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For Captain Sharktooth Finn of the Great Lake Waters. You’re a scurvy dog but I love you.

One

The night music of Nautilus Castle was changing. 

Lev could hear it over the roar of the crashing waves of the ocean outside his window. Old Man Grogan once mentioned to the queen how interesting it was that Lev was often the first to hear the howls of the Ice Wolves. The night’s howling marked the arrival of the dangerous pack to the outer fields and meadows surrounding the castle. Lev was also the first to hear them leave as they retreated up the mountain just before spring. 

Ice Wolves spent the winter running through the forests of the castle grounds feeding on small game. On the rare occasion, they were also known to attack villagers who strayed too far from the protection of the castle walls and its night watchmen.

Lev’s room, high in the tower of Nautilus Castle looked out over the North Sea. While his aunt, Queen Eliza, told guests visiting the castle that Lev’s was the room with most beautiful view, Lev discovered it was actually the best place for hearing everything just outside and within the castle. He also quietly knew that   it was the only sleeping quarters far from the royal family. He didn’t mind though. There were advantages to being alone in a tower far from the others.

Lev knew when the hounds of winter had a particularly good kill by the pack’s communal howl. He knew when Brody was returning to the castle after his regular maintenance fitness check with Grogan. He knew these things long before the watchmen at their guard posts. 

Lev listened to the symphony of summer dolphins as they whistled in the shallows and kelp beds that lay between the castle and ocean shelf. Once, when he mentioned how lovely it was to listen to as he drifted off to sleep, the King and Queen looked at him puzzled. 

No one seemed to love the sea and all its sounds like Leviathan. For some reason, it made the Queen very uneasy. She would get angry with him and send him to wash pots and pans with the scullery bots when he spoke of the sea. Lev had learned the hard way that if he asked why or what he’d said wrong, she would add time on to his punishment. 

The King and Queen were the usual sort of royal family. They lived in a castle. They had guards and the North Sea to protect them. They wore jewels. They had bodyguards (although the bodyguards were specially-made robots thanks to Grogan) and they even had a very spoiled daughter, Princess Amelia. Most of all, they were royalty because like all Kings and Queens, they were hiding a big secret. They did everything they could to hide that secret. This was another thing that Lev learned the hard way.

One day, while scrubbing pots with the scullery bot, Lev began to complain about how unfair it was that he should be punished. “I don’t know why my aunt hates the ocean so much. And who cares if she does. It’s just because I love the ocean and I’m me and she hates the ocean and she’s a powerful queen. It’s no fair!” 

Bernice, the scullery bot clicked her voice box. “If I tell you a story I heard, will you stop crying,” she asked.

Lev thought about this. He finally concluded that a story would make the time pass quicker and agreed, smearing tears and soap across his face with the back of a soggy sleeve.

Bernice began, “Long ago, there were two princesses who lived in Nautilus Castle. One day, Ingrid and her sister, Mariam were summoned to the throne room. Their father, the King declared that his first daughter, Mariam be married off to the king who lived under the sea. 

It was no secret that Mariam did not love the sea king who was said to rule with strict laws for his people. In fact, there was a rumor that she, Princess Mariam, loved a commoner. But her father forbade her marrying the common man and instead sent her away to marry the sea king. The second daughter became the Queen of Nautilus and was married to a prince from a nearby country. Thus, Princess Ingrid and Prince Edward became queen and king when the old king died.

Now about the big secret. 

One night, when the moon was full, and King Edward and Queen Ingrid were very new to being a King and Queen, the whole kingdom awoke to the sounding of the alarm. It was a night filled with shouts and generals barking orders and arrows drawn and all the things that one must do to protect a castle.” Lev stopped scrubbing and listened with interest. He had to give Bernice credit. She was a good storyteller.

“By the time things settled down, a common village man found the problem and presented it to the king and queen. With tears in his eyes, he carried the limp and lifeless body of Princess Mariam and set her gently down on the red carpet before the thrones. Mariam had been found washed ashore and there was nothing to be done. No one could save her. 

Queen Ingrid leapt from the throne and wrapped her arms around her sister, sobbing. Just as she looked up to brush the seaweed from Mariam’s face, she noticed something moving inside the robes of her sister’s cloak. Everyone in the room gasped when they peaked under Mariam’s scarf and discovered a tiny monster, wrapped in special clothes that kept him warm. The thing was sleeping. When the monster yawned, gills in his neck opened and flexed. He had spindly tentacles in place of hair and webbing like a fish between his tiny toes.

The next day, a funeral was held with the highest honors for Queen Mariam. Meanwhile, a robot guard was quickly ordered for the monster. No one knew what it might do, you see.” Bernice turned to Lev. He had turned white as a sheet. “Oh goodness, lad! It’s just a story. It’s not real.” 

Lev clutched the scarf that he always wore and held back more tears. “What happened to the monster?” Lev asked.

The commoner was paid to hide the monster while the rest of the kingdom mourned the loss of their queen’s sister. The monster and his robot were hidden away in a cave far from Nautilus Castle. Eventually, the monster grew up and escaped the cave. He returned to the sea and now he lives somewhere in the deep.

“What happened to the robot who guarded the monster?’ Lev asked.

“Oh, he died,” Bernice said, handing the boy a pot to scrub. “Everyone knows robots rust in the water.”

That night, while Lev was sitting on his bed, Brody applied salve to Lev’s chapped, red hands. “Brody, am I a sea monster?”

Brody’s optic sensors opened wide, and his mouth gaped. “Let’s see,” Brody tousled Lev’s hair as he pretended to examine the strands. “No tendrils here,” he announced. He tickled Lev and the boy burst out laughing. “Hmm,” Brody said. “You definitely don’t sound like a sea monster. Why would you ever ask me that silly question?”

Lev took the scarf from around his neck and pointed to the gills he had kept hidden apart from Brody. His voice cracked as he said, “I heard a story about the sea monster baby who washed up on shore and lived outside of the castle in a cave with his robot guard and—.”

Brody interrupted, “Who? Who did you hear that from?!” 

Brody was using his stern voice and Lev didn’t want to get Bernice in trouble, so he shrugged. “I just heard people talking. You know me. I hear everything I guess.”

Brody looked at him. He didn’t believe the boy, but he didn’t want to make him more upset. Instead, he just spoke softly as he wrapped the scarf back around his charge’s neck. “You are the smartest, kindest boy in all of Nautilus and someday you will do great things.”

“But the sea monster baby was found on the shore and its mother was dead just like my mother,” Lev persisted.

Brody could see that the story had rooted itself in the boy’s mind. He searched his mind for something that might help. Why did human children always have their most difficult problems right before bedtime?

“As you know, Grogan created me for you on the morning after you arrived,” Brody reminded Lev.

“That’s why you’re made of spare parts. He made you in a hurry,” Lev continued.

“Yes, so I have no memory of before you arrived. Your aunt and uncle have said very little about your past. But even so, here is what I do know. You are kind when the princess is cruel to you. That takes strength. You have learned to read from the bits of things I can steal from the library and the kitchen. That takes smarts. You love the sea and insist on sharing your love of it despite the queen’s hatred. That takes courage. Sea monsters are made of many things, but I’ve never heard of one made of any of that stuff.”

Lev thought about it for a minute. Then he looked up at Brody. “You’re right I guess.”

“You guess?” Brody teased as he tickled Lev once more. 

“Okay, okay, you’re right. I’m not a sea monster,” Lev conceded.

“But you ARE late for bedtime by seven point two three minutes,” Brody said.

“Just one story?” Lev pleaded, “I need a good story to get the bad one.”

Brody sighed. “Just one. And only if you close your eyes to listen...”

The Mer-song typically arrived sometime in April. (In good years, it began the second week of March.) Lev held his breath as he lay in bed. He strained to hear the hint of melody, the change over from the hungry cries of wolves to the harmonies of the mermaids.

A light hiss from Brody’s internal steam combustion chamber interrupted Lev. There was the mechanical click that, even in the dark, Lev knew meant that Brody was opening the shutters from his eyes. 

“Do you hear it?” Lev asked.

“No Leviathan,” sighed the robot. “Even with my sensors, you are always the first. According to my calculations, the arrival of the Mer-song will be eleven days from now. Nevertheless, I am certain that you will hear it before then. Now go to sleep, young Master. We have a day at the beach with the Princess Amelia tomorrow.” Brody’s shutters began their descent when Lev stopped him.

“Ugh, I don’t want to go,” confessed Lev.

The robot expelled steam as he stood from his chair near the window and crossed the room to his charge’s bed. He sat by Lev’s feet. “Don’t be silly,” said Brody. “You have loved the beach since the day you arrived. There is not a single thing that you dislike about the place where water meets the shore. In the summer, I must drag you away.”

“It’s Amelia,” sighed Lev. “You know how she is.”

Princess Amelia never wasted an opportunity to tell Lev that, even though he lived in the castle, he was not royalty. He was there thanks to the kindness of her royal family. He was an orphan who washed up one night and that was all he would ever be. Furthermore, she often added, he had better be nice to her and give her whatever she wanted. Someday Amelia would be the queen. He should remember that if he wished to remain at court. If he was particularly obedient, she might even let him take care of her horse one day.

Brody cocked his head to one side as Lev pleaded with his protector. But Brody was not an elegant robot. He didn’t take kindly to pleading. He followed orders as best as he could. He was clearly made from spare parts. While his outer shell may have been crude, comprised of teaspoons and refurbished toaster ovens, drainage pipes and truck manifolds, his spark, the part that makes one thing alive and another thing not, was kind and loyal. “Would it help if I played the recording we made of last year’s Mer-song?” 

Secretly, Lev did not want to stay at court, or be a royal subject when he was older. He certainly did not wish to be a stableboy for the rest of his life, nor did he want to give in to every whim of the Princess Amelia. Lev had his own dreams. They were dreams he never told anyone, not even Brody. 

“Oh, I guess that will help,” Lev sighed. Brody played the haunting melody and Lev lay awake in his bed when he should have been sleeping. He dreamed of a life on a ship at sea where he was part of a crew by day and listening to the Mer-song up close by night. He gave his loyalty to his Captain, not a selfish princess and he went where there was adventure and treasure and battles to be won.

The recording ended. “Shall I play it again” Brody asked.

“Rest easy, my friend,” answered Lev. The bodyguard returned to his post and powered down to scanning mode.

Lev breathed in deep, taking in the smell of the ocean as it blew in from his open window. He closed his eyes and listened one last time. For just a moment, he thought he heard the sweetest voice in all the world call his name. “Le-via-than, I brought you a present,” said the voice. “Now go to sleep, you silly boy for I shall give it to you in the morning.” Lev was suddenly unable to stay awake. His eyes grew heavy but he fought to keep listening. 

“Wait,” he whispered. “A present? You brought me a present? It’s not even my birthday.” 

“What did you say Leviathan?” Brody asked.

Before he could answer, he was asleep and dreaming of a shining cutlass at his hip as he rode a hoverboard over the waves, chasing a half girl, half fish as they played a game of tag. They were laughing as Brody called to Lev from a giant sailing ship. 

He woke the next morning to the same familiar voice. Brody was gently saying his name as the rays of the sun shone faintly on the bedroom walls. Lev rubbed his eyes and recalled the sound of a mermaid singing his name and smiled. It was a good dream.

Two

While Brody was in kitchen at the center of the castle preparing Lev’s breakfast, Brody’s voice counterpart was fluttering above Lev’s head telling him to wake up for the second time that morning. SingSong was a very annoying mutant of sorts, one half children’s tea pot shaped like an elephant and one half mechanical bird used in classroom physics experiments. Leviathan had been having the best dream. SingSong had to go and ruin it.

“Go away,” Lev moaned.

“Good morning to you, 

Good morning to you. 

Good morning, good morning.” He paused for dramatic effect and a big finish. “Good morning to you,” crooned the nano bot. 

He stared at Leviathan, waiting for applause. His eyes made a clicking noise as they opened and shut. He was rewarded with a scowl whereupon Lev pulled the covers over his head. The little elephant swiveled it’s trunk like a propellor and landed at Lev’s feet. “Brody wishes to convey his happiest good morning to you. You’d better be down for breakfast soon.”

“I got that,” snarked Lev.

“Fruit and toast with butter and jam,” he started again. 

“If you’re not up, I’ll be back again. 

Shorts and flippers, swimming togs. 

Hurry up now. Don’t take too long.”

“Ahhhh,” screamed Lev.

SingSong flew out of the open door and down the stairs in a flurry of clicks and pops. Lev listened intently from the refuge of his blankets. 

His slightly open door swung open and hit the wall with a crash, this time making Lev sit straight up in his bed. “Get up!” Amelia screamed. “If I have to be up this early to go to the rotten, sandy, itchy, dirty beach then so do you! Get up, snail snot!” Princess Amelia slammed the door as loudly as she had opened it. Lev flopped back in bed and returned to pulling the covers over his head. He listened to the activity in floors below his room.

Queen Eliza was arguing with the King about the need for days at the beach. She said she was worried for the children’s safety. The King was saying something about royal blood needing fresh air and his complete confidence in Brody and Camilla. Princess Amelia then jumped at the chance to ask why Leviathan was going at all. 

“He certainly hasn’t got an ounce of royal blood in him. Why does he have to come?” Amelia whined.

A scolding came from one of the adults, but Lev added a pillow over his head at that point to drown out the conversation. There were downsides to having the ear of the entire castle. If only he could go back to his dream. What had the mermaid said? Something about his birthday?

He tried to imagine himself on a surfboard that could fly over the waves. He’d almost gone back to sleep when the clattering and chirping of SingSong echoed up the stairs. By the time Brody’s voice bot had reached his door Leviathan was shouting, “I’m up! I’ll be down in a few minutes!”

Lev put on a pair of shorts and an oversized grey t-shirt. He noted that the shorts, which were clearly hand-me-downs from the knight’s charity closet, had a large hole in them. He’d ask Brody to sew it after dinner. Lev lifted his scarf from the peg and wrapped it round his neck. He hated how it felt, but the queen had insisted that he keep his gills hidden at the table. He took a deep breath and opened his bedroom door and headed down the long staircase down the dining hall.

Along the hallway, there were portraits of Princess Amelia as a baby. There was another of the princess on her horse. Finally, there was a huge family portrait of Queen Eliza, King James and Princess Amelia that hung over the hearth in the dining hall. Nothing gave a clue that there was a boy, a nephew who lived in the castle.

Lev sat down to breakfast opposite Princess Amelia. When he looked up at her to say good morning, she merely stuck out her tongue. The Queen tapped her egg spoon on the table and gave her daughter a serious look. “Royalty does not stick out their tongue,” she advised. Lev couldn’t help but give a little smirk. 

While the others enjoyed eggs and toast, Brody brought Leviathan a modest bowl of oatmeal with a pot of cream and a dollop of jam. “Sorry Leviathan,” said the bodyguard. “Seems we were all out of eggs by the time I got to the kitchen this morning.”

Camilla, Princess Amelia’s shining gold bodyguard sniffed. “Eggs must be reserved for the health and well-being of royalty.”

“Speaking of the Princess and her safety,” said Queen Eliza, “be sure that you do not wade out farther than your knees, Amelia. Is that understood? God only knows what monstrosities come from that horrible sea. There could be any sort of disgusting creature lurking just beyond the shallows.”

“Yes, mother,” Amelia answered in a sickly-sweet voice.

“And Leviathan, I need not remind you that I will not have a repeat of last year’s Beach Day,” the queen said as she gave Leviathan a deadly glare. “If I hear of any swimming or dares or contests with the Princess, I will see that you are left with nothing but seaweed for your breakfast for a month. Am I clear?”

“Yes, Aunt Eliza,” Lev answered. He went to open his mouth to argue that none of last year’s trouble had been his idea. Amelia had been the one to dare him, not the other way around. Instead, he felt the calm, steady metal hand of Brody on his shoulder and focused instead on swirling jam into his oatmeal. When the Queen had turned her head to speak to the king, Amelia stuck her tongue out at Lev again. 

A thundering of the castle drawbridge stopped breakfast abruptly. Even in the dining hall, they could hear the giant wood beams groan. Soon the echo of what sounded like hundreds of hooves joined the strain of
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