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      I stare at the empty doorway where my mom just left. Forever. I’ll never see her or anyone or anything on land again. I almost can’t believe I chose Valora. But I didn’t choose the underwater kingdom, and I definitely didn’t choose my two-timing dad.

      King or not, allowed as many wives as he wants or not, he still betrayed her. And I’m staying here with him.

      No, I picked Bash and Halen. My destiny. The destiny that left me with pinkish-purple hair and whispers of a legendary Queen Sirena brought back to life. I don’t believe in reincarnation or any of that, but I can’t ignore the fact that she was said to have had her hair color changed by her trident. Just like me.

      Halen rests her arm on my shoulder. “Are you okay?”

      I just shake my head. I’m anything but okay. When my parents first dragged me back here, I couldn’t wait to leave. My plan had been to sneak back to land at the first opportunity. Now here I am, having turned down a perfectly good opportunity.

      “We should get back to the academy.”

      Bash appears next to her. “I can’t believe they did that!”

      I glance over at my dad and Mrs. Middlebrooks—who really isn’t a Mrs. at all. She’s not married, but widowed. And now engaged. To my father. The dean of mermaids at my school will soon be my stepmother.

      Is there time to chase after my heartbroken mom? How can I let her go back and face this on her own?

      “Excuse me.” I pull away from my best friend and my boyfriend and swim in the direction my mom went. The castle is like a maze of hallways, but having spent my early childhood here, I instinctively know the path my mom took.

      I race as fast as I can toward her. Finally see her. “Mom!”

      She whips around, her eyes red. “Marra! What are you doing?”

      “Are you going to be okay?” I wrap my arms around her.

      Mom squeezes me tightly and sniffles. “Yes. I’ll get through this, but I’m selling our house. That’s the first thing I’m doing. I can’t live anywhere I shared a life with him.” She glances toward the banquet hall where Dad is likely still sitting on the throne with Mrs. Middlebrooks.

      “Are you okay with me staying? It’s not because of Dad.” I play with a lock of my long pink hair. “Everyone says I’m following the same path as Queen Sirena.”

      Mom kisses my cheek and wipes her eyes. “No doubt you are.” Her voice wobbles. “Follow your path. I just wish I could be here to see it. But I know you’ll be amazing, no matter what you do.”

      Tears blur my vision, but quickly blend in with the water around us. “Will I ever see you again?”

      She looks away. Doesn’t answer my question.

      I sob. I’m at the age of wanting independence, but I don’t want to lose my mom. “There has to be another way! Can’t you stay in Valora? You could stay in the city. I’d visit you as much as you want.”

      “You’re making it hard to keep myself under control!” Mom sobs and leans against me. “I can’t be anywhere near your father. I gave my life to him, and now that’s over. At least I have a job I love up there. They begged me to stay, so I know I can go back to it. I’ll be happy, so you won’t have to worry about me.”

      “Not worry? I hate this! How could he do this to you? To us?”

      “Your dad has always had his sights set on being king. Being the second son has been a thorn in his side for the entirety of his life.”

      “That doesn't excuse what he did!”

      She shakes her head and swallows. “No, it doesn’t.”

      I fold my arms, anger building in my chest. “It’s been a long time since a king has taken multiple wives. That archaic law should’ve been removed by now!”

      “Maybe you can do something about that.” She kisses my cheek and clears her throat. “I need to get going. I’ll be fine, honey, and so will you. We’re both strong women.”

      My lips tremble. “I’ll really never see you again?”

      She takes a deep breath and looks away. “I can’t see that happening, sweetie. I’m sorry. Always remember how much I love you. You’re meant to be down here.”

      “And you’re not?”

      “I’ve been banished.”

      “It’s not fair.” I wipe my eyes. “I should go with you.”

      “You belong here.” She holds my gaze and plays with a lock of my hair. “You’re not only heir to the throne, but you need to figure out what this is all about. And besides, you’ve found love. You don’t want to walk—or should I say swim—away from that. Trust me, you’ll regret that for the rest of your life. You’ll always wonder what could’ve been.”

      “Aren’t you doing exactly that?”

      She shakes her head and smiles wistfully. “No. If what your dad and I had was love, we wouldn’t be in this position. Also, we had twenty years together. There’s nothing to wonder about.”

      “But—”

      “Really, I have to leave. I love you, sweetie.” Mom kisses me, then she hurries away. The sound of her sobs carries back to me.

      I start to chase after her, but someone stops me. Bash pulls me close and wraps his arms around me. Runs his fingers through my hair and whispers, “It’ll be okay.”

      I lean against him and let him comfort me. “I hate this.”

      “Your dad sucks.”

      I don’t disagree. He rubs his hands up and down my back. His touch on my skin sends a shiver down my spine.

      Halen races over. “There you two are! What happened?”

      “She needed to talk to her mom one last time,” Bash says.

      “Were you eavesdropping?” I ask.

      He gives me a crooked smile. “Guess we’re even now.”

      I lean my head against his and close my eyes, the reality of the situation sinking in. I’m never going to see my mom again. A girl needs her mom. I look back at Bash. “How have you survived so long without your parents?”

      He frowns. “It hasn’t been easy, but I have my band. They’ve been there for me through thick and thin. Now I have you, and …” His voice trails off as he looks deep in thought. “It’s like I said in the song I wrote for you—it’s so much easier to come up with the right words when I’m putting them to music. It just—”

      I press my lips on his and kiss him deeply, losing myself and forgetting my heartache for a few moments.

      “Someone’s coming!” Halen nudges me.

      Bash and I pull apart. Voices sound down the hallway. I’d know those anywhere—Dad and his new fiancée. I throw up a little in my mouth thinking of her that way. Halen grabs my arm and yanks me down a corridor. Bash quickly follows.

      “I thought I heard voices down here,” Mrs. Middlebrooks says. Her voice grates on me. Has it always been so nasally? Or is it just because she basically banished my mom to land?

      Halen puts a finger to her lips, as if I’d say anything and risk having to talk to those two.

      “They must’ve gone back to the academy,” Dad says.

      “I’m sure they did.” Now Mrs. Middlebrooks’s voice sounds sultry. I picture her leaning against my dad, rubbing her palms over his beard. I close my eyes, but can’t get the image out of my head. “I don’t have to be at my office until morning. That leaves us with the night to ourselves.”

      Now I throw up a lot in my mouth. Without thinking, I race down the hallway until I find a bathroom.

      Halen joins me and grimaces. “Can you believe them?”

      I rinse out my mouth. “My dad can’t get enough of ruining my life.”

      She digs into her purse. “Have a mint.”

      “Thanks.” I take it and we head back into the hallway.

      “You okay?” Bash asks.

      “As much as I possibly can be.”

      Halen gives me a hug.

      Bash glances down the corridor. “They left. I won’t tell you what they said their plans are.”

      My stomach lurches. “Thank you. I really don’t need a visual. Let’s get back to the academy. The last place I want to be is here.”

      He does that eye thing that always turns me into a puddle. “I have a better idea.”

      “What?” I’m not sure the question actually made it to my mouth.

      “You’ll see.” He gives me a sexy-as-Hades smirk and takes my hand.
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      I hesitate at the doorway of the dim bar. Laughter, pool balls colliding, and a gritty love song sound from inside. I can smell the alcohol from here.

      Bash turns to me. “What’s the matter?”

      I remind myself there aren’t any age limits on drinking under the ocean and try to smile at him. “Just thinking about how different things are here.”

      He waves to the bartender—a guy with one eye and a black bandanna over his long hair. Then Bash leads Halen and me to a booth with a view of the karaoke stage. The woman singing her heart out is slightly off-key but not bad.

      Once Halen and I are sitting, Bash nods to the bartender. “I’m going to order for us.”

      “We can pick out our own food.” Halen tilts her head and lifts a brow.

      He gives half a grin. “Trust me on this.”

      She shrugs. “You payin’?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Order away.” She turns to me. “You should totally sing. Put that poor girl out of her misery.”

      “She’s not that bad.”

      Then the singer hits such a high note it makes the mic squeal, and half the people groan or cover their ears.

      Halen gives me a knowing look. “See? You and Bash sing so much better.”

      I shrug. “I’m not really in the mood.”

      “That’s the point. Singing will help you feel better. I’ve seen you when you sing, and it changes you. It’s like you’re in your element. Right where you belong.”

      I can’t deny that, but I also don’t want to sing. Don’t want to feel better. I’m allowed some wallow time, which is why Bash brought us here. I hope he doesn’t want us to sing.

      He slides into the booth and puts an arm around me as he sets three bottles on the table. “The best meal of your life will be here shortly. You’re welcome.”

      “We didn’t thank you yet,” Halen says.

      “You will.” Bash grins.

      “What is it?” I ask.

      “Just wait. It won’t be long.”

      The mic squeals.

      Halen grimaces and turns to Bash. “Someone needs to take that girl off the stage.”

      “She’s a lot better than the merwoman who sang last time I was here.” He shudders. “My eardrums are still recovering.”

      Halen clears her throat. “I was referring to you two. Drag Marra up there.”

      I shake my head. “No. I’m here to wallow.”

      “And wallow you will.” He nudges one of the bottles in front of me. “Try this.”

      “What is it?” I can’t shake the feeling that I’m doing something illegal, even though I’m not. Once you’re old enough for academy, you’re old enough for booze around here—not that it’s allowed at the academies.

      “I said try it.” His eyes shine with delight at driving me crazy.

      “Fine.” I take it and have a tiny sip.

      He sighs dramatically. “Seriously? That’s how you drink?”

      I glance at Halen for some support.

      She grabs hers and guzzles a bunch before setting it down. “That, my friend, is how it’s done.”

      “I’m basically an alcohol virgin, okay? It isn’t allowed on the surface until you’re twenty-one.”

      “Really?” Bash makes a disgusted face.

      “Yep.” I tap the bottle.

      “And kids don’t drink anyway?”

      “I don’t. I mean, my parents have allowed me some sips of wine at home. No big deal, but being in a bar … it just feels like I’m doing something wrong. Like I could get kicked out at any moment.”

      Bash nods. “Good. After what your dad pulled, you deserve some rebelling. Drink up!”

      Halen raises hers. “Drink up!”

      The image of my dad announcing his engagement at the banquet without first telling me or Mom runs through my head. Then I see my mom racing out of the castle. Dad’s image seems to darken, like I’m seeing him for what he really is finally—a power-hungry dictator. Selfish and greedy.

      Maybe all the rumors about him actually hold some truth. The hatred for him could have some merit. Perhaps more than just some.

      I bring the bottle to my mouth and let the bitter, fizzy drink fill my mouth. Then I swallow and a warmth spreads through me. Suddenly, things don’t seem so bad. Sure, my dad’s still a jerk and he’s fooling around with my dean, but who cares? I have Bash and Halen. My hair is a gorgeous color, and I won’t have to go to a hairdresser to keep it up. I’m following in the path of a legendary queen, one previously thought to be mythological. And I can sing like a siren.

      Life is actually pretty good.

      I turn to Bash. “What’s in this stuff?”

      “Their secret recipe to help improve the mood.”

      “How?” I try to arch a brow, but it doesn’t cooperate.

      He kisses my cheek. “Don’t worry about it. The food’s here.”

      A server brings over an enormous plate of something that looks like a cross between nachos and lasagna, but with oysters lining the edge of the plate. I’m not sure whether to be intrigued or grossed out.

      “What’s this?” Halen asks.

      I’m glad I’m not the only one who doesn’t know what it is.

      Bash thanks the server, who leaves, then he turns to us. “The most delicious thing you’ll ever eat. I promise.” Then he pulls off a piece and stuffs it in his mouth, then closes his eyes and moans.

      His obvious pleasure brings heat to my face. I look away and take some of the weird-looking food. Study it. It has noodles, chips, meat, and cheese. Seriously the strangest concoction I’ve ever seen.

      “Mmm!” Halen says. “This really is good.”

      Now I’m more curious than anything, so I shove some into my mouth. My taste buds basically sing, it’s so delicious. It’s hard to describe the taste. An odd mixture of sweet, spicy, and savory.

      The three of us dig in, stuffing our faces, acting as though we’re afraid the others will eat it all before we get more. By the time every last morsel is gone from the plate, I’m completely full. I finish it off with the mood-enhancing drink and lean against the back of the seat, all problems forgotten for the time being. And I’m glad. Don’t want to think about them.

      Bash threads his fingers through mine. “Want to sing?”

      I give him a double-take. “Right now?”

      “Why not? You two are right. Somebody does need to replace that merwoman. She’s getting worse with each song.”

      Halen nudges me. “Go! I want to hear more of you two. It’s magical.”

      “I’m not sure I can get my tail to swim me over, much less make my voice sing.”

      She puts her hands on her hips. “Either you’re going up there yourself, or I’m dragging you. I don’t care which.”

      I turn to Bash for help.

      The corners of his mouth twitch. “Or I could drag you. That sounds like fun, actually.”

      “Thanks.” I wrinkle my nose at him. “At least I know I can always count on you.”

      He kisses my cheek. “Of course you can. That’s why we’re here, drinking and eating the best of the best. Now it’s time to show these drunks what we’re made of.”

      I groan, but there’s no getting out of it. Besides, it would feel good to belt out a few tunes. “What are we going to sing?”

      He pulls me up. “You pick.”

      Halen claps and catcalls—or catfish calls? No idea what it’s called down here.

      Bash drags me over to the side of the stage and hands me a book. “These are the songs to pick from.”

      I take it from him. “Clearly, you’ve done this before.”

      “It’s the band’s favorite summertime hangout.”

      Guess that means I’d better get used to this place. I flip through the pages, hoping to find something I know. Most of the songs at the front are totally unfamiliar. Well, that’s not entirely true. I’ve heard a few of them since arriving in Valora, but I could never sing them. I’m hardly familiar with any of them. I keep looking, and finally find some near the back. Songs nearly as old as I am. Ones I used to listen to with my parents before Dad got banished to land.

      I stop on one that Mom and I used to sing when I was in preschool. We even made up our own lame dance for it. I hand the book to Bash. “Will this one work?”

      He gives a slight nod. “Perfect.” Then he whispers to the guy running the karaoke.

      The dude nods to the other side of the stage. “If you want costumes, they’re over there.”

      Bash chuckles. “I’m not sure I’ve had enough alcohol to put on a rainbow fedora and sparkling glasses.”

      “I have!” I grab his arm and yank him toward the outfits and absurd-looking accessories.

      “What have I done?” he mutters.

      I ignore him and dig through the props. Then I hold up an electric blue trench coat. “This is perfect for you! Same color as your eyes.”

      He reaches for a black one. “How about one that’ll bring out my hair, instead?”

      I pout.

      Bash bursts out laughing. “Okay! I’ll wear it. Just don’t look at me like that. What are you going to wear?”

      “Good question.” I dig through the costumes some more until I come to a pair of dark glasses and a rainbow-colored wig. “How about these?”

      He threads his fingers through my hair. “No wig. Your hair is perfect the way it is—and so unique already. How about this?” He pulls out a long scarf about the same color as my hair and a hideous orange cape.

      “Have you lost your mind?”

      “You’re making me wear this.”

      I throw my hands up in the air in defeat. “Fine. You dress me up but I get to finish your outfit when you’re done, so be careful.”

      He laughs. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

      Five minutes later, we both look as outrageous as could be. I laugh so hard, my stomach hurts.

      “Almost your turn,” the guy says.

      Bash gives him a thumbs-up and kisses my cheek. “I would only look this ridiculous for you.”

      “That goes double for me.”

      “Ready?” The guy waves us over.

      Bash and I make our way to the stage, and a few people in the audience groan while others snicker. I stand in front of a mic and think about the song. Halen calls out to us and claps.

      The music starts up and the words appear on a screen off to the side, not that I need them. Though I haven’t heard the words in years, the music brings it all back as if Mom and I had danced to the song just yesterday. My heart aches at the thought of her, but I focus on the music and how hilarious Bash looks. If only I had a picture to remember this by.

      He leans in toward his mic and belts out the first line. Of course he sounds amazing. Better than the actual singer. He has a few more lines before my part begins. My heart races, but at the same time, his voice soothes me. It’s truly heavenly.

      Bash winks at me right before it’s my turn to jump in. Doesn’t he realize what that does to me? I take a deep breath and look away so I can focus on the words. Then I grab my mic and inch closer to him and sing, with nowhere near the confidence he has. As soon as our voices blend, I relax. It still amazes me that I don’t sound like a dying seal.

      In fact, everyone seated seems entranced. Almost everyone is staring at us. Every guy in the audience is looking up at us. Some of the women too, but there’s something unsettling about the men. They all have their hands on the tables, eyes wide.

      Bash nudges me. “Everyone loves us.”

      Except it seems like more than that.

      But I push those thoughts aside as my solo comes up. I lean against Bash, taking comfort from his touch, and I close my eyes as I sing out the first line of the solo. By the second line, I’m more relaxed. I open my eyes and focus only on the words, the music, and Bash. At my last line, he jumps in with a few lines of his own, then I join him and our voices blend perfectly.

      I have another solo, then the song will be over. I take a deep breath and wait. Then his voice trails off, and at just the right point, I belt out my line. People in the audience clap and whistle. Some rise.

      Then, at my last note, all the mermen fall. Like, they seriously just crash down. Some land on the tables while others slump onto their seats or hit the floor. They’re all unconscious.

      It brings a whole new meaning to bringing down the house.

      I turn to Bash, half-expecting to see him on the ground too, but he’s not. “What’s going on?”

      “I don’t know, but your hair is a little darker pink and longer.”

      “What?” I cup some into my hand and hold it out. Definitely longer, definitely darker.

      But I hardly have time to question that because people are shrieking and crying out. All the mermen except Bash are still passed out.

      “What have you done?” someone shouts at us.

      “Get out of here!”

      “Go!”

      Bash grabs my arm. “We’d better leave.”

      “This isn’t our fault!”

      “I don’t think they want to hear us out.” He pulls off the parts of his costume, and I follow suit. We don’t bother putting anything away. We have to avoid angry merwomen as we grab our things at the booth and race outside with Halen.
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      I finish another coffee and stare at my plate of breakfast foods. My head keeps throbbing and I haven’t stopped thinking about the mess at the bar the night before. The only explanation—as crazy as it sounds—is that my voice made all those people pass out. Why else would my hair have changed again? It’s the only thing that makes sense.

      I did that. I caused a full group of mermen to lose consciousness. Just by singing.

      Halen nudges me. “Announcements!”

      “I’m too tired to care.” But I glance up anyway. Unfortunately, Mrs. Middlebrooks is on stage. She’s standing next to the advanced magic arts teacher, who is rambling on about some performance for the older students.

      Then Mrs. Middlebrooks, my dad’s new fiancée—I hold back a gag—takes the mic. She smiles widely, holding her hand so everyone can see the enormous rock on her finger. From where I sit, it looks even bigger than my mom’s.

      I press my palms on the underside of the table and take deep breaths. It takes all my self-control not to swim up there and take the woman down.

      Middlebrooks discusses an upcoming talent show and some sparring competition, but I can barely focus. I just want to yank that ring off her finger and lock her in her office until my dad comes to his senses and sends for my mom. She’s his wife. Not that nasally, annoying merwoman on stage.

      Just as Middlebrooks is about to hand the mic to the dean of one of the other schools, she pulls it back and looks directly at me.

      Great.

      “Marra Ayers, I’ll need to speak with you in my office directly after breakfast.”

      I force a smile and nod.

      Others around me whisper and stare, saying that I’m in trouble.

      Halen turns to me. “What does she want?”

      “Hades if I know.” I take a bite of a roll, knowing I’ll need my strength for whatever Middlebrooks has in store for me.

      Once the announcements are over, everyone scatters. I glance at the end of the table where Bash usually sits with the band. He isn’t there. I don’t blame him. I’d have slept in too, if Halen hadn’t dragged me out of bed.

      “Want me to stay close?” Halen asks.

      I shake my head. “You have that magic project you need to work on.”

      “Yeah, but if you need me, I’m there.”

      “I can handle her.” I glance over at Middlebrooks, anger churning in my gut.

      “You look like you’re going to pop her in the nose.”

      “Don’t I wish. No, I’m going to play nice. What other choice do I have? She’s marrying the only parent I have left. Dad will make my life miserable if I’m not on my best behavior with her.”

      Halen scowls. “Doesn’t mean you can’t give her trouble. Subtlety is your friend.”

      “I don’t even know what she wants. Maybe she’s after a truce.”

      She laughs out loud. “Don’t hold your breath on that. I’ll be in the main library if you need me.”

      I nod, then make my way slowly over to Middlebrooks’s office. Though I’ve beat her there, the door is cracked open. I glance around then push the door open a little more and peek inside.

      Dad is sitting in her seat.

      I should’ve known. My heart sinks.

      He spins around and waves me in. “Come in, Marra.”

      I bite back a rude comment and enter. “I’m surprised to see you here.”

      His brows draw together. “And I was surprised to hear about a seedy bar full of passed-out mermen.”

      Crap. Does nothing escape him now that he’s king?

      “Anything to say for yourself?” He motions for me to sit.

      I plop down into the chair but don’t reply.

      “Nothing?”

      “I didn’t do anything wrong. All I did was sing. Why are you blaming me?”

      He tilts his head. “Is your hair darker?”

      “Are we here to talk about my hair or the bar? Or the fact that you banished Mom?” I narrow my eyes.

      “I didn’t banish her. She could’ve stayed and remained queen, but she chose to leave us for the surface.”

      “Because you announced your engagement in front of everyone without first telling either one of us! What did
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