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      Briony fidgeted as a passing piece of seaweed tickled her fin. The rocky ledge she sat on pressed into her scales, and she longed to leave it and stretch out her tail with a swim through the open ocean. She shared nervous glances with her classmates and watched their dark hair ripple through the water as they looked from side to side, searching for whatever had caused the delay.

      Class was over. Why had they not been dismissed?

      Their elderly teacher, Sage Chiton, floated serenely above them. Her silver hair lit the dark cavern with an ethereal glow. Sage Chiton’s hair was the only indication that she was any older than her students. Her skin was smooth as a pearl and tinged with the same deep blue as the water around them. Her eyes were bright and alert.

      “Good news,” Sage Chiton said, smiling as she finally broke the tension. “A ship left port a few hours ago. Tonight you will have your first feast.”

      Briony cheered along with the rest of her classmates. The first feast marked the end of a mermaid’s formal education. There would be no more boring lectures. No more sitting on uncomfortable rock ledges. She would be free to explore the ocean and do as she pleased.

      “Are there any questions about the feast?”

      Sage Chiton said this as an afterthought, clearly not expecting any questions on a topic that had been so thoroughly covered in her lectures.

      A hand shot up.

      “Yes, Lyra?”

      The youngest member of the school smiled brightly at her teacher.

      “What happens to men who aren’t part of a feast? Do they eventually die if they stay on land?”

      The other mermaids groaned. They were almost free from this classroom! Why was Lyra keeping them here by asking pointless questions?

      Sage Chiton motioned for them to be quiet.

      “An interesting question, Lyra. Yes, humans still die if they are not feasted, and their lives are much shorter than ours.”

      Briony leaned forward, interested in spite of herself. She had never considered what humans did on land. Had never thought of them outside the context of the feast. But of course men had their own world, living and dying when they weren’t sailing on the sea. Why had she never thought of that before?

      “Do they become foam on the ocean as we do when we die?” Lyra asked.

      Three mermaids sitting in a corner across the cavern giggled, and their laughter rippled through the water.

      “Of course they don’t,” Coral said. “Haven’t you seen their bones littering the seabed?”

      “Maybe she’s too little to see the bone yards,” Conch said. “Maybe she can’t swim that far.”

      She said this in a whisper, as if speaking privately to her sisters Coral and Cuttle, but her voice was loud enough for everyone to hear. More laughter rippled around the room. It wasn’t far to the bone yards. Only a very young or very weak mermaid wouldn’t be able to swim the distance.

      Lyra was the youngest in the class, but Briony suspected her size had less to do with age than with natural build. Even when she aged, the little mermaid would always be little.

      “I hope she can swim far enough to make it to the feast,” Cuttle said in another half-whisper.

      The three sisters laughed again. They were the oldest in the class and also the biggest. Still, Lyra pushed off her seat, prepared to fight them in spite of the size difference and being outnumbered three to one.

      Sage Chiton pushed Lyra back onto her rock and spoke quickly to interrupt the conflict.

      “Lyra’s question brings up an interesting point about the differences between humans and mermaids.”

      The class groaned, sensing the beginning of another lecture. Briony sank back onto her rock and rubbed a sore spot on her tail. If Sage Chiton noticed her students’ discomfort, she ignored it.

      “Lyra is correct that we become sea foam and cease to exist when we die. The humans, however, do not follow this path. They have an immortal soul that lasts forever. When they die, their soul rises above the water and into the air, flying into the stars to a place the humans call heaven.”

      “Heaven?” Briony said.

      Everyone glared at her for asking the question, and she gave them an apologetic look. She hadn’t meant to speak out loud, but she found herself fascinated by this subject. She often sneaked away from the school at night to swim to the surface and stare at the stars. The sky was like another ocean floating above them, even more vast and mysterious than the world beneath the waves. Briony liked the idea that it was possible to reach those shining stars and explore them.

      “Briony wishes she were human,” Conch said, nudging Coral and Cuttle as she gave Briony a nasty look. “She wants to die and go to heaven.”

      The three sisters laughed, and Briony slumped against her rock as if she could hide by making herself smaller. There was no point fighting back against the sisters. It was far better to avoid them.

      “How foolish. Who wants to be a human?” Cuttle said. “They have nasty stumps called legs instead of elegant tails. They can’t even swim properly.”

      “I do,” Lyra said suddenly. “I want to be human and have an immortal soul so I can live forever.”

      The entire class stared at her in silent shock. Sage Chiton recovered first.

      “What a thing to say, Lyra! We are much better off than the humans!”

      “But we cease to exist while they live forever! That’s not fair!”

      “We mermaids live three hundred years happily in the sea. We feast on magic and music and swim wherever we please. The humans live a hundred years at most and must toil in the hot sun to earn their keep. We are infinitely better off than they are.”

      Briony nodded in agreement with the rest of the class, but she found that she didn’t entirely agree. Yes, she loved life as a mermaid. She loved swimming in the deep waters and playing in the waves, but would it not be better to have an immortal soul and fly amongst the stars forever?

      “So you’re saying that we have no choice but to become sea foam?” Lyra said. “That we should accept our fate? That there is no way for a mermaid to gain an immortal soul and live forever?”

      “We’ll get souls in the feast, stupid,” Cuttle said.

      “But those don’t make us live forever. Why?”

      The class turned toward Sage Chiton. The elderly mermaid sighed.

      “I have been teaching for over a century, and you are the most troublesome class I have ever had. You should be preparing for your first feast, not squabbling about humans and souls.”

      “But is it possible for a mermaid to live forever?” Lyra asked. “Or maybe you don’t know. Maybe I should ask Sage Whelk.”

      Sage Chiton bristled.

      “Don’t be ridiculous. Sage Whelk doesn’t know anything that I don’t. Yes, it is possible for a mermaid to gain an immortal soul and live forever.”

      “How?”

      Lyra’s voice was sharp, as if she were issuing a command rather than asking a question. Briony leaned forward, eager to hear the answer.  She didn’t like the idea of turning to sea foam any more than Lyra. Across the cavern, Conch, Coral, and Cuttle tried and failed to hide their interest.

      “It isn’t easy,” Sage Chiton said. “You must find a man willing to share his soul with you.”

      “Men are willing to give us anything we want,” Conch scoffed.

      “This is different. If a man loves a mermaid so much that she is worth more to him than his father and mother and kisses her as a sign of his love, then part of his soul passes into the mermaid. Her tail splits into legs, and she can no longer return to the sea. She will live a short life on the land, toiling with the other humans. And when that short life is over, her immortal soul will float to the stars.”

      “But that sounds easy!” Lyra said. “Don’t all men fall in love with our songs the moment they hear them? All we have to do is sing and ask them to kiss us and share their soul.”

      “Foolish girl! That love is for your song, not for you. It is not an easy thing to earn true love, and you must give up much in return. It is far easier to use your song and take what you want.”

      Sage Chiton grinned and tossed her silver hair. The school of mermaids grinned with her, matching their teacher’s predatory expression. Briony swallowed. This discussion was raising uncomfortable questions she had never considered before.

      She looked around at her classmates, hoping to see that at least one other mermaid shared her doubts. But her classmates simply stared at their teacher’s hair, silver light glittering in their eager eyes.

      Above them, singing filled the water. The ship had been spotted, and the other mermaids were luring it toward the school in preparation for the students’ first feast.

      The young mermaids sat up straight, turning toward Sage Chiton, their eager eyes silently asking for permission to go. She nodded, and her silver hair rippled through the water and cast glimmers of light on the cavern around them.

      “Go. Have fun.”

      The students cheered in excitement as they pushed off their rocks and swam toward the surface. Coral, Conch, and Cuttle swam together, pushing other mermaids out of their way until they were in the lead. Lyra darted through the crowd, passing those the sisters pushed aside and almost keeping up with the trio despite her smaller size.

      Briony swam slowly in the back of the group, her throat tight as she stared at the ship’s dark shadow on the surface of the water.
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      The sick feeling in Briony’s stomach grew stronger as she approached the ship. Sage Whelk was already there. She directed the young mermaids to stay quiet and wait while the adults guided the ship toward them. Briony had more questions, but there was no time to ask them. The sage mermaids were busy preparing for the feast.

      Briony found Lyra in the group and swam over to her.

      “Are you nervous?”

      The little mermaid scoffed.

      “Of course not. I may be small, but I have the strongest voice in our school. I will catch more men than any other mermaid today.”

      She cast a significant glance toward Conch, Cuttle, and Coral. Briony’s eyes widened in surprise.

      “We only need to catch one.”

      “And how am I going to earn an immortal soul if I only catch one?”

      “Sage Chiton said it’s impossible to earn a soul by feasting.”

      “Sage Chiton doesn’t know everything.”

      Above them, Sage Whelk gave the signal. Lyra flipped her tail and sped away from Briony, singing as she swam toward the surface. The rest of the school swam with her. Briony followed.

      Her stomach churned as the glittering surface grew nearer and brighter. She realized she wasn’t singing and reluctantly opened her mouth, adding her voice to the chorus she had practiced so many times in school.

      It had never stuck in her throat before.

      This was her first feast. She should be excited. She had been training for this her entire life. This was her chance to prove her voice and strength and worth. To join the adult mermaids in a carefree life of magic and music.

      The young mermaids burst through the surface of the water, their dark hair gleaming in the sunlight. It was nearly evening, Briony realized with surprise. The setting sun cast a red glow over the ship and the ocean.

      Sage Whelk gave another signal, and the mermaids began the second part of their song. The music sounded different in the air than it had in the water. Less harmonious. More ominous.

      “Sirens!”

      The call echoed through the air as the men on the ship repeated it. There was an emotion in the sailors’ voices that Briony didn’t recognize. Fear? Panic? Or was that how men always sounded? She had never met one. Even now, she could only see glimpses of them as they rushed over the ship’s deck.

      “Sirens! Block your ears!”

      Briony stopped singing in surprise. Block your ears? Why would the men say such a thing? Didn’t they want to hear the song the mermaids had prepared for them?

      She backed away from the ship so she could see what was happening on the deck. The men huddled in a group, linking arms and pressing their hands over their ears. For a moment, the commotion stilled. The men stood frozen in place, staring down at the water and the mermaids.

      Then one of the sailors broke away from the
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