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      The comb snagged on my hair again and again as my mother tried pulling out the knots caused by too much salt and too much water. In the mirror my reflection looked as pained as I felt, so I shifted my expression before my mother caught it and lectured me on the importance of always appearing calm and in control no matter what was happening.

      “If there’s one thing I hate about living underwater, it’s the damage it does to one’s hair,” she huffed, nearly ripping a lock of hair from my scalp.

      Glancing up at her reflection, I found it hard to imagine her having difficulty with her own hair. At the moment, it was neatly tied back in a bun without a lock of hair out of place. I had a sneaking suspicion she’d sneaked a ton of conditioner down here to Havfrue’s palace when she took up residence. But if she had, she wasn’t very forthcoming about it, preferring to pretend her youthful appearance was all due to genetics rather than all the beauty products I knew her to have.

      She’d taken up the title of Queen of Havfrue a few months ago, and messy-haired daughter aside, she was doing a spectacular job. In my role as acting queen of Trifork, I’d sent all the help I could down here to help rebuild the broken city after the shark attack that destroyed part of it. The Havfrue palace still had a ship sitting on top of the largest spire that used to house my grandfather’s throne room. Now, that room was just a big empty space that fish swam through. The room we were currently in was the only room in the whole palace with air in it instead of water. My grandfather had made the spell the first time I’d been here. My mother had decided to keep it that way and had moved all her things in. It meant that she struggled to get around it, only having a fishtail instead of legs, but she’d perfected a kind of ungainly hop on the end of her tail that I knew she’d never show to anyone besides me. For the first time in the whole of Havfrue’s history, there was a mirror here. It was one of the many things she’d brought down, citing that she couldn’t live without it. At the moment, I’d be perfectly happy without looking at my mother’s stern face as she wrestled with knots. It was fair to say that my immaculate appearance had gone downhill since my mother was no longer at the Trifork Palace to cajole me into being presentable.

      “You know, I’m not sure I need my hair brushed anymore,” I said, pulling away from my mother and her brush.

      My mother frowned, but only in such a way that wouldn’t deepen her wrinkles. “Don’t you want to look nice for Ari when he comes to pick you up?”

      Although she’d not been Ari’s biggest fan to begin with, over the course of the past few months, a friendship had grown between them and with it, many hints on when we should get engaged. Her desire, as she called it and desperation, as I called it, to see me married off was increasing with each passing day, and with it, my exasperation with the whole subject. Her fussing over my appearance, while always voracious, had grown to new heights in the past few months. “He’s seen me with soggy, messy hair plenty of times,” I huffed. “And I don’t know why you are bothering anyway. As soon as I leave this room, it’s only going to get wet again.”

      My mother sighed and shrugged her shoulders in an I give up kind of way. She turned and hopped to the other side of the room to place the brush back on the bedside table where she’d picked it up. The way she moved looked so painful; but having never had a tail myself, it was difficult for me to know if she was in pain and just hiding it or not. Mother is adept at maintaining a composed, pleasant expression at all times.

      “Wouldn’t it be easier for you to let the water in and swim to bed like everyone else does?” I asked, cringing at the unnatural bend in the bottom of her tail.

      She fobbed me off as she always did when I talked about anything to do with fashion or beauty. “It’s honestly no worse than wearing heels, and if I were to fill this room with water, we’d not be able to talk to one another.”

      While it was true that I couldn’t communicate with her underwater beyond hand signals, I suspected that wasn’t the real reason she liked her room free of water.

      “Are you sure it’s not because the water would ruin all your clothes?”

      Yes, she had a wardrobe filled with all her dresses from the palace which she couldn’t wear as they would get waterlogged and weigh her down. I think she kept them because it reminded her of home...The Trifork Palace where she’d spent her entire adult life.

      “Some of them are dry clean only,” she huffed. “I had to bring them all down here wrapped in plastic.”

      I nodded and felt a little guilty. So what if she couldn’t wear any of them, they were her things, and I secretly suspected she dressed up in them at night when no one could see her.

      I was just about to ask her if I could borrow one when a piece of coral fell past my ear, bounced off my shoulder and fell to the sandy floor of the room where it came to rest, broken in pieces.

      I pulled my hand up to my ear where I felt the warmth and wetness of blood where the coral had nicked the skin. “Ouch!”

      “Oh, sorry,” My mother said, hurrying towards me as fast as she could while hopping over to wipe the dust from my shoulder and pass me a tissue to stem the flow of blood from my ear. “Ever since that ship of yours crashed into the roof, the whole palace has become unstable. I keep finding bits of coral on my bed, and unlike you, I have no maids to clean it up.”

      I glanced up at the ceiling, which really was no more than a coral reef that had cleverly, either by my grandfather’s magic or some other way, been molded into a room shape. All the buildings in Havfrue were built in a similar way, so the whole city was one living organism shared by fish, merfolk, and other inhabitants of the deep. Cracks were beginning to show. Somewhere above us was the throne room with the hole in the roof and the Trifork naval ship resting atop of it.

      “Do you need more help to get this place fixed? I really don’t mind getting some builders from Trifork to come take a look at the structure. I’m sure they could scuba dive down here and assess the structure of the place.”

      My mother waved off my offer, dismissing it entirely. “This place was built using my father’s magic, but I’ll be darned if I know how to do it. Your grandfather was a very powerful magician for a merman. I know you might not think so as his magic was limited to water magic, but I don’t think any builder would help. How are you and Ari doing anyway?”

      I was still gazing at the crack in the ceiling intently and almost didn’t catch the change in subject back to my love life. It was my mother’s favorite topic at the moment, and I’d lost count of all the thinly veiled hints about when he was going to pop the question.

      She must have seen something in my face because she put her arm around my shoulder in what, I’m sure, she thought was a comforting gesture. Honestly, I think she just liked the gossip.

      “Everything is fine; he’s just been a bit distant lately. I think it bothers him that we are so different. He has a tail; I have legs. We can’t live together, but when we are apart, we are both depressed because of our bond.” It had been weighing heavily on my mind for a while, but this was the first time I’d summoned the courage to articulate it out loud.

      “You can say what you like about the sea witch,” my mother huffed. “She might have been an evil old hag, but if you wanted legs, or in your case, a tail, she’d give you one.”

      “Mom, you spent eighteen years terrified she was going to kidnap Anthony and me because of your legs.”

      She nodded thoughtfully. “True, true. I had a wonderful twenty plus years with your father though, and I wouldn’t take that back for anything.”

      She didn’t cry. That wasn’t her way, but I caught the hint of sadness in her voice. I knew she was lonely now that my dad was gone, even with all her sisters to keep her company.

      “The problem isn’t with Ari anyway,” I continued. “He’s a merman. Yeah, he might have had legs at one point, but he knows who he is. I, on the other hand, am not one or the other. I have the body of a human, but I follow the same stupid magic rules as a mermaid...All except the ones I can actually use like being able to breathe underwater and communicate with anyone but Ari.”

      “Stupid magic rules, such as you being magically bonded to Ari you mean? I thought you loved him and wanted to be with him anyway.”

      “I do love him,” I said, sitting straighter. “Of course, I do, but I don’t fully belong anywhere. Not here where I can’t leave this room without someone holding my hand so I can breathe, and not up in Trifork where I’m all alone without Ari.”

      “Your brother, Anthony, is happy up there,” My mother mused aloud like my problem was all about perspective. “I was happy up there too, and I didn’t really belong. It’s not like you live a million miles from Ari. You see him every day.”

      I stood up and paced the floor. “You were happy up there because you, at least, looked like you belonged, and you had Daddy. Anthony is going to be the king of the whole kingdom which is all he’s ever dreamed about. That’s why he’s happy.”

      “You could have kept the title of queen,” she reminded me. “No one forced you to give it up. Officially, you still are until Anthony’s coronation.”

      I shook my head. “That’s not the point. Ari and I can’t be together. Not fully. You keep hinting about him proposing to me, but how can he? Where would we live? He can’t live on land without people carrying him everywhere, and I can’t live down here. The second I leave this room, I need someone to constantly be holding my hand so I can use their magic to breathe. We can’t be together, and we can’t be apart. I don’t want to be apart from him, but I couldn’t be even if I wanted to. Not without feeling incredible pain anyway.  And of course, there’s the small matter of...”

      I trailed off, realizing what it was I was about to say, and more importantly who I was about to say it to.   When we were on the boat all those weeks ago, Ari and I had been intimate. I’d enjoyed the experience, but I knew there was something lacking. Biologically, we didn’t connect. We weren’t even the same species. I might have been half mermaid, but not in any way it showed.  I couldn’t even swim a few months ago. My heart belonged to the ocean, but my body belonged on land.

      My mother understood what I was saying without me having to actually say it.

      “I’ve been where you are. I was completely head over tail in love with your father from the first time I laid eyes on him. I knew how different we were, and yet, I knew I had to be with him. Despite all the warnings I got not to go to the sea witch, I decided to go anyway. Your father was worth it.”

      “The sea witch is dead,” I pointed out to her, although, I knew she hadn’t forgotten. She drew me into a hug smoothing my still frizzy hair with her hand in a comforting gesture. “I’m just saying that you’ll find a way. If it’s truly meant to be, then you’ll figure it out.”

      I wished I had her confidence. I’d spent weeks trying to figure it out. Almost every waking second, I tried sorting out the logistics of it, but so far, I’d come up with nothing. The merfolk had some magic, but it was extremely limited. The sirens might be able to help me, but they probably wouldn’t until I’d fulfilled my promise to them. I’d even spoken to Josh about it in an abstract way, so he didn’t really know the problem. Josh was from Schnee, the most magical kingdom of all the nine kingdoms. He, personally, was not talented in that particular area without a magical artifact, but the majority of the people of Schnee were. The king and queen were the most powerful magicians I’d ever heard of. Unfortunately, as suspected, Josh told me that the Schnee people would do nothing magical unless it was in their own interests. They might be the most magical and most powerful kingdom, but they were also the most selfish and stuck up. Basically, I’d have more chance growing a tail by wishing it than getting a Schnee citizen to help me.

      Maybe there were other magical beings out there? Ones that I didn’t yet know about. Living in a non-magical kingdom, my training on the subject had been woefully lax. After my date with Ari, I’d go home to Trifork and take a look in the palace library for people of magic. I had to do something. I enjoyed my dates with Ari, but I was ready for something more, and I think he was too.

      Feeling better about the situation, I pulled back from my mother’s embrace. “Thanks, Mom.”

      Behind me, someone coughed. When the guard saw us turn to him, he said something indecipherable. Even though I spent all my spare time down here, I’d still not learned enough of the merfolk language to understand it. It all sounded like bubble blowing to me and was nearly impossible to learn. Luckily I had my mother to translate.

      “Ari is here. I’ll swim you to him.”

      With my heart a little lighter, I headed to the door. The merman guard swam back a bit to let me pass. I’d have to cross the invisible barrier between the dry room and the waterlogged corridor; and once out of the stale air of the room, I’d need my mother’s mermaid magic to be able to breathe. I’d almost made it when the ceiling began to cave in.

      Seconds before huge chunks of coral fell, my mother grabbed my hand, and the pair of us dived through the doorway. With her tail, she was able to pull me through the water at high speed through the salmon pink coral corridors. Behind us, the walls of the palace began to disintegrate. Colorful coral dropped heavily through the water around us as the merfolk in the palace swam in a panic, following our lead.

      The guard kept our pace, and it was only because of my mother’s speed or a miracle that we escaped to the outside before being injured.

      Outside, a crowd of people had gathered to watch, fear and uncertainly etched into their faces. When my heart rate had slowed a bit, I counted up all the redheaded women, glad to see all my aunts had also gotten out of the palace in time. As we all watched, the huge wooden ship that had used the palace as a perch for so long had finally become too much for the coral structure to bear. It crashed down through the palace, sending huge splinters of wood out in every direction. When it came to rest, great plumes of sand, disturbed from the sea floor obliterated my view and turned my whole world sandy yellow. If this were on land, I’d be choking on the debris, but underwater. I just got the gritty taste in my mouth, and tiny shards of sand flew into my eyes.

      I couldn’t see her through the sandy water, but my mother held my hand the whole time, pulling me back to safety. The screams and the terrified chatter of the merfolk bubbled around me as the sand began to settle and the shock began to sink in. I knew very little of their language, but I didn’t need a translator to know they were looking for their loved ones. The one-word noises were obviously names. I mentally took stock of everyone I’d seen before the ship came crashing down. I knew my aunts were safe. I’d seen them all just before the plume of sand obliterated my view, but what about the others in the palace? The palace guards, any visitors. Then the realization hit me. Ari had been at the palace when it had caved in.
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      I couldn’t leave my mother’s side as to do so would mean drowning, but the desperation I felt to swim away from her, to search through the rubble to find him was immense.

      “Ari!” I shouted at him in my mind, but all I heard back were the screams of the confused people around me. I usually knew if he was safe because of the magic of our bonding, but everything was messed up. The panicked energy of the merfolk around me and my own emotions stopped his energy coming through.

      I was not the only one to feel terror. It had not been long since the last tragedy down here, and I’m sure that was what was in people’s minds as well as my own.

      The sand began to come to a rest on the seabed and, thankfully, my vision began to clear. The palace was still standing and hadn’t collapsed in its entirety as I had first thought, but a big part of it had fallen and was now flattened on the sea floor. A lot of the merfolk dug through the rubble in a panicked state, trying to save those trapped inside.

      Chaos abounded as they used their hands to burrow through the wreckage that was left of this side of the palace. No one was being orderly and finding out who was trapped. With all the dust and debris, it might have been that their loved ones were nearby and they hadn’t seen them. They needed to find out exactly who was buried so we could at least go to the part of the palace where they were most likely to be. Doing it this way was pandemonium.

      I wanted to shout to everyone to stop, but my own voice was not much more than bubbles under here. I didn’t have the same speaking ability as the other merfolk did. I could only communicate with them via hand gestures and signals. It wasn’t ideal, but hand signals were all I had.

      Without being able to shout, I let go of my mother’s hand and swam to the part of the palace that was devastated. Without being able to breathe, I had to be quick. Swimming quickly I waved my hands for people to stop pulling at the rubble. Without knowing how many were trapped, we didn’t know who to look for.

      Everyone stopped and looked at me, not least, my mother who knew that I was not actually breathing at all at the moment. To my relief, she swam over and took my hand so at least I didn’t have to worry about drowning anymore. She gave me a quizzical look as if to ask what I was doing.

      I shrugged my shoulders in the most exaggerated way possible and pointed to the rubble. A host of confused faces stared back at me. Some looked angry as I blocked them, but this needed to be done in an orderly fashion or time would be lost. Thoughts of Ari trapped in the rubble consumed me. I needed everyone to work together so we could save him and not spend time searching in the wrong place.

      “You want to know who’s under there?” my mother asked, correctly guessing what I was trying to say. She spoke in my language which sounded distorted under the water, but it was enough to understand her. I nodded emphatically.

      She shouted out to the merfolk. I couldn’t understand her, but I understood the gist of what she was saying. She pointed to an area about fifteen feet from us where the captain of the guard floated. She was asking the merfolk to give him a tally of the missing. She then turned to me and spoke in the distorted way only I would understand. “The guard is coordinating the search.”

      I nodded, but there was one person I knew to be missing. Ari was in the palace when it fell. The guard had said so. I had to stay with my mother as the staff and guests were counted. Fear crippled me at the time it took everyone to make a count. I itched for them to be quicker, but every time someone told a guard about someone possibly trapped, that person would appear unscathed through the dust. It took so long that I realized I’d made a mistake in doing this. Ari could be trapped under there, and now, because of me, no one was digging for him. Oh, how I hated being tethered to someone for my own survival. I wanted nothing more than to search through the rubble with my own bare hands.

      It was agony, being stuck to my mother when all I wanted to do was what the others had done and dig through the mess.

      “Erica.” I heard my name shouted out in the same way my mother spoke to me in water. The voice was distorted and strange, but I recognized it immediately. My heart did a double flip when I turned and saw Ari covered in debris and dirt, but otherwise unharmed.

      He didn’t give me the chance to ask what had happened to him. He just pulled me into his arms, taking me away from my mother. I didn’t need her helping me breathe anymore. Not with Ari there. I snuggled deep into him, incredibly relieved that he was alright.

      “So that’s twenty-two guards, fourteen members of staff and two guests accounted for.” My mother spoke to the crowd and Ari translated her words to me in my mind. She nodded at Ari who must have been one of the two. “That is everyone out of the palace. We will still have to dig, to rebuild. My sisters and I no longer have a home, but at least, we know that no one was hurt and we don’t have to dig mindlessly through the rubble looking for anyone. I think we have all had a big shock today, and we have a long road ahead of us, but as we have before, we will rebuild Havfrue.”

      One of her sisters swam over and took her hand, followed by the others. They began to babble excitedly to each other which seemed strange considering the circumstances.

      I turned to Ari and cocked my eyebrow “What are they saying?”

      “Your mother is discussing hiring an architect and rebuilding the palace with more space for clothing and a deck at the top to go out to dry land and sunbathe on.”

      My mother could always see the best in any situation. Now that everyone had been accounted for and there were no injuries, a sense of calm had developed over the merfolk. My mother and my aunts were really the only ones to lose out as they had lost their home, but judging by the excited chatter between them, they were going to rebuild it bigger and better than before. With my mother in charge, I had no doubt it would end up being spectacular.

      Ari pulled me towards them “I’m going to see if they need help.”

      My mother cocked an eye at me and smiled before speaking in my language. My aunts probably wouldn’t understand her, but Ari did. “You can take my daughter out and look after her. The palace is beyond repair anyway so we will have to find somewhere for my sisters and me to live until it is rebuilt.” She turned to me. “I’ll come to Trifork Palace tonight and speak to you then.”

      She kissed me on the cheek and waved me away.

      I knew she needed help, but as always, she was so capable and put my happiness before her needs. My love life was more important to her than her own palace it seemed, or maybe she just loved me and wanted me to be happy.

      “We can’t leave her like this!” I said as Ari pulled me away.

      “She’s fine, look,” Ari replied, looking back over his shoulder. I followed his gaze. My mother was beaming as she chatted to a group of people around her. I couldn’t hear her from this distance, and I wouldn’t be able to understand her if I could, but I had a feeling this disaster had given her the chance to live the way she wanted in a palace that she herself designed.

      Ari took me back to his house which was really just a room with a hole for a window and another for a door. There was no privacy in Havfrue, something that made me uncomfortable, especially in moments like this. He held both of my hands and kissed me lightly on the lips. The jolt of electricity shocked me with its intensity. I wanted him so much it overwhelmed me, but he pulled back. I looked right into his eyes and saw a hint of the purple that showed in high emotion. I blinked, and they were emerald green again.

      “What happened to you?” I asked, clinging on to him as if he might disappear if I didn’t. “I thought you were in the palace when it went down. I thought you might be dead.”

      My heart had only just stopped hammering at the thought of it. I ran my fingers through his hair sending particles of sand out into the water.

      “I was in the palace. When I realized what was happening, I swam to find you, but in the panic, I swam in the wrong direction and ended up deeper in the palace. When the ship crashed through, I was actually on the other side, in the bit that’s still standing.”

      His eyes flashed purple again, although I didn’t need that to know his emotional state was high. I could feel his energy bouncing off of him. Our bonding had never been so strong.

      He ran his fingers up my arm causing goosebumps to appear where he touched and sending my body into uncontrollable shivers. “I thought I’d lost you. I thought you were still in there. When I saw that I couldn’t get back, I swam out of the other side and around. You were gesticulating like mad to your mother. I’m glad she understood what you were trying to say because I thought the disaster had sent you loopy.”

      I tapped him playfully on the arm. Even in the height of a crisis, he could make me smile.

      “Seriously, though,” he continued “I really thought that was it. One minute you were there and then it was like my whole life had gone.”

      The way he looked at me right then made my heart pound as quickly as it had when the palace came down, but this time there was no fear to accompany it. The love he had for me showed in his eyes and any doubts I had fell away.

      “I called out to you.”

      His right hand touched my face, his thumb skating over the skin of my cheek before coming to rest by my temple. Every move he made was so tender and so utterly enthralling, had I been on land my breath would surely have caught in my throat. Why did he have to be so beautiful? Why did my heart have to skip every time he looked at me? A mere touch of his hand had me breathless every time. Every single time. And that was saying a lot seeing as I wasn’t strictly breathing at all anyway.

      “I didn’t hear you.” He talked to me in his head, but still, his words came out in a whisper. “I can’t be without you, Erica. I don’t even know how to exist without you anymore.”

      All the thoughts I’d had about how difficult it was for us to be together melted away. It was difficult, but it wasn’t impossible, and as he leaned in to kiss me again, I knew with every fiber of my being that it was absolutely worth it.
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      The relief I felt as I hauled the last of the boxes onto The Erica Rose II almost matched the sense of excitement that had been building inside me for weeks.

      Ever since the Havfrue palace had collapsed, I’d been busy with my mother, managing architects, builders, and tradespeople, trying to cajole them into working underwater. My mother and her sisters had moved into the Trifork palace, but after a day of all being carried around, they’d elected to borrow a tank from Trifork Aquarium and were currently living in it in the garden.

      I wasn’t the official queen of Trifork, nor would I ever be as my brother Anthony was taking my place. However, due to his age, he couldn’t become king until his eighteenth birthday which was months away. I’d resigned myself to the fact that, as the older sibling, I’d still be ruling the kingdom, albeit in an unofficial capacity until then and, as such, had still been working so hard.

      So I was still the queen...kinda, and that was one of the reasons for how good it felt to be going on a vacation. It was sorely needed. As well as helping my mother rebuild Havfrue Palace, I had also been working on the queenly duties required of me in Trifork. I was utterly exhausted from it all which is why it was with a very light heart that I helped pack up the yacht that would be my home...Ari’s and my home for the next few weeks. I was leaving Trifork in the capable hands of my brother Anthony and his right-hand man, John.

      As a monarch, I'd been pretty absent most of the time anyway, so it wasn’t like they weren’t used to it. I’d been dealing instead with sea witches, sharks, sirens, and collapsing underwater palaces. Where I'd concentrated on keeping Trifork safe from creatures from the deep and helping them rebuild, Anthony had been dealing with threats on land. As a seventeen-year-old boy, thrust into command, he'd handled it pretty well, but the truth was, he was still wet behind the ears. Not that I'd have done any better. I thanked all the gods that we had John, my late father's right-hand man, to help us. 

      I'd had to put this trip aside for a couple of months to make trips to Eshen and Thalia, both of which bordered Trifork, and talk to both sets of royals to keep the peace. As I only had notes that John had written down for me, I wasn't sure if I'd helped or made everything worse, but as no one had invaded in the past couple of weeks, I figured it was safe to finally go out to sea.  

      I felt a tap on my shoulder. Turning around, I came face to face with my best friend in the whole world. His face split from ear to ear with a huge smile. 

      "I thought you'd beat us to it."

      I rolled my eyes at Hayden. He and Astrid were due to set off on their second honeymoon today, and I'd been teasing him for weeks that I'd get out to sea before him, but as I'd had to deal with the problems of being monarch, mine and Ari's trip had been postponed. The two boats bobbed merrily on the water waiting for us to take them on new adventures. I'd purchased them both at the same time, and apart from the names carefully hand painted on the side, they were identical in every way. 

      My mother had chided me for buying a boat for Hayden and Astrid that was just as grand as mine. She believed that as the queen I should have the best boat in the kingdom. I had to remind her that I wasn't planning to spend much time on the yacht. I was going to be swimming next to it for the majority of the journey, helped along by Ari. 

      Hayden enveloped me in a hug so tight I thought for a moment that he might actually cut off circulation. "I'm gonna miss you."

      I was surprised at the amount of emotion that bubbled up inside of me. It hadn't really hit me until today, but this trip we were taking will be the longest Hayden and I have ever been apart since we met in kindergarten.

      "Get a room!"

      I pulled apart and turned to find Josh standing
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