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Chapter one
Tabitha


Glow worms coat the walls and ceiling of the ballroom-sized cavern like a second skin, illuminating the expectant faces of the audience in a soft purple glow. Thousands are in attendance — the whole pod of cecaelia have come to hear Mother's proclamation. They shift on their tentacles and murmur in hushed tones as they wait for her to begin. It takes physical effort to remain stoic like the princess I am. The anticipation has me itching to fidget with a tentacle or play with my hair. 
But I don’t. Everyone needs to see me as a capable leader, like Mother, who is a fair and efficient queen, and has the support of all her people.
The thing is, she's getting older, and pieces are shifting now. Cecaelia monarchs may only serve until the age of fifty. A rule that ensures our society is always moving forward, never dwelling in the past. Everyone wants to be the first to hear what this new era holds in store for them, which is why they're all here tonight. It's why I'm here with my twin. This is what we've been waiting our whole lives for.
Mother stands tall on her muscular plum-coloured tentacles as she addresses the crowd. She truly embodies power and confidence with her broad shoulders and charcoal black hair falling in waves down her bare chest. Humans have fictionalized the cecaelia race over the years to be nothing more than evil singing octo-people, but that’s not right. Yes, there’s the whole upper body of a human and lower half of an octopus thing, but we’re not inherently evil and we’re not fictional. We’re just a race of ten-limbed creatures trying to live in peace and be happy.
My sister Cecelia is Mother’s smaller look-a-like. Everyone is expecting her to be chosen as the next Queen. Cece and I flank Mother on stage, standing when she stands, sitting when she sits, like a school of fish always in sync. But where Cece echoes Mother’s fierce confidence, I feel like an imposter trying to convince the world I'm really in the running to be Queen.
"The time has come for my reign as your queen to end." Mother's strong voice echoes off the walls of the cavern, the room suddenly full of her presence. "Upon the eve of my fiftieth birthday, I will pass the crown to one of my daughters to become the next great queen of this pod."
Murmurs burble from the crowd, and Cece and I shoot each other a look of challenge as Mother continues.
Cecelia desperately wants to be the next queen, just like me. It's what we've both been training for all twenty-four years of our lives. Instead of playing tag in the tall seaweed with the other children, Cece and I spent our early childhood learning how to behave like proper princesses in front of our pod. As teenagers, we didn’t attend lessons with the other students because we were too busy shadowing Mother, learning the big names of the cecaelia in pods closest to us, and analyzing the policies they’d recently passed. For as long as I can remember, we’ve wanted nothing more than to be the next queen. It’s the only future we’ve been allowed to dream of and I can’t imagine things any other way.
Despite being twins, Cece and I couldn't be more different. Where I've put stock in researching the ecology of our home and have an interest in creating a healthier physical environment, Cece has focused on networking and making political connections with other cecaelia pods.  We'll see whose method proves superior when Mother chooses the next queen. 
Not that she's yet given any indication as to how she'd go about making that decision. We’re both hoping she’ll give us some sort of clue today. It's only causing me major stress, sleepless nights, and indigestion. No biggie.
Under normal circumstances, cecaelia pods function within a matriarchal succession in which the first-born daughter becomes heir. My family is different however, because Cecelia and I are twins and we hatched from the same one egg. Cece emerged from our egg big and healthy, while my tiny body barely made it through those first few days. Despite our differences, we both hold claim to the throne. It's up to Mother to choose which of us will become queen after her retirement.
"—which is why," Mother continues, "your new queen will be whichever of my two daughters can impress me the most at my birthday eve soiree in one month's time. I look forward to seeing everyone there. Good evening."
I look to Cecelia who shrugs, just as confused as me. This wasn't right. She was supposed to just choose between us. And what does she mean by impress her?
Panic seizes control of my body as I rush after Mother, whose tentacles have carried her all the way to the cavern's waterway exit behind the raised stage. She already has a cecaelia man on her arm. He holds up his front tentacles to carry her waterproof pack — something she and many other cecaelia have at all times to keep their phones and other hydrophilic items safe — which gives everyone a perfect view of his dick, hard and on display. Our race really has no shame in the simple pleasures.
"Mother, wait," I shout after her, social decorum forgotten. I need answers.
My behaviour gets her attention as she turns on me in an instant. "Tabitha, mind your manners," she scolds, towering above me like the strict but loving parent she's always been. "And fix your hair, you look like a rambunctious child."
Ok, ouch. I know she wasn't referring to my a-cups, but I resist the urge to cross my arms over by bare chest. I've accepted my body for what it is years ago.
Cecelia appears behind me and snickers. 
I roll my eyes, brushing my fingers through my short black bob to tame it. It's not like the audience can see us over here, and I doubt Mother’s arm candy cares.
Wait, was he the bartender from the sushi bar?
Oh well, it doesn’t matter. Just about everyone’s slept with everyone else in the pod.
"Apologies Mother, we simply request clarification on our task to impress you?" It comes out like a question, and I hate how tentative I sound.
“Correction, dear sister. I have no questions. I’m just here to watch you flounder,” Cece says.
Mother sighs. "It's like I said: impress me. I don't care how. Dance, invent something, find a new trade partner for our pod, just for the love of Poseidon don't sing. Nobody deserves the torture of enduring that.”
Again, ouch. My singing isn’t that bad.
“Now if you'll excuse me, I have urgent business with Lionel here and an appointment with the mage to check over the protection wards soon.”
If the tightness of Lionel’s balls is any indication, this is urgent indeed.
“I'm expecting great things from the both of you next week," Mother finishes. Then she slinks into the circular pool of water and disappears into the tunnel system that connects the cavern chambers of our community.
Mine and Cecelia's personal guards take up position at our sides as if we can't be trusted to be alone together. They're not exactly wrong. While I love my twin, we both know we'd go to great lengths to ensure our victory.  I don't mean homicide or anything, we're not monsters. Just some light sabotage; perhaps a couple slumber shade leaves slipped into the tea or something.
I take my guard, Dominic, by the arm, and together we swim the community tunnels until we arrive at my chambers. Most cecaelia prefer to reside under water or at the very least in the dimly lit caverns where they're safe from cocky orcas and rogue jellyfish, but I prefer something greener. Something fresher.
I emerge first from the water tunnel. Warm sunlight filters into the room, illuminating my forest of plants and rows of haphazardly packed bookshelves. The ceiling of the rocky chamber had caved in years before my birth and that hole in the ceiling is now dripping in lush green vines. This is my happy place.
"So what's the plan, Tabby?" Dom asks, pushing aside the tail end of a pipevine to flop onto my bed of giant bubble coral. The squishy mass of teal orbs jostle under his weight.
Dom and I grew up together as close friends, so when he became my bodyguard, I'd ordered him to drop formalities when we’re alone. Working within a hierarchical monarchy with your friend below you can get weird, so we play at being equals when we can.
Besides, Dom is like my suave and stoic older brother. He isn't bulky like Cecelia's bodyguard, but his slender frame is solid muscle, and he's fast enough to take down any threat before they can lift a tentacle.
"I don't know what to do, Dom.” I rub the stress from my face and let out a frustrated moan. “I don't know how I can win this one. Cecelia's been flirting with a prince from that upper coast pod, so I'm sure she'll just get engaged, solidify a new alliance, and call it a day. She wouldn't even break a sweat." I check on my tank of seagrass and run my fingers through the soft green strands. Their simple emotions absorb into my fingertips at my touch: contentedness, serenity, a tiny touch of stress.  
While cecaelia all have different gifts, like Cece who can bind others to contracts or Dom who has great strength, I was lucky enough to be born an empath. Feeling the emotions of my plants helps me cultivate a healthy, thriving space. One day I might figure out how to use my gift to my advantage in social situations instead of getting stressed out and overwhelmed all the time.
"I could try rushing my experiments for a sustainable plastic alternative made from seagrass?" I adjust the solar powered UV lamp aimed at the tank. It's far from a solid plan though because who's to say this batch will yield the optimal results I'm looking for? Cecaelia pods all around the world have been suffering from plastic pollution for decades now. Our pod’s mage — the cecaelia who uses their gift to put protective camouflaging wards around our caverns to hide them from humans — visited a healer last week to remove microplastics imbedded in his intestinal tract. If only I had more time to get this ready for Mother’s soiree. "I don't know, please tell me you have a more realistic idea."
"I'm telling you, you can't go wrong spiking her body wash with yellow dye. She’ll look so sickly, that pod prince will be too nervous to go near her,” Dom says.
"If we don't think of anything better, that's not the worst back up plan, I guess. But I'd feel a lot better about winning the crown by being more impressive than Cece instead of by sabotaging the competition."
"You and your honorable conscience will be the death of me, girl. We both know Cecelia would do it to you if it would help her game."
"That's a good point," I hold up a finger, "but I'm a bigger person than she is and won't stoop to her level. And now that you've brought it up, you're in charge of testing my soaps and shampoos before I use them. I can't take any chances right now."
"Anything for you, Princess," he deadpans.
I pluck the few strands of black diseased seagrass that have developed and hurl them at Dom who fluidly bats them away with a swipe of a tentacle.
"Okay, okay, let's compromise then. I'll tell you a life-altering secret if you'll let me just put your bathroom products behind lock and key. I don't want to be dyed yellow any more than you do."
There is absolutely nothing about Dom I don't already know. 
"Is your secret that one of the suckers on your tentacles tastes things differently than the rest? Because I already know that." I flop onto my bed next to him and give his head a pat.
"It's true, everything tastes saltier with that sucker — but that's not it." He shoots me a cocky grin. "This secret is going to win you the crown, guaranteed."
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