag.

      “I didn’t have time to get you food, you greedy beggar! I woke up not long before the ceremony, and they wouldn’t let me out of bed until the last moment.”

      I pressed a kiss to his nose to take the sting out of my teasing. He’d been through so much. I ran my hands over several long scratches. It looked as if someone had used a dagger to deliberately carve the marks into his magnificent skin.

      “Do you want to stay here tonight? You are welcome at the ball, you know.”

      Beazil sighed dramatically. I hid a grin. He was going to be all right.

      “There will be food. Maybe even bucket loads of shrimp, just for you.” I bit my lip. “I shouldn’t stay here too long. My dress is kinda bright.”

      It was dark in here already, and getting darker outside by the minute. The light was waning. It was time to go.

      I took a look down at myself and gasped.

      
        Well, that was unexpected.

        

      Apparently, my dress required light to be seen. Right now, I was invisible. Not a little bit invisible. I could see the rock beneath me, as clearly as if my body was made of glass.

      I assumed my arms and head could be seen, particularly from the way Beazil’s whole eye followed my movements. But sharks could feel vibrations. So that proved nothing.

      But either way, my dress did not make a beacon as I’d feared.

      “Come on, Beaz. Annaruth is waiting for us.”

      He rolled over onto his back, and I laughed, vigorously scratching his belly.

      “Starla is worried about you. And Dane—” My voice caught in my throat. Could I still call him Dane? I shook my head, pushing that thought aside. Of course I could. As long as I bowed, I supposed. “Dane is worried about you too.”

      I could practically hear him grumble as he righted himself and swam off the shelf. I grinned and swam to the entrance of the cave. I took one look back, wondering if I would ever be here again.

      I bade a silent goodbye to my secret cave and flipped my fins. We swam back toward the camp, where Annaruth had worked her magic once again. I was excited to see what she had done for the ball and what everyone would be wearing. And of course, the food. But nothing made me as excited as my familiar getting his new eye.

      Beazil and I swam into camp, where he circled patiently while I sought out the High Priestess. I swam into her tent to find her waiting for me, with no sign of partygoers or magic.

      “Hello, wild one.”

      “Annaruth! Where is everyone? I thought the ball would be here.”

      “No, the camp is being dismantled. The ball is just beginning at the Castle. You haven’t missed anything yet.”

      “The Castle?”

      “The Royal Castle. Your new home.”

      My mouth opened. My father had been an Elite, but he had his own house where he lived with his wife and child. But perhaps that was only allowed after the first hundred years of service, or for the Elite with families of their own. I hadn’t imagined I would be living in the Castle.

      The Castle where Dane lived.

      
        Oh, Triton. Here we go.

        

      “I see.”

      “You will be fine.” She opened the curtains that covered the door and called out. “Come inside, Beazil.”

      He swam through, his massive body taking up almost all the space. She stroked him gently, then adjusted his position so that he lay on his side.

      “Such a brave, magnificent soul.”

      I bit back a laugh.

      “He doesn’t like to be brave.”

      “That makes him all the braver.”

      I nodded. I felt the same way. His actions in the Trials had been extraordinary, especially considering what a gentle creature he was. He’d been born in the wrong body. But he always rose to the occasion when I needed him to.

      I couldn’t have asked for a more stalwart familiar.

      “He’ll have his own accommodations in the Royal stables. And all the shrimp he can eat.”

      Beazil seemed to smile at that. I know I did.

      “I’m going to remove your bandage and give you your new eye now, okay?”

      She showed him the magical eye she had created for him. He lowered his nose and offered up his wound in response. I watched as she gently removed the bandage. I closed my eyes when I saw the gaping hole Thalia had made with her dagger.

      
        Thalia! I curse her name! A more vicious Mer never lived!

        

      “Jealous and foolhardy, Katriana. Frightened. Not vicious.”

      “But she tried to kill me!”

      “I can see into all hearts, Tri. Not just yours. She never wanted you dead. She only meant to best you. She’s always known she is not your equal, in heart or talent.”

      I stared at Annaruth as she used steady hands to slip the magic eye into Beazil’s empty socket. She waved her hand over it, and it came to life, whirring and spinning in a kaleidoscope of colors. I stared in wonder as the raw-edged flesh wove itself together to hug the new eye.

      “Can you see, Beaz? Does it hurt?”

      He nuzzled me and then Annaruth in answer. Then he rolled over and showed us his belly.

      “I guess not,” I said with a laugh, giving his belly a scratch. Annaruth was charmed and ran her hand over his stomach, then she took some time to touch every one of his scars. I noticed that they grew at least a shade paler after she passed her hands over each one.

      “That’s amazing. Thank you.”

      “It’s my pleasure.” She winked at me. “Now, how about the ball?”

      I nodded eagerly, calling Beaz to come with us.

      We swam out of the tent and into the sea.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Epilogue

          

        

      

    

    
      “May I have this dance?”

      I stiffened at the sound of the familiar deep voice behind me. I hadn’t seen Dane yet. Not since the ceremony. And I wasn’t sure I was ready to face him. I’d already planned to make myself scarce if he was around. And now here he was, sneaking up on me.

      Annaruth had guided us into the castle, introducing me to the guards. To my surprise, they knew who I was. They even knew Beazil. They showed no fear, though I did notice they gave him a wide berth as we swam through the wide gates.

      We’d settled him in the stables, where Annaruth said he could come and go at his leisure. I’d laughed when she’d said ‘leisure.’ That was Beazil’s middle name.

      I shook my head wryly.

      I had no doubt my shark was about to get very fat.

      He’d been immediately presented with two barrels full of shrimp, with the promise of more to come. Bottomless barrels, so to speak. I’d left him munching happily with a promise to see him in the morning.

      Then I’d been shown to my rooms, which were beyond all expectations. I was still in shock about the housing I’d been given. I was struggling to believe such extraordinary rooms were truly mine. Yet, from what I could tell, they were. Both rooms were large and so beautiful, elegantly decorated in blue, green, and gold, with a separate sitting room. The bedroom came complete with an enormous wardrobe full of gowns, tunics, and of course, several identical versions of my Spark uniform.

      Annaruth had insisted that I change into a dark green and gold gown before the ball began. I didn’t give a thought to my hair until she took control of that too. Finally, she gave me a gentle nudge toward a human-made mirror. It was massive and so clear, with intricately carved wood surrounding it. It wasn’t even slightly tarnished or rotted, the wood and glass protected by magic, no doubt.

      But it was what was in the glass that made me stare in stupefied awe.

      I hadn’t recognized the Mer floating there.

      She was different than I was. Older. More confident. At ease in her own skin. She was pretty! I’d never imagined I’d say that about myself, but it was true. For the first time in my life, I liked what I saw when I looked at my reflection. My hair was still wild and curly, but it looked shinier, with the top lifted up and held back with two gem-encrusted combs.

      And my skin! Even my freckles looked charming for once, instead of just spotty!

      So, I shouldn’t be nervous now, just because there was a Prince waiting to dance with me. Right?

      He swam to face me, giving Starla a nod and a smile in greeting. She’d also changed into a fuchsia-colored gown that brought out the stunning green of her hair and the gold of her eyes. We were hoping our rooms were near each other in the Castle.

      Rip had already told us he was in the Elite Mermen’s wing, but there was a central hall that connected the males and females, where we could go to eat and to relax when we weren’t on duty.

      I wondered if Dane would visit us there. I wondered if Lila could visit. I’d made promises to her, as well. Promises I intended to keep.

      And I didn’t want her serving in my stepmother’s palace a moment more. Not after the old witch had pushed her daughter to nearly murder me. I felt a twinge of pity for my half-sister. Perhaps I’d been the lucky one. I’d had two loving parents. Even though they’d died young, they had been mine.

      “You look . . .”

      I gave Dane a warning look and he laughed.

      “I was going to say beautiful, but that doesn’t really do you justice.”

      I sighed, not sure what to say.

      “Thanks?”

      “You’re welcome.” He swam closer. “Will you dance with me?”

      He held out his hand, and I stared at it for a moment, deciding. But it wasn’t like I was ever going to say no. I was just working up the nerve to dance with him. He was the Royal Prince, after all. I placed my hand in his and we swam onto the dance floor. I was startled when he pulled me close.

      “So, do you hate me?”

      I breathed out through my nose.

      “No, Dane. I mean, Pollux. I mean, Your Highness.”

      I stopped dancing and gave him a belated bow. He laughed and pulled me into his arms again, twirling me away from the other dancers, all craning their necks to look at us.

      “You are incorrigible.” He stared at me intently. “I’m glad you aren’t impressed with my title.”

      “Oh, but I am. I’m just too tired to bow properly.”

      “Not too tired to dance, I hope.”

      “Well, I think I could manage a song or two.”

      He squeezed me, and we danced around the room, my gown swirling around us as we spun giddily in circles. We passed the podium where his mother, the Queen, sat on a gilded throne. She was beautiful, with golden waves and clear green eyes. Her gown was covered in gemstones and crusted in pearls.

      “Bring her to us, Son.”

      I looked up at her in awe, bowing low.

      “You may rise. Leave us, Pollux.”

      I cast him a panicked glance, but Dane was too busy glaring at his mother to notice.

      “Mother, I warn you—”

      “Now, Son.”

      He gave me a quick smile and then swam off. I was sure that smile was supposed to be encouraging, but he looked worried. So . . . not reassuring. Not even a little.

      “You performed well in the Trials, Katriana Spark. We are most impressed.”

      “I hope to serve you well, Highness.”

      “What if we don’t want you to serve as Spark, Katriana? What if we want you to become one of us? What if we want you to become Princess?”

      “Princess?” I sputtered, unable to hide my shock.

      “Do you love our son?”

      “You are serious?”

      She nodded imperiously, and I knew I had no choice but to answer.

      My eyes were as wide as sand dollars. I struggled to find words. Was she proposing marriage to me? I resisted the urge to look around for an exit.

      
        Stay firm, Tri. Be true to yourself.

        

      “I’ve barely known him a week, Your Highness.”

      “Yes. But that doesn’t answer my question.”

      I tilted my head to the side and thought about it.

      “Dane, I mean Prince Pollux, has been by my side through much of the Trials. He’s always done his best to help me and other Mers who weren’t as strong or skilled as he is. I admire his strength as well as his compassion. He’s bright and kind and even funny sometimes. So yes, I do care for him. He is my friend, maybe even one of my best friends. But love?” I stared her right in the face. “I have to think about it.”

      The Queen stared at me in shock. I felt like sinking into the floor, which was impossible since it was inlaid marble, not the usual silt. It felt like everyone in the ballroom went silent all at once, with even the music coming to a pause. Only the tinkling of Annaruth’s laughter broke the tension.

      “I told you, Your Highness, that she has a mind of her own.”

      “So I see,” she said wryly. “Go and dance, child, and enjoy the ball. We will speak again.”

      I bowed deeply and left, studiously avoiding Dane’s gaze as I passed him. But he was right on my fins, and being as big as he was, impossible to avoid.

      “Tri!”

      “What?”

      I stopped near an alcove off the dance floor, spinning to face him. I gave him a brief curtsy, already knowing that this whole bowing thing was going to wear thin.

      “I mean, yes, Your Highness? How can I serve?”

      He pulled me into the alcove and let me go. Then he sighed, running his hand through his hair. I knew he was worried or frustrated when he did that. It was also annoyingly adorable. I ignored the warmth that pooled in my belly when I looked into his big blue eyes.

      “What did you talk about?”

      I stood up straighter.

      “That is between me and the Queen.”

      His jaw dropped as I bowed to him.

      “Katriana! Please, tell me.”

      “No.”

      “I command you to tell me!”

      “Low blow, Dane.”

      “I’m sorry, I just . . . she’s up to something, Tri. I need to know what it is.”

      “Fine. She asked me if I loved you.”

      He looked shocked. Shocked, and then intrigued.

      “What did you say?”

      “That it was too soon to answer, not that it really matters.”

      “Why doesn’t it matter? Of course it matters!”

      “If you say so.” I shrugged and bowed again. “Now, if will excuse me, I heard there was lobster by the orchestra. I’m—”

      “Hungry.” His face broke into a wide smile. “I know. Come on. I’ll show you where they hide the best stuff for the Royal family.”

      My stomach rumbled and I smiled.

      “Now, that is a command I will gladly obey.”

      “Just one last thing…”

      His eyes darkened as he pulled me close. I knew what was going to happen a split second before it did. His lips found mine, slanting this way and that. I sighed, melting into his arms.

      He lifted his head but didn’t let go.

      “How do you feel now? Any closer to a decision?”

      I felt shaky, and hot and cold from my head to my fins. But there was no way I was going to tell him that.

      “Starving?”

      He laughed and shook his head.

      “All right, you win.”

      “Lead the way, Your Highness.”

      And he did.
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      “Behave yourself, Princess.”

      I rolled my eyes, pulling my backpack over my shoulder. It was new black canvas. I’d had a similar one almost every single school year.

      Unfortunately, the last time we’d moved we had been in a hurry, and it had been left behind, along with most of my clothes. I sighed, remembering the sight of our house burning to the ground.

      It was to cover our tracks, I knew. Clothes and possessions didn’t matter. Only our lives did.

      Still, it sucked. I was a girl and I got attached to my stuff. I sighed, shaking it off. At least we had each other. My guardian sat in the car, giving me a look of fond exasperation.

      Caleb was strict about my wardrobe. And how I wore my hair. And interacted with other students.

      Or rather, how I didn’t.

      It was the same at every new school. Dark colors, plain clothes, no direct eye contact. It was far too dangerous. Not just for me, either.

      Caleb, like my father, preached the sanctity of human life. Drink, but don’t kill. Glamour, don’t destroy. Take but don’t harm.

      My guardian stared at me, still expecting an answer. He was a worrier. The vamp loved to worry.

      I pushed my dark sunglasses up the bridge of my nose and smirked.

      “Don’t I always?”

      He shook his head, remaining in the dark safety of the car. The windows were tinted and he wore gloves and a brimmed hat. It still didn’t completely protect him from daylight.

      Caleb wasn’t like me.

      The sun would burn him. Not ‘burst into flames and turn to dust’ like in the movies, but it wouldn’t be pleasant. He’d get singed, like a really bad sunburn. His body would grow weaker, taking days and copious amounts of blood to recover. If he was exposed for long enough, it would kill him.

      Or, rather, undo the curse that kept him above ground.

      You couldn’t technically kill the undead.

      Yeah, Caleb was a Vampire. Old school. Like, really old. He’d been one of my father’s most trusted advisors. A warrior and a friend.

      He was the one who had gotten me out the night they attacked, threw my father in a dungeon, and supposedly killed the young Princess in the process.

      Me.

      Yep. Yours truly was toast as far as the supernatural world was concerned.

      At least that was the rumor.

      The new leaders had slaughtered an innocent girl, just to seize power. I wasn’t supposed to think their names, let alone say them. As if that could conjure them up. Not that that stopped me. I smirked.

      I wasn’t afraid of them.

      I was going to win. As soon as I mastered my powers. As soon as we had enough rebels on our side.

      I turned towards the school, staring up at the red brick and limestone building. It was old, at least a hundred years. It looked like a lot of other schools I’d attended. But this one was somehow prettier than the rest, in that classically institutional way.

      I recited the names in my head as I walked towards the big glass doors. It was excellent motivation to keep my eyes on the prize. Maintain my cover. Train as hard as I could.

      Survive.

      Besides, I was never all that good at following rules. But I liked saying their names while imagining how I would kill them for what they had done. For all the suffering they had caused to so many immortal and human alike.

      I’d start with their fingernails. Pull them out one by one. Or their fangs. Or both.

      Then I’d move onto the main event, slaughtering them each in turn. Beheading maybe. Or starve them out, then behead them.

      I smiled grimly. Yes, slow was definitely better. After all, those bastards were the reason I was in yet another small town registering as a Junior in yet another high school.

      Allernon. Jezebel. Dartanian. Bezender.

      Yeah, I know. Vampires had really weird names. Especially the old ones. Biblical, Shakespearean names. They sounded silly until you got used to them.

      For all I knew, there were vamps somewhere called Danny and Sally, living in the suburbs and buying toilet paper late night at Costco.

      But if there were a bunch of true blue American Vampires running around and watching Netflix while drinking the pizza delivery boy, I hadn’t met them.

      The crazy thing was, I was their leader. Their sovereign by birth. And they might not even know I ever existed.

      The four Vampires who had overthrown my father’s kingdom had made sure of that. It was forbidden to seven speak my name. My real name, which we never used in public.

      Sasha Triherine Uzeliac.

      Yeah, I know. It’s a mouthful.

      I reached for the door just as someone else did. I yanked my hand away, fingers tingling. I didn’t like to be touched. Or at least, I wasn’t used to it.

      Caleb might have saved me, but he wasn’t exactly the cuddly type.

      Massive blue eyes peered down at me. I blinked, staring up at the cutest boy I’d seen in my life. He smiled and I felt myself melt.

      Scratch that. He wasn’t cute. Yeah, ‘cute’ didn’t begin to cut it. The guy was freaking gorgeous. GQ, Abercrombie, grown-up Disney star gorgeous.

      He gave me a funny look. Probably because I was staring at him, utterly dumbfounded.

      “Hey. Are you alright?”

      “Uh… yeah. Just trying to, you know, go inside.”

      He laughed and held the door open for me.

      “After you.”

      For a split second, I was terrified that I had accidentally glamoured him. It happened all the time. I had only to make a wish, or project a thought while maintaining eye contact and any human would pretty much bend over backwards to do what I wanted.

      And follow me around like a puppy dog for the rest of their lives.

      I’d had to skip town because of it at least a dozen times. It was the most conspicuous thing about me. Other than the whole, unbelievably strong, fast and magically immortal drinking blood once in a while thing.

      Other than that, the Vampire rules didn’t apply to me. I could go to church. I could go in the sun. I could probably drink a gallon of holy water, though I hadn’t tried it.

      Ew, gross.

      I made a face, imagining drinking tap water that a Priest had dipped his fingers in repeatedly while incanting Latin. Nothing against Priests. But really, you never knew if someone was diligent about washing their hands.

      I reached up and touched the hard plastic frame of my dark sunglasses. I exhaled in relief as I walked through the door. There was no way he’d been influenced through these.

      The kid was just being polite.

      I smiled to myself. Maybe he just liked redheads. I tucked my hair behind my ears, trying to flatten it. It was the one thing I couldn’t hide. If the traitors knew anything about me, my hair would be the thing that gave me away.

      It was bright pinkish red and couldn’t be dyed. One of those weird vamp things. Once you were vamp, you were stuck with your ‘do. Even though in my case, it was still growing, getting longer each year. I could trim it but it grew super-fast.

      Talk about conspicuous. My head was like a beacon. It was impossible to miss me in a crowd unless I kept it covered up. Basically, I wore a lot of hats.

      “You new here?”

      I nodded, looking around. There were kids milling around and grabbing books from lockers. It was like every other high school I’d set foot in.

      And I’d set foot in a lot. It was always the same. Everyone just going about their business, in a hurry to grow up.

      Other than Mr. Wonderful here of course. He didn’t seem to be in a hurry to do anything but stare at me.

      He grinned. It wasn’t the slavish, dazed smile of someone who was under my spell. It was just a guy, being friendly.

      Relax Sash.

      I reminded myself how to be a normal teenager. Slouch a little. Be nice, but not too nice. Blend.

      Just a few more years of this and I would be free. And it wasn’t that bad. Not really. I actually liked learning, unlike most of the teenage humans I’d come into contact with.

      “Yeah, why?”

      “I would have noticed you.”

      Swoon. Okay, so the guy was definitely a flirt. That was fine. It’s not like I was going to start hanging out with mortals, no matter how dreamy they were.

      Just blow it off, Sash.

      Stay hidden. Stay alive.

      I adjusted my bag and pulled my hair over my face. I was going to have to yank the sunnies to go to the admin office, and that meant using my hair as a shield.

      “I need to register. Nice meeting you.”

      He fell in step beside me.

      “Dean. Nice to meet you…”

      He was dangling for my name. Unfortunately, I couldn’t freaking remember what it was this time. Whoops. I ran through the list of names I rotated through, switching it up slightly with each new town and each new school.

      Julie… Justine… Celeste… Sophie…

      “Sophie.”

      I hoped that was the freaking name on my documents this time anyway. ‘S’ names were the easiest to use since they were the closet to my real name. I was getting sloppy. I hadn’t bothered to check the paperwork Caleb had stuffed in my bag this morning.

      “That’s pretty.”

      “Uh huh.”

      Jeez, could the guy not take a hint? I turned away, not caring if I seemed rude. Maybe I had glamoured him. I knew it could happen from our scent alone sometimes. It was meant to calm those around us.

      It helped to make sure they didn’t freak out when we started drinking them like a glass of OJ.

      This guy was not calm either though. Not exactly. He was sticking to me like glue. I jumped as he grabbed my shoulder. His smile only got wider when I glared at him. He jerked his head in the opposite direction.

      “The admin office is that way.”

      Then he strolled off, whistling.

      Whistling! Almost like he’d known what I was thinking. I scowled at his broad back for a split second. He turned and caught me staring. And then he winked.

      Ugh, don’t encourage him Sash.

      I hastened down the rapidly emptying hallway towards the admin office. It went relatively quickly. My documents were fake, but they were forged by an eleven-hundred -year-old Vampire.

      In other words, they were flawless.

      Caleb was pretty much like Tesla and Einstein rolled into one. He’d been born with a big brain. Plus, he’d had a heck of a lot longer to learn and study.

      The man read books so fast and so often it was astounding. And he never got bored. He just loved learning. It was a love he’d passed on to me, though I was nowhere near as fast.

      Caleb was brilliant and could do just about anything.

      Anything except make a joke. The man was utterly humorless. Thank goodness for Bernard. He was a lot younger, as far as my father’s inner circle went. About four hundred years old.

      Bernard was… not the sharpest tool in the shed in comparison. Not a dummy by any means, but not a scholar either. Not that it made me love him any less.

      He was the affectionate one in our trio. He was sweet and loved to laugh. And he was incredibly big and strong, even for a Vampire. I adored them both equally.

      Of course, he wasn’t big on hugging his future queen either. Future queen IF I even survived to my eighteenth birthday and reached my full powers. And that was a pretty big ‘if.’ I had over a year to go.

      And I still had a lot to learn in my training.

      “Homeroom is down this way. And here is the combination for your locker.”

      I glanced at the paper for a split second before crumpling it up. Yeah, a photographic memory was one of the many unfair advantages I had over my human classmates. Never growing old being the main one, of course.

      At least, I thought I wouldn’t grow old. I was aging somewhat normally for a human, but that had begun to slow down. Caleb had a theory that once I finished puberty, I’d stop changing and become like them.

      Frozen in time.

      The administrator opened the door and waved the teacher over. Mr. Jones was a quiet, thoughtful seeming man. He looked a bit overwhelmed and waved me to a seat without any fuss.

      I tried to ignore the stares from my classmates, tugging my hair over my eyes. It was my first day and I was determined to make it here for a couple of months at least. We’d moved in over the weekend and I liked the new house.

      It was… homey.

      My guardians had provided for me over the years. They gave me everything I could possibly need to grow and survive. But the one thing we’d never had in all these years was a real home.

      We were running too much for that.

      “Class this is Sophie Wallace. Make her welcome.”

      I felt every single person in the room look at me and then away. Good. I was doing my best to repel them, which worked most of the time. Sort of an anti —glamour. I could push people away as well as attract them.

      Most of the time anyway.

      It helped me attract as little attention as possible. The fact that I was wearing the blandest clothes ever and no makeup didn’t hurt either. Most teenage girls made at least a token attempt at being stylish. I did… not. I sighed.

      I would have loved to go shopping, believe me.

      Half the kids were yawning, clearly wishing they were still in bed. I sat and did my best to look bored. It wasn’t much of a stretch.

      There were several announcements over the loudspeaker and then a bell rang. Everyone jumped up and left except the girl sitting next to me. She had light brown hair and glasses over her intelligent blue eyes.

      “Hi.”

      She smiled shyly and waited for me to grab my bag. I hid my surprise. Kids here were… friendlier than many of the ones I’d encountered.

      “Hey.”

      “I’m Karen. Do you need help finding your way to first period?”

      I nodded. I had no clue which way next period was. Being rude was pointless and anyway, the girl seemed nice. It was too bad Caleb had forbidden me from making friends.

      I wasn’t allowed human friends anyway.

      He might be okay if I found a damn wood sprite to chill with. Or a vamp or two. I’d only met a handful of other supernaturals, and those were the ones Caleb had known for centuries.

      “Can I see your schedule?”

      I made a show of pulling it out to show to her. I’d memorized it instantly of course, but there was no way she could know that.

      “Yeah, here.”

      “Oh, we have two classes together! English lit and bio!”

      I nodded, slipping my sunglasses back into place for the stroll through the hallways. I knew it made me conspicuous but it was worth it to keep people from falling at my feet.

      Caleb said it gave me a big head.

      Personally, I did not enjoy the whole mindless worship routine, but it did come in handy when we were on the run or needed to disappear from a human’s memory. I definitely didn’t need to use it on an unsuspecting high school kid.

      “You have advanced Calc 2 first. Wow, that’s a senior AP class.”

      I shrugged. I didn’t want to brag. Besides even the AP classes were going to be dull for me. Caleb had been feeding me all kinds of academic books for years. And since I didn’t need to sleep much, well, I read all night. Pretty much every night.

      It’s not like I had anything else to do. Train. Read. Blend. Read some more.

      I even lugged around piles of books when we were on the run. Hopefully that wouldn’t happen again for a while. I craved stability at this point. And I was tired. Not physically of course. But mentally, I was tapped out.

      We all were.

      “Come on, slowpoke.”

      Karen hurried down the hall, not waiting for me to catch up. Good. I didn’t need to be coddled. I allowed myself a small smile.

      I liked this chick already.

      [image: ]
* * *

      I glanced over my shoulder and frowned. I turned back to the front of the classroom, biting my lip in worry.

      Yep. He was still staring. Mr. Blue Eyes was in my first class.

      Fantastic.

      I sighed heavily, feeling his eyes on my back. The next time I looked back though, he was talking to the guy sitting next to him under his breath.

      Good. Weird, but good. If I had glamoured him accidentally he would be focused on me almost exclusively. So he wasn’t glamoured.

      He was just… I risked a peek back. Yeah. He was looking at me again. He caught my eye and smiled. I exhaled through my teeth, packing up my books. Not surprisingly, pre —calc was going to be a waste of time for me.

      Just like the rest of the classes. I imagined college would be a little more interesting, but maybe not by much.

      I sighed. I needed to attend class to appear normal. At least literature and history were somewhat interesting, if only because it was subjective. I liked hearing the different opinions people had on what the great writers and figures in human history had been thinking.

      Mostly because it made me laugh. The way people thought was so limiting. Not every author had some higher purpose to teach future generations. A lot of the meaning for them was in the act of writing and sharing their thoughts. They had cherished the act of examining the beauty in the smallness of human life, not trying to make Nand, sweeping statements about the meaning of life. And since Caleb had known some of those great writers in person, I knew a wee bit more than I should about them.

      I went to my locker and put my books away, already bored to tears. Suck it up, buttercup. A random teenage runaway was much more conspicuous than a shy girl attending classes.

      In truth, I was far from shy. And I sucked at keeping my mouth shut. But I had to. Our lives depended on it.

      After all, a high school in rural North Carolina was the last place the New Leaders would be looking for me. Yes, that’s what the traitors called themselves. And as ridiculous as it sounded, the name had stuck.

      I snickered to myself every time I thought about it. It sounded like a 90s boy band. I could almost imagine them, four ancient Vampires in shiny black leather, singing and dancing in unison while teenage girls screamed.

      I couldn’t wait to tell them that. Just before I tore their heads off and saved my father. I’d even come up with fake song titles and bad lyrics for them.

      
        I’m a cheesy Vampire, baby

        Let me suck you up

        I might be cold, but I’m hot for you

        Boop bop beep oooo

        

      Yeah, I could go on forever. I was very easily entertained. It was a good thing too, considering all I did in my spare time was train.

      “Hey. Are you a Senior?”

      I shook my head. The bell had barely rung and Mr. Blue Eyes was there, standing at my side. He was almost as sneaky as a freaking vamp!

      “No, I’m a Junior.”

      “Wow, you must be really smart.”

      I raised my eyebrows, forgetting to hide my eyes.

      “I guess.”

      I was freaking smart dammit. But being an honor student was just part of my cover. Maybe I should tone it down a bit… get a B or something.

      But that would make Caleb lose his damn mind. I almost smiled, imagining him trying to ground me. Princesses do not get B’s.

      “Wow, your eyes…”

      I flinched. I did not want him staring into my eyes. Ugh. I realized I must have forgotten my color contacts. They muted the unusual color and seemed to help with the accidental hypnotism as well.

      “What about them?”

      My voice sounded a little sharp, but I couldn’t help it. My eyes were the one visibly weird thing about me. They were not in the normal range of human eye colors and I was self —conscious about them.

      I hated them, to be honest. I said they were like rat eyes, though Caleb told me they looked like Liz Taylor’s. He said that they were beautiful.

      He even made me watch some old movies to prove it.

      “They are sort of purple. No, they’re violet.”

      I shrugged and grabbed my stuff. This kid was making me nervous now. He’d stared directly into my bare eyes and what — not even a hint of mindless adoration?

      I must be losing my touch.

      “Yeah, I guess it’s a genetic mutation or something. It’s worse under fluorescent lights.”

      He smiled and I felt the tension go out of my body. I’d expected a comment about rodents or fake contacts. If only he knew how unusual my eyes really were…

      “They’re nice.”

      I watched him walk away, staring after his broad back and long legs. Nice? My eyes were nice?

      That was… the most ordinary compliment I’d ever gotten.

      “Miss Wallace?”

      I realized I was standing in the middle of the empty classroom. I shook myself and hurried to my next class.

      Yeah, being back in high school was a boatload of freaking fun.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Turn the page for an excerpt of DreamShifters Book 1:

          

          Original Witch

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Original Witch Excerpt

          

          Dean

        

      

    

    
      My eyes slipped to the side, resting on the dark, wavy hair again. The hair that was shorter than I remembered. Everything else was the same.

      I sat in Freshman Lit, forcing myself to stare blankly towards the front of the lecture hall. It was the third day of classes. I’d spent every day since Freshman orientation looking for her. She hadn't appeared in the kitchen again and I hadn't seen her in the quad.

      I was beginning to think I’d imagined the whole thing.

      Until now.

      Two rows ahead of me and a few seats to the right. A girl sat there that drew my eye repeatedly during the class. He could see her profile and the shoulder length dark hair that curled around her ear perfectly, revealing a graceful jaw and neck.

      Her hand fluttered to her throat as if she felt eyes on her. My breath caught as she glanced over her shoulder as if she knew someone was watching her. I glanced away, unconcerned.

      I wasn’t the only one checking her out. Krista drew male eyes like moths to a flame. It wasn’t just her beauty either. She looked fragile too, in a way that brought out my protective instincts.

      The girl from my dreams was pretty much a man-magnet.

      And it was her.

      I was not crazy after all.

      I leaned back and smiled grimly, letting my eyes rest on her again. I had to talk to her- to make her stay this time. Not run away. She had to know we were meant to be together.

      Well, maybe I was a little bit crazy.

      I had started to stand in the middle of class the moment I saw her face. I sat down abruptly, realizing looking like a crazy person was not going to help my cause . I had to get to her, to speak to her, not make her run away again.

      It was her, but she was different.

      Her hair was longer in the dreams, and her clothes were different. She was dressed kind of shabbily compared to the plain white nightgown I was used to seeing her in.

      It was the sort of nightie that you saw in old movies. White cotton and lace. Virginal.

      For some reason I had always found it incredibly arousing. In fact, just holding her hand in the dreams was more satisfying than any of the fumbling sexual encounters I’d had in high school.

      I felt it now, a fission of desire that went straight to my gut. I shifted uncomfortably in my seat, eager to get on with it.

      I’m going to make her talk to me, one way or the other.

      The bell rang and she was up like a shot. I cursed when I saw her making a beeline for the door. I couldn't let her get away again.

      I stood up and chased after her, pushing people out of the way.

      I shoved way through the crowd, finally catching up to her. I lifted my arm and touched her shoulder just as she stepped out of the building.

      She turned and her stunning gray eyes widened. She stepped away from me, almost stumbling down the stairs. I reached out for her and steadied her.

      Nice Dean, knock your dream girl down the freaking stairs why don’t you? Classy.

      The next thing I knew she had darted out into the crowd of milling students on the quad. She was pretty fast for such a little thing. I followed her, unwilling to give up so easily.

      "Wait- Krista- I just need to talk to you-"

      Jesus Christ, the girl was motoring!

      She ignored me, weaving through the crowd of students until she stopped short, blocked by a game of catch football. I grabbed her shoulder and turned her to face me. Not the smoothest move in the book, but I was desperate.

      "I know you."

      Her big eyes blinked up at me from her heart shaped face. I knew instantly that she was about to lie to me. Even before she opened that beautiful mouth of hers.

      "I don't know what you're talking about. I've never seen you before in my life."

      "Yes, you have."

      I stared at her, my hands firm on her shoulders.

      "It's okay. I'm freaked too. This whole thing- it's crazy."

      She got perfectly still, staring at the ground as if willing me to go away. Then she shook her head, as if she was trying to clear it.

      "Yeah, okay. I guess you're right."

      My heart was clanging in my chest as she took a deep breath and looked up at me. Her beautiful gray eyes were lost and I had to fight the desire to pull her into my arms.

      "It is crazy. I think I'm going crazy."

      I smiled at her.

      "Maybe we both are."
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