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Chapter One

A late arrival elbowed past Mira, knocking her out of position. His jaw was tight, and he wrinkled his nose as he met her eye. “Keep in formation, saltie.”

Mira fist-palm saluted sarcastically. She had heard it all before; got into fights with pettier human bureaucrats than him. The delegates continued at a snail’s pace, ambling as if perusing market stalls on a Tiankawi festival day rather than inspecting a rooftop military parade in the baking midday sun. The wax coat of Mira’s border guard uniform was akin to a simmering claypot. If she strained, she could hear the ocean below, but thirty floors up where they stood, the breeze didn’t provide much reprieve. Sweat dripped from her forehead and she cricked her neck.

The captain of the kumiho – the city guard, led the politicians down the line. “And this is Mira, newly appointed as captain of the border guard.” The older man was de facto Minister of Defence, but he stroked his silver moustache like an indulgent grandfather offering candied lotus seeds. Mira had seen the other side of him. She saluted the delegates, the Minister of Ceremonies and two junior officials.

“Ah, we’ve heard a lot about you,” said the Minister of Ceremonies, a tall middle-aged woman. “Helping out the Minister of Fathomfolk. The siren.”

Helping out was not how Mira would have phrased it. It was more of a partnership really. She pushed a smile into the corners of her mouth. “Half-siren actually. I’m glad to be here today.”

“You should be,” the man on the left said. “First fathomfolk in the military and now the first to reach captaincy. Integration at its finest.” The words were well-meaning enough but she could hear the abacus beads clicking in his head. Not satisfied with putting her name out as a fathomfolk success story, now they wanted to paste billboards all over the city. Mira had refused. It was difficult enough to do her job without her face staring back from every skybridge, walkway and tram platform. “With all due respect, sir, I hope to inspire fathomfolk to join all branches.” Her emphasis was deliberate. While she was a trailblazer, there were only four other folk in any aspect of government. All on the military side, all in her chinthe border guard rather than the more influential kumiho city guard. Titans forbid that folk get into the offices of agriculture or transport; the glamour and influence they could have . . .

The remaining official who had not spoken simply pinned Mira’s captain badge on the front of her coat: the golden liondog namesake of the chinthe. His hand shook, eyes decidedly not meeting hers. He was afraid. Afraid of the siren mutt without a leash. He did well not to flinch. Mira nodded and smiled, went through the motions of small talk the same way she got dressed in the morning: automatically, perfunctorily, with her mind sorting through endless lists and jobs that needed to be done. If she kept pretending it didn’t bother her, one day it might be true.

“Did you see the look on his face? Pale as a sail,” a voice whispered behind her as the delegates moved on. One of her lieutenants.

“Bollocks, he’d probably forgotten where he was. Doddering fools refuse to retire until they have to be carried out.” Lieutenant Tam’s baritone carried above the other voices.

Mira allowed herself a half-smile. At least some people had her back.

Despite everything, it had been a good day. Two of her good friends had been promoted and a rusalka had just completed advanced training. The border guards were never invited to the kumiho celebrations in City Hall. The steamed dumplings and free-flowing wine would be missed, but the entitled city guard would not be. They flaunted their ceremonial swords like children’s toys. The chinthe only got symbolic daggers, another slight to add to the heap. Mira ran her thumb down the worn hilt of hers.

This group had been with her for nearly as long as her chinthe dagger; patrolling the waters in the southern districts of the sprawling Tiankawi city state. The border guards’ jurisdiction was supposedly only around resettlement and trade. But over the decades, the city guard had refused to have anything to do with the folk-concentrated south. The whole region would have fallen into the hands of gangs had it not been for the chinthe.

From the rooftop training ground, sea level was quite a drop. In her younger days, Mira had clambered across buildings, vaulted and scrabbled through various shortcuts. But the long way had its own charm. The city stretched out, monolithic pillars a canopy above the shanty towns below. At low tide the planks of the walkways oozed with muddy water, threatening to warp faster than they could be fixed. At high tide they were completely submerged, beholden to the mercies of the waters that surrounded Tiankawi. Not that this presented a problem for the folk.

Mira’s usual after-work haunt was nothing more than a street stall near the port in Seong district. An elderly couple of stallholders seared skewers of spiced tiger prawns and whole fish over coals, bottles of moonshine floating in the water by their feet.

“To the new captain, Mira o’ the chinthe, we are not worthy,” Lieutenant Tam said with a mock bow.

“Oh piss off.” Mira prodded him with the toe of her boot.

“Don’t forget about us when you’re a lofty council member,” he added. Mira rolled her eyes, not wasting her breath on a retort.

“He has a point,” said Mikayil, her other lieutenant, his thick eyebrows wiggling at her from an amiable brown face. He wiped his hands neatly on a square of cloth from his pocket.

“They want you for leadership,” Lucia agreed. She was one of the newest ensigns, her uniform still pressed every morning and her face free from the worn river lines the others had. She held her sheathed dagger like they’d given her a nugget of gold. Mira remembered that elation. Wished she had a little of it left.

“They want a tick box in the Council; a head-bobbing, arse-kissing recruitment pamphlet. Well, what do you think?” Mira said, posing with her hand on her hip, a caricature of an enrolment notice. They laughed, clinking bottles and turning to talk of other things. Mira took a long swig of the local brew. She wished it was that easy to brush it off inside as well. The faces of the delegates today confirmed what she already knew. All they saw was a half-siren. No matter the uniform she wore, the exams she passed, the ideas she brought to the discussion; they always saw her as fathomfolk first. She’d never lived in an underwater haven – the semi-submerged city was her only home – and yet she’d always be an outsider.

She helped herself to another bottle, raising it until the stallholder auntie nodded in acknowledgement. Heard the merry-making fall silent suddenly.

A group of folk made their way down the walkway. Walking four abreast, they took up all the space. Mira recognised some of them: the whiskers of the ikan keli catfish twins, the swagger of the broad-shouldered kelpie leader in front. Drawbacks: a group of dissident folk who had been openly sceptical of her appointment. They walked with confident purpose, stopping too close to the border guards’ celebration for comfort. Mira felt the wariness of her colleagues, drinks being placed down on tables, hands inching towards baston sticks.

“Congratulations are in order, Captain,” Lynnette, the Drawback leader said. Sarcasm tugged on the edges of her words. As if she wasn’t tall enough, her tousled mohawk added inches to her height, like the crest of a wave.

Mira stood slowly, closing the distance in their heights a little, trying to defuse the situation with a light-heartedness she did not truly feel. “My thanks, you’re welcome to join.” Eyes glanced over the makeshift seats; nothing more than upturned wooden crates. The table a couple of damp pallets, mildewed around the edges.

The younger catfish twin was staring at Ensign Lucia, baiting her to look away first. He bared his teeth with a sudden hiss, barbed fins fanning down otherwise human-looking forearms. The effect was startling. Disquieting. Lucia toppled off the wooden crate she was sitting on. Only the quick reactions of those beside her prevented her from falling entirely into the water. The folk cackled.

“We’ve somewhere to be,” Lynnette said.

“Another time perhaps.” Mira kept her voice steady. Neutral.

The kelpie flexed her generous biceps, the sand god amulet around her neck swinging. “Unlike some, we’re busy making a difference for folk in the city.”

Mira heard Tam curse quietly behind her, the tension thick. Despite the alcohol, she suddenly felt very sober. Of course, just because she’d been made captain didn’t mean all folk approved her appointment. “Should you have any suggestions for change, I’d be glad to hear them.”

“Try changing yourself,” a whisper from the back of the new group snarked. Loud enough for all to hear. Not enough of an insult to warrant anything really. What was Mira – the first folk captain in the history of the city – going to do? Arrest the most vocal protest group on her first night? The Drawbacks knew it as well, Lynnette seemingly swaggering up to make this exact point.

“Good night, Captain. I’m sure our paths will cross again soon.”

The Drawbacks did not wait for the response. They jumped, cannonball-diving and flipping from the walkway into the water on either side with whoops and jeers. Making splashes so big that the border guards were drenched completely.

Saltwater ran down Mira’s face and coat as her colleagues swore and stood up around her. She sat back down, taking a sip of her now salty beer. She’d hoped to enjoy her promotion for at least one day, but there would be no such respite.
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Mira had almost succeeded in putting the Drawbacks out of her mind by the time she caught the tram. It was mostly empty apart from a drunk sleeping in the corner and a fathomfolk couple talking in whispers by the doors. The carriage lurched forward on the raised rails as it headed towards the central Jingsha district. Here stood the proud buildings at the heart of the city, the steel-boned monuments to humanity’s prowess. Built during the Great Bathyal War, when it became clear that fighting between humanity and fathomfolk would not change the rising water levels; before the decades of floods. Built to endure. The rest of the city was made up of scattered semi-submerged neighbourhoods sprawled around Jingsha. Mira herself came from one of those districts, a shanty town really. She’d never thought that one day she’d live in the centre.

When she opened the door to her apartment, it was snowing. A layer of white covered everything as if a flurry had passed through the room. It was like the stories her ama had told, tales set in winter palaces on top of mountains she’d never known. Flakes like tiny flowers drifted towards her and despite herself, she stuck out her tongue. The cold sliver melted and sharpened her senses. She could’ve stayed there all night, head tilted as if towards the sun, and let it fall on her face. The sound of familiar footsteps made her turn. Her partner Kai stood waiting for her to notice.

“You have no idea how much I love you right now,” he said with a smile that spread from his mouth into his warm brown eyes. He soaked the scene in, clearly pleased with himself.

“What did you do, you mad fool?” she said, unable to stop herself from laughing.

He came towards her, hugging her tight and warm. “Congratulations!”

“What, what is all this?” she said again. Insisting this time. She extracted herself briefly, even though she just wanted to bury her nose in his shirt. He smelt of home. Of soup broth and lemongrass soap. Though he was impeccably dressed, his fingers were nonetheless stained with black ink. She took one of his hands, rubbing at the smudges as he talked.

“I have to be impartial, I know. And you didn’t want it to be a big deal. But how can I not celebrate this? You made captain!” he said. Mira cupped the side of his jaw, the bristles on his chin tickling her palm. He could still make her heart sing after two years. “So,” he continued, turning to plant a gentle kiss on her hand, “we can celebrate your promotion here – at home – with all the fuss I want to lavish on you.”

“Yes, but what is this?” She gestured around. Now that she had a moment to look, she realised he had covered the furniture with blankets, rendering the sofa and the dining table into soft white mounds. The snow falling around her was real though. It was all Kai. He demonstrated, flicking water into the air and using his waterweaving powers to freeze the droplets as they fell in perfectly defined snowflakes. It hardly looked like he was putting any effort into it, a level of skill that would make any other fathomfolk sweat with exertion. Delicate precision that only someone of his upbringing could achieve.

“You wanted to see snow; you’ve never been north. Honestly, I want to take you there. I will take you there! But for now, this will do.”

Despite the cold, Mira felt her skin tingle where it touched his. Her head spun with his words. Kai was never one to do things by halves. Even after all this time together, he could still surprise her. She wondered if all folk born in the sea havens were like this, but she doubted it. He was pure sincerity and joy.

He presented her with a scroll in both hands, bowing ceremoniously. The lotus-leaf paper was protected by a glass tube. It had become a tradition of theirs to give each other mock documents: salacious newssheets, penalty notices for missed dinners, or strongly worded complaint letters about the quality of lingering glances. His eyes laughed merrily as she struggled with the wax, finally cutting it loose with her ceremonial blade. He’d made a certificate in flowing legalese, a document verifying that she was captain not just of the chinthe, but of all fathomfolk. And beneath it, images brought to life by a couple of deft brushstrokes. Mira leading a parade of dancing, laughing, singing folk along a riverway. His light touch had captured familiar faces, the idiosyncrasies of people they both knew.

“It’s, it’s . . . ” she began.

“I know,” he quipped.

She pushed him lightly onto the sofa, the snow puffing up on impact and making them both laugh as she sat across his lap. A tremor ran through her, the whole room swaying. Kai’s face was the one clear thing. “Look at me, I’m shaking,” she said in a whisper.

“As much as I’d like to take credit, that’s an actual earthquake.” He put his hands on her hips and anchored her.

The overhead light was swinging but nothing else was out of place. Growing up on the water, Mira barely noticed the minor tremors, but in the imposing towers of Jingsha she felt them more acutely. They waited for it to pass. She piled the fluffy snow on Kai’s topknot, dabbing it into his dark facial hair and on his nose. Giddiness bubbled up through her as he shook himself free, the snowflakes flicking onto her face and down the front of her top. And when he complained of cold, she kissed him better; butterfly kisses down his neck and shoulders. Her hands untied his robes to reach down across his smooth skin, her lips caressing the pearlescent smattering of scales on his collarbone, across his torso and down one arm. She loved that he wore his true colours even when in human form. A water dragon, the only one in the whole city state. The notion still took her by surprise now and then. The closest thing to fathomfolk nobility, and here he was, looking up at her with hungry eyes.

He ran his hands across the fabric of her chinthe green uniform, tracing the braiding, rubbing the brass buttons in a way that made Mira involuntarily exhale. “I’m supposed to be treating you, remember?” he murmured. The coat fell away and his hands ran down her back. Their lips met and she leaned in, pushing her hips, her chest, her mouth into him, pressing close so he could feel the ache that filled her entirely.

“So . . . how do you want to celebrate?” he asked.

Her response required no words.




Chapter Two

No one said it was going to be easy to steal the dragon pearl.

“Hurry up,” Nami said, sinking down to the ocean floor beside Dan. He looked up at her, his kappa’s beak pursed tight as he glared back. Gills opened and closed in exasperation. He might be her best friend, but he could still snap bones with one bite. She hastily swallowed her next comment.

“Is it . . . supposed to be doing that?” Hong-Gi asked, the jangjamari so nervous that the kelp covering his whole body quivered in the warm eddy. He inclined his head towards the shield generator. The lights had started to pulse in vivid blue waves like bioluminescence. Even Nami could guess that wasn’t a good sign.

“It’s fine.” She was bluffing. She didn’t really know the workings of topside machinery, taking only the minimal classes to pass at the Academy. She jabbed randomly at the buttons again. “Besides, you’re supposed to be keeping watch!” The fronds of seaweed floated with him through the water as Hong-Gi drifted back to position. Once there, he was undetectable, another rock covered in seaweed and barnacles along the passageway.

In the comfort of their old student dive, the Anemone Club, it had seemed straightforward enough – sneak into the Peace Tower and steal the dragon pearl. Except they weren’t stealing – liberating was more accurate. The last unhatched dragon egg, which the humans insisted on rebranding as the Peace Stone, a symbol of the post-war armistice between humans and fathomfolk. To Nami, it was a symbol of betrayal. One that loomed over the underwater haven, a watchtower rather than a lighthouse.

Dan swam back. “It won’t open.”

The lights were no longer flashing; the blue hue was simply getting stronger, like staring into the sun. A series of pipes ran like fault lines in jagged right angles. Dan had bitten through the outer casing of the shield generator, but inside things weren’t any clearer. A mess of welded metal, knotted wires and moving parts. Nami remembered now that she’d failed the practical exam at the Academy spectacularly, and that was merely tinkering with a simple mechanism for a boat. She poked a finger at some wires, feigning a knowledge she did not have. Why didn’t they just label things? Humans had to overcomplicate matters. But the other students had assured them it would work. The same students who’d failed to show up tonight, in fact . . .

Not for the first time, Nami wished she was naturally smart, like her older brother Kai. First in his year at the Academy, finished his overseas studies in two years when it should have taken three, and a skilled waterweaver to boot. He’d know exactly what to do – though he wouldn’t even be in this situation in the first place. Not that it mattered; he wasn’t here to bail her out any more. Kai had been topside for years now, ambassador to the human city state of Tiankawi.

“Just cut it,” Dan said, crossing his webbed hands, “I know you can.”

“Will you be able to handle any other problems?”

He barked with laughter, the deep sound peculiar from his slight frame. After years of friendship, it still took Nami by surprise. “Let them come.”

Nami forced more oxygen through her gills. The water tingled around her, responding to her call. It flowed through her open palm movements as she moulded it. She could feel the energy growing, vibrating between her fingers like nibbling fish. Still she pushed it, forward and back, lifting more of the water with each sweep, magnetising and focusing it between her hands. Waterweaving. A skill all fathomfolk had to some extent, but Nami had two distinct advantages: an endless stream of tutors and the latent power of her dragon form. She pointed one finger at the door and released the water through a controlled jet. Strong enough to cut.

As soon as the crude hole had been etched, Dan kicked it in with his foot. He smacked his beak together in satisfaction, peering up through the darkened doorway.

“After you, princess,” he said with a mock bow. She didn’t even waste the time retorting, simply glaring until he shrugged, used to her rage. “We’re stealing your mother’s pearl, and she’s practically royalty.”

Dan liked to goad her. He had three sisters and was used to giving as good as he got. He’d stepped on a lot of webbed feet and bowed to a lot of rotten fish to get into the same academy, the same classes that Nami had attended, no questions asked. The scholarship student, in a hurry to start earning. They had graduated together a year ago and Dan had been grafting ever since, scraping together money to feed his family. Two months ago, he’d lost his job. The company he worked for folded, out-competed by cheap surface labour.

“Hong-Gi, we’re going in!” Nami said. It was impossible to tell which of the seaweed-covered rocks he was until he moved. She almost wished the jangjamari hadn’t come. An artless newcomer from the depths of the kelp forest, he’d sponged up the words of the Anemone Club radicals as if parched with thirst. Nami hadn’t the heart to dissuade him, thinking him safer in their circle than being led astray by others. Now she was less certain. Too many things had gone wrong already.

A long, narrow corridor dripped with ribbon-like fringing. Before she could register Dan’s warning shout, she’d swept a handful of the strands aside. Sudden pain shot up her arm. The innocuous strings wrapped vice-like around her wrist. Tentacles. She looked up to see a bloom of jellyfish. Their translucent bells twinkled blue like starlight, the same as the shield generator. This was what it had alerted.

Her right arm was completely paralysed, red through from hand to shoulder. Too late, her scales hardened over the top, doing nothing more than making her arm hang heavy at her side. She swore under her breath.

“Did you never play with sea jellies growing up?” Dan slapped the tentacles aside with the back of his hand, peering down the densely curtained corridor. The kappa’s thick skin was immune to most stings and poisons. A small consolation for not being able to shift into a human-passing form. When Nami didn’t answer, he shrugged. “Of course not. Too busy learning three languages and how to arrange seagrass.”

It wasn’t exactly how her childhood had gone, but there wasn’t time to disagree. Dan cut a path through the stinging corridor and they reached a huge open chamber. Other doors led off on the seabed level, but there was only one way up. A series of handholds spiralled around the walls of the central room, emerging through the water and continuing towards the lighthouse eyrie above. Nami pulled her paralysed arm in close to her body. Dan was about to make another remark, a sudden brightness in his round eyes as he looked at the handholds then back at her useless limb. Nami gritted her teeth and kicked off before he could start, using her legs to swim towards the surface. Out of the water, the cold penetrated her skin. The spiral staircase continued upwards, nothing more than stones jutting out of the walls.

“You’d better wait here,” she said to Hong-Gi. The jangjamari was slow at the best of times, but above water, he was glacial. As conflicted as Nami felt about her human form, it was a lot more practical in circumstances like these.

Many fathomfolk had land forms and water forms, but Dan only had one shape – another reason why fellow students at the Academy had looked down at him. His small stature meant it would be a long and tiring climb.

“I could throw you,” Nami said. “A couple of rotations and launch you upwards, boost you with some water arcs?” She tried and failed to keep the merriment from her voice.

“Like I’m some slingshot pebble? Get your head out your arse, I can climb,” Dan said, pushing past her. He jumped from stone to stone, webbed hands and feet splayed, adhering to the walls.

“It’d just be like an immense whirlpool spat you out.” Nami was provoking him now. It was only fair given his earlier insults.

“I’m already target practice at home for my sisters, never mind you.”

“You’ve plenty of experience then.” She heard only an echo of his response. A choice curse word.

As they continued up, her numb arm wiped the mirth from her face. The climb was difficult and the growing height filled her mouth with bile. Landing in the water would be of no consequence, it was hitting the walls on the way down that worried her.

Nearing the top, she could see the beams that held up the flying eaves on the outside. The humans had made their watchtower beautiful. With multiple tiered roofs it was the only structure in the Yonakuni sea haven that broke through the surface of the water.

Only one place left to go. She hesitated a moment. Her mother would never forgive her. But nor would she forgive herself unless she tried. Humans had done this. Their pollution spilled through the oceans, bleaching the coral of the underwater havens into bones. Their mechanised floating cities vomited out waste. And rather than fight them, the Yonakuni elders traded with them! No wonder people were leaving. Folk swam from the thickest kelp forests and deepest brine lakes for tickets and papers. Endless emigrants desperate to get out of the water. It was only a matter of time before Yonakuni fell like the havens before. That was what the other students had said. It spurred Nami on.

Her hand looked human in its aspect. Pale-skinned and lithe. Weak. She hardened her scales, watching the iridescent silver gleam coat the back of her hand, her nails turning to talons. She pulled the door open.

The room was as extravagant as her mother’s finest chambers. Identical windows on each of the eight walls, shutters closed against the afternoon sunlight. Between these and on the supporting pillars were a series of artefacts. Archaic human script Nami did not recognise. Fading woodblock prints depicting humans and fathomfolk. A curved ceremonial sword with a tassel of finely knotted seasilk.

Dan stood in front of one triptych. His height made a difference out of the water; he had to crane his neck to see the image. It showed a mermaid brushing her hair, confident and free, the waves behind caressing her scales. Then swooning in the arms of some human man, a fisherman or a prince or anyone in between. And the last picture . . .

The kappa spat.

The last picture showed the man cradling the body of the mermaid. It didn’t matter why she’d died. A sacrifice for him, for their child, for some unwitting sin. The story was always the same.

“Equality above and below the waterline,” Nami said, the words curdling in her mouth. She echoed the official line they’d been taught. Her remaining doubts burned away like morning mist in the glare of the sun.

A carved lacquer box intricately decorated with mother-of-pearl serpentine dragons lay atop a central pedestal. Light shone out, warm and joyful, as Nami opened the lid. As the white spots in her vision dissipated, she could see the single pearl, as big as a newborn’s head, within the box. It swirled opalescent and as familiar as the scales on her mother’s skin.

“Jiang-Li’s last pearl, nothing more than a lighthouse beacon,” Dan said.

Nami nodded, not trusting herself to speak yet. The lighthouse had been erected when she was only a child. A beacon of human and fathomfolk friendship, she’d been told every time she’d asked the officials, her teachers, her mother. To stop the ships from damaging one of the last underwater havens. But Nami knew what it really was. The whispers bitter in the abyssal zone of Yonakuni haven. A bargaining chip. As long as they could see the light twinkling in the distance, the humans were reassured that folk were being obedient little neighbours, circling their oversized fish tank. And the folk were helpless. Staring at their hope but never able to use it.

She picked the pearl up, gingerly holding it outstretched in both hands, wanting to bring it close and yet afraid to have it near her. It throbbed, warm to the touch. Her hands were suddenly damp with sweat, and she nearly dropped it. Dan was saying something, but she couldn’t hear him past the rush in her ears. Her heart was beating so fast she could feel it straining through her chest to break free. A long moment passed as she waited for something else.

It could have been her.

“Hello, little one,” she whispered into the shell.

A roar slammed into the back of her head, sending tremors like ice melting down her spine. The surprise made her jump, throwing the pearl into the air. A flash of green hide knocked her off her feet and she dropped to all fours, reflexively transforming her skin to hardened scales. She rolled to one side and countered, pushing past her attacker to catch the falling pearl. It was instinct, the way she’d been taught by the best martial tutors in the haven.

One of the same former tutors faced her now: Sobekki, Protector of the Realm. His crocodile skin was tough, near impenetrable, and he had brought half a dozen guards with him. “You’re in trouble,” he said, voice emotionless as his weather-beaten face.

There was no way Nami could win against Sobekki in a fair fight. He’d trained her, knew every one of her weak spots, and that was before considering the minor issue of her paralysed arm.

“I outrank you,” she said. She put force behind her voice and noted that some of the soldiers wavered in their positions; one even took a step back.

Sobekki said nothing, simply baring his sharp teeth as he took a step forward.

“My mother will—”

“Who do you think sent me?”

Dan chipped in. “She’s fighting for her people! That’s a lot more than the Senate have done in decades!”

“I’m not arguing with a couple of children. You only see the surface, not the whole issue. Hand over the pearl.”

It was the same platitudes they always gave: it’s complicated; you’ll understand some day. Nami threw the pearl to Dan. Her body lengthened, her argent scales gleaming as spines grew down her back. Antlers curved out from her brow and her eyes dilated to see into every shadow. Her hands turned to full claws and her face to her true self. In dragon form she could reach all corners of the small room. With a whip of her tail, she knocked three of the guards to the ground. Even with one injured arm, she was more steady on her feet.

“I won’t hold back,” Sobekki warned.

“Bring it, old one,” Nami responded as she leapt.

Sobekki sidestepped her easily, grappling her, twisting his whole body in a graceful cartwheel. Nami did not resist, flowing with the move and disentangling herself as she flipped over his head. She landed hard, her foreclaw slipping under her. Two of the other guards were behind her, approaching with caution. She rolled into a knot, moving in a whirlwind of coiled scales, fast and dazzling. One guard lunged, then the other. They aimed for flesh, but she curved her body out of the way, sending them crashing into each other.

Sobekki ran straight at her with a rain of fists. Nami could only dodge so many before the blows struck her head ridge and across the jaw. Her tricks would not work with him. He was not dazzled by the sight of a dragon the way others were. Her whiskers alerted her to his movements, but she couldn’t act quickly enough. She growled low, even though the protective spines were surely hurting her former tutor just as much as her. She snapped at him, but Sobekki was faster, much faster. Nami could hear his voice ringing in her head. Your true form is bigger, but that also makes you a bigger target. Fast, agile opponents will wear you down.

A strike on her shoulder blades, another to her side, and she felt her body tiring. The waterweaving, the paralysis, the shape-shifting; it had all taken its toll. She shrank herself down, reflexively turning back into human form, but Sobekki had been waiting for that. The barrage continued unabated, leaving Nami shielding her head from the blows. The dragon scale was the only thing keeping her in one piece.

“You hate them, say you’re different, and yet here you are, hiding in human form!” Sobekki was usually a person of few words, and Nami knew he was furious. She didn’t have the breath to respond. Her ribs ached and she was gasping just trying to dodge his hits.

“I’m nothing like them.” The energy to muster a response distracted her. Long enough for Sobekki to punch her in the side of the jaw. Nami tasted bitter iron in her mouth and sank to her knees. A drop of blood dripped down her chin. She felt the pearl watching her, glowing weakly in Dan’s hands as he cowered between two guards. Sobekki loomed over her, a sneer across his features. Then, abruptly, sensing perhaps that she was defeated, he turned his back. Prised the pearl out of Dan’s grasp and held it up to his eye. His grip, although reverent, nonetheless dented the pearl’s surface. She felt it as though he were pressing nails against her temples. She sucked in a breath through her teeth.

“Soft,” he said. Then, looking back at Nami, “But not as soft as their sister.”




Chapter Three

Serena leaned over the bed and touched her daughter’s forehead. The girl was flushed and damp but the worst of the fever seemed to have passed. Still Qiuyue slept like she was a writhing eel, turning and kicking until the covers were all twisted under her arms. Serena prised the blanket free, laying it over her and kissing her cheek.

“Ama,” the child said sleepily, turning her head like a flower towards the sun.

“Go back to sleep, my love.”

Qiuyue yawned, fighting back the tiredness to open dark brown eyes that were the spitting image of her father’s. “Make the faces again, Ama. Then I’ll sleep.”

Serena looked quickly towards the doorway, checking that her husband was not within sight. Then back down at Qiuyue, watching her daughter smile and clap her hands together in delight. Her sharp ears picked up footsteps in the corridor and she quickly readjusted her countenance. “Remember, our little secret.”

“Promise, Ama. Enjoy your party.” The girl turned over in bed, soundly asleep within minutes. So different to her brother, who’d been a needy, whiny child. Serena had high hopes.

“Ready?” her husband said from the doorway. The room was dimly lit by the lamp so she couldn’t read his face. All the same, she could see the exasperation in his angular shoulders. “She’ll be fine, my dear.”

Serena’s heels clicked on the floor as she crossed the room, shrugged into the coat he held out. “It doesn’t get any easier,” she said. “I know, I know, we have one of the best nannies in Tiankawi, but still . . . ” She shook her head, trying to ignore the gnawing worries that she knew were preposterous. The nanny had been given clear instructions, not to disturb Qiuyue’s sleep, to reheat the seaweed soup if she was hungry, and above all else, to keep her away from the water. The woman hadn’t reacted, a polite nod of assent, even though Serena knew they all thought she was being hysterical. Her son had experienced one little accident in the water, a decade ago, and now she wouldn’t let either of her children near the edge.

She pulled herself back to the moment. Samnang looked fine in his kumiho blue, the formal city guard uniform he wore to big events such as this evening’s gala. She was glad she’d asked the tailor to take the trousers out – just a couple of centimetres – without her husband noticing. He would congratulate himself on a trim figure, and she wouldn’t have to worry about a button popping off and taking someone’s eye out.

“Do we really have to go?” she asked for the third time.

Samnang patted her hand indulgently. “Just show our faces, that’s all. People will be expecting us.”

Serena wrinkled her nose. “We donate our money already, isn’t that enough?”

“My darling, you don’t have to worry about that. We can afford it. And you’re already dressed for the occasion.”

She gave in with a shake of her head. It was true that she had put on one of her favourite outfits: a floor-length dress with hand-painted waterlilies on blue silk. Her brown hair had shimmering silver streaks in it now, but she had artfully concealed them under opal and jade hairpins.

Gede was waiting for them at the bottom of the stairs. Her son took after his father. It had been a great disappointment that even paying visits and drinking tea with all the right people had not been enough to get him into the scholar branch of government. He had no head for figures, failed to remember his laws despite the best tutors. Had even been caught with notes in his sleeve during the formal examination. Serena had pulled out every favour to ensure the press didn’t catch a whiff of it. Even Samnang had been disappointed. But at least Gede was under his father’s wing now – an officer in the city guard – and could be her eyes and ears when her husband was in a less generous mood.

Their city chambers in the Jingsha district were only a short boat ride from the fundraiser. The family helmsman steered the boat precisely into the small pier at the base of the Toro building. Other guests milled on the walkway, stepping from their sampans, red sails raised. It was easy enough to cut a swathe through the crowd. Samnang’s reputation, the opulence of their private boat, made it quite clear how far up the social ladder they were. Some scrambled to get out of the way, a few offering fawning greetings or a hand to help Serena navigate puddles on the wooden walkway. She smiled graciously but ignored them all. The finest trees need not worry about the weeds. She took Samnang’s hand alone, liking the way he was still gentlemanly about his actions even after two and a half decades of marriage. She was certain he was as in love with her as the day they met. Constantly remarking about how little she had aged, how beautiful she still was. What was the secret? But she would not tell him, simply smiled and ducked her head.

As they strolled towards the lifts, all eyes turned to watch them, the colourful lights of the gala like a beacon on the sixty-eighth floor of the newly built column.

“I really hope they have meat. Roast pork or at least poached chicken,” Gede said, stifling a yawn with the back of his hand. “I’m bored of greens.”

Serena frowned at him, shaking her head just a little. Her ears popped as they ascended but she ignored the sensation as best she could. “When I was your age it was seaweed every day. Greens and fresh fruit is something you shouldn’t take for granted.”

“Yes, yes, everything was harder in your day.”

“Gede,” his father said in mild warning. “You should be thankful you’ve not had to suffer as your mother once did.” He squeezed Serena’s hand until the gems from his ring dug into her skin. She loosened his grip, rubbing the back of her neck as she looked up at the numbers ascending on the lift. He meant well, but his interjection stiffened her shoulders even more. Samnang had been born into one of the wealthiest families in the city.

The lift operator slid open the ornate cage doors and they stepped onto the revolving floor. Even though she’d attended a private members’ reception here last month, the sensation took some getting used to. Windows gave them a panoramic view of Tiankawi, and the room had been decorated in blue and green. Hundreds of pebbles, sea glass and shells had been threaded through thin wire and artfully twined into waves around the bar and ice sculptures. The familiar red and blue swirls of witchlight were dotted around on plinths and hanging from pendants. The motion of the floor and the static decorations gave the impression of drifting in water. Which was probably the idea.

Some of Samnang’s kumiho colleagues in blue came to greet them, palm-fist salutes and short bows exchanged. The trade ambassador from the western city of Dhinduk was with them, the handsy one who liked to push his luck. Serena smiled and made a vague comment about drinks, stepping away before the ambassador could wheedle his way to her side.

She waited for the bartender to mix the cocktails, brushing her hand against the witchlight on the bar. The impression of the waterweaver behind it was like the signature on a painting. A couple came to stand beside her and she snatched her hand back quickly.

“Lady Serena.” It was the Yonakunish ambassador, Kai, and his partner, Mira, the recently promoted chinthe captain. They made a stunning couple: young, handsome and full of energy. Serena’s eyes immediately darted to their telltale gill marks. It was often the only clear giveaway when fathomfolk were in human form.

Mira pulled her long curly hair over her neck, quite deliberately hiding her gills as she sipped from her glass of wine. Her hair was the sort of black that shimmered with greens, blues and purples, like an oil slick on the surface of water. Instead of her formal border guard uniform, she wore a bottle-green pant suit with a stiff standing collar embroidered with a border of leaping fish in gold thread. Even her fashion choices were adroit. Despite her petite height, the half-siren commanded an aura of attention.

“Ambassador, Captain,” Serena acknowledged, raising the glass the bartender offered her and wetting her lips with it. “You must be very excited about this evening’s festivities. The event raises a lot of money for the impoverished people in the city.”

“Funny,” Mira said, “after fees, taxes, paying for this, that and the other, there’s never really much left.”

“Funny that,” Serena agreed. She combed her fingers through a loose strand of hair, a habit when her hands were idle, curling the end around her little finger. Stopped short of chewing on it when she noticed the captain’s raised eyebrow. The ambassador offered to help carry the second drink back to her husband. She ignored him, more interested in the spiky half-siren beside him. Her eyes locked on Mira’s. “My motto is ‘help yourself up’.”

Mira glanced over to where Samnang stood at the centre of a circle of cooing followers. “I can see how you’ve put that into practice.”

Serena smiled. It was so rare that someone had the audacity to spar with her, to push back, that she was – almost – enjoying herself.




Chapter Four

“They’re so infuriating,” Mira said, taking a large gulp of her drink as Serena sashayed back towards her husband.

“Just birds with clipped wings. Nothing we can’t handle,” Kai said. He put his drink down, his fingers brushing her hand on the bar. Despite her annoyance, Mira registered the action. Letting her know he was there. That she could twine his fingers between her own if she needed to.

“I know, I know. But I’m the chinthe captain now. I need to navigate this world. Learn to . . . sing their stupid songs.” The last word was said through gritted teeth. She could feel a headache coming from the number of times she’d bowed and bitten her tongue already. It was as if her ears were lying to her. The fawning words and saccharine compliments delivered like a slap to the face. Kind acts followed by slander as soon as they left the room. A whole different game here and she was already sick of it.

“Did you know,” Kai said, leaning in conspiratorially, “Serena’s not from one of the elite families. It was quite a scandal when Samnang married her, a woman with no name or connections.”

Mira looked up at him, cocking her head. He shrugged away her unspoken questions. “Before you begin, I’m not gossiping. There are factions at play and I’m not just talking about fathomfolk versus humans. Always important to know how the land lies.”

“I don’t care how it lies; I know where it lies: deep underneath the sea.” She snagged some canapés from a waiter, a steamed dumpling and some sort of unfamiliar leaf. The food was infinitely better in the southern districts compared with here among the tall towers. The company was better too. Kai excepted. She admired the water dragon’s profile. His antlers were hidden but his face was breathtakingly handsome all the same. She regretted not taking his hand now, but she dared not voice the lingering sentiment.

How did they eat this crap? She chewed on the hard, grainy leaf and washed it down with the rest of her drink. Only then did she notice that Kai had nibbled only the end of his leaf, depositing the hard exterior on a discreet silver bowl on the waiter’s tray. The waiter curled his lip, but glanced away as Mira stared him defiantly in the eye. She tried another one, scraping the soft pulp with her teeth. Still tasted like shit.

“We’ll do a circuit, then go,” Kai said, putting his arm around her waist. It annoyed her that his presence soothed her. That he seemed to know she yearned to touch him and at the same time was afraid it would make her appear weak. She could do this alone, but it was so much easier, less frustrating, with him as an ally by her side.

“I’d support it, I honestly would, if it did any good.”

“Believe me, it has an impact. You don’t want to be the spokesperson for fathomfolk, but they will treat you like one anyway. So show them the Mira I love. The person who can light up a room and argue me to the ground.”

Mira couldn’t help but laugh, embarrassed by his earnest response. She kissed his cheek, a chaste peck. “Only you feel that way, silly.”

They mingled with the other guests. The biggest group in the room were the scholar officials from the various offices. She spotted a cluster in gossamer white robes from the Ministry of Ceremonies, and the Minister of Justice himself, silver hair blending into his grey silk tunic. The top families in the city, the ones whose businesses had paid for most of Jingsha’s monolithic buildings and infrastructure. None of them lived on the water; the view from the windows tonight was probably as close as they would get to sea level. They would go back to their stilted mansions in the Manshu and Kenabi districts, satisfied they’d done their bit for the less fortunate.

The charity auction started with all the ridiculousness Mira had come to expect. A list of benefactors as long as her arm. People patting each other on the back for their generosity, wiping away imagined tears for the plight of the impoverished folk and humans as they continued to quaff drinks that cost more than an average daily wage. Feathers were in this season, woven into elaborate hairdos, puffed up on shoulder pads and trimming collars and cloaks.

Her mind and eyes wandered as the auctioneer droned on, selling the decadent items to the neighbours of the people who had donated them. The quantities of money spiralled as the drinks continued to flow, amounts that Mira couldn’t even imagine. She wandered over to the buffet table, noticing that the crowd had thinned considerably. Perhaps she could persuade Kai they’d stayed for long enough.

A border guard saluted at her side. Mira reluctantly put the plate down as he told her someone wanted to see her. He was familiar, the guard, one of the old captain’s favourites.

He led her out of a back door and down two sets of stairs. She should probably have told Kai where she was going but the relief at having something to do, something to work her mind and her limbs away from the goldfish bowl of a revolving restaurant above, made her stomach churn with excitement. Besides, she didn’t want to run to her boyfriend with every little problem.

She was ushered into a small room, a private gambling den by the looks of the square velvet-topped table and the white tiled pieces. In the far shadows, illuminated only by a light of her own making, stood the seawitch Cordelia.

“Nope,” Mira said, turning back to the door before it closed behind her.

“My old friend, don’t be such a bore!”

“I see you enough as it is, and we don’t have an appointment tonight.”

She heard the seawitch slither across the floor and a creak as she eased herself into a chair. “We can always close the account now if you’d prefer?”

The hairs on Mira’s neck prickled and she finally turned. “What do you want?”

Cordelia had sprawled out now, her eight octopus limbs a relaxed russet hue. Her top half was humanoid, but that was just the image she presented. Other fathomfolk had one, perhaps two forms at most. The seawitch had endless faces. No one really knew what she looked like. “Your predecessor and I had a good relationship. I thought I would offer you the same terms. An introductory offer.”

Mira had made a bargain with the seawitch once before. A naïve, impetuous decision that had haunted her ever since. Her stomach suddenly felt queasy, the rich food and drink no longer sitting comfortably. “What are you talking about?”

“Dear saltlick, you’re captain now. We can have a mutually beneficial arrangement. Protect the border, keep the law.”

“Get to the point,” Mira snapped. Stuffed her hands deep into her pockets to pretend nonchalance, but also to hide the clammy sweat on her palms. She knew Cordelia was toying with her. The seawitch was enjoying herself, piling the tiles into a tall pillar, positioning the last one off-centre so the whole thing came tumbling down.

“It’s a tricky job protecting the border. The settlement vessels, the fishing boats, people on rickety skiffs or simply swimming right up. Who knows how folk get past the border nets? Who smuggles them in? It’s a tough job for anyone, and even the chinthe can miss things.”

Mira’s fists coiled and she stepped forward before she could stop herself. “If you’ve brought me here to mock and insult me, I’ll—”

“We both want what’s best for Tiankawi. For you that’s making sure these poor fathomfolk refugees, piled onto a double outrigger for months to escape the war in Atlitya, get a proper hearing. A chance to make asylum claims. That’s very honourable, Mira. Your mother would be proud.”

Mira flinched, cursing the fact she’d let it show. Cordelia had the courtesy to pretend not to notice.

“For me, well it might be making sure a patron gets his goods in a timely fashion. So much red tape at the port, holding up some lovely seasilk from Yonakuni or a shipment of coconut wine from Dhinduk.” The seawitch was bringing in less salubrious items than her listed examples, but it was a game they both had to play.

“What are you suggesting?” Mira said. Her voice was almost gone, faint with the weight of what she was being offered.

“I will watch for these poor souls, let you know when they’re in Tiankawian waters. Give them a fighting chance for a new start; the same chance your mother had when she swam across the open seas to seek asylum. And in return, every so often you might lose a ledger or forget to check a shipment. Just helping a small business thrive.”

Cordelia oozed confidence, a look of complete ease across her features. Mira felt small and insignificant in comparison. Like fish were taking nibbles out of her and she had nowhere to hide. She’d been appointed less than a week and already she was weary of it.

If Cordelia went to the kumiho, to some other chinthe even, those fathomfolk would be deported immediately without so much as a backwards glance. Back to Atlitya, in the midst of a civil war that was tearing the underwater haven apart. The ones desperate enough to make the journey didn’t have anything to go back to. Worse still, they were often targeted more intensely for deserting. For refusing a call to service, or running from crippling debts. Their only chance was to get out of the water.

On the other hand, if Mira helped Cordelia, she’d be even more firmly in the seawitch’s grasp. More dirt for Cordelia to twist against her. She did the calculations in her head and the answer was grim either way. But she’d seen how Cordelia interacted with her ama and it gave her just a spark of hope.

“No,” she said finally. “I can’t make that bargain. And I believe that even you have a modicum of empathy.”

Cordelia’s shoulders went rigid and a ripple of white stripes ran down her limbs. “My dear, empathy is all well and good, but business is business.”

Mira stepped in closer, leaning over the table and restacking the white tiles one by one. “One thing crossed my mind, a terrible thought that can’t possibly be true. Because we both know you’re always within the word of the law.”

“Naturally.”

“Because if I find out that you’re the one smuggling them in. Taking their money and putting them into broken boats. Offering them to the highest bidder . . . Well. We don’t have to worry about that. Just a silly notion. You couldn’t possibly be doing anything so dreadful.” She placed the last white tile on top, the column much more secure than previously.

“What an awful thought.”

“Lucky I have no evidence to prove it . . . yet.” Mira was playing with fire, most definitely. But it had been one of those nights when sycophancy and false praise had reigned, and the ability to speak truths, to cut the seawitch’s smug look to ribbons, made it all worthwhile.

She walked back up the stairs two at a time, at first buoyantly and then, as her lungs began to heave, feeling the lead in her boots. The further she climbed, the more she began to regret her words. Not the choice she had made but how she’d delivered it.

Cordelia would not take this lying down. No, if anything, Mira had done more to antagonise the seawitch tonight than in all their previous years of interaction. She wrapped her hands tightly around the handrail, her knuckles white as she tried to compose herself. Too late to repair things; she would have to deal with that another day.

“There you are,” Kai said as she entered the room. The auction had finished and a couple of zither players had taken the stage. He held out a small wooden box, the lid open. Mira looked at it: a single pearl hanging from a gold necklace stared up at her. “I couldn’t resist. I know, I know you don’t like extravagance but I wanted to treat you. A gift for your promotion. All for a good cause.”

She remained silent as he fastened the clasp, felt the bite of the chain at the back of her neck. The pearl nestled below her collarbone, like a single shed tear. Worth more than she made in a month. She pushed the thought away immediately, the guilt bitter on her palate. It lingered, loitering at the back of her mind.

“Well, do you like it?” he asked, his face bright and earnest and all the things she loved about him.

She licked her cracked lips. Words swirled around her head, failing to form themselves into an appropriate response.

“Did something happen?” he said.

Relief flooded through her. She could tell him; they could put their heads together to solve the problem. She took both his hands, breathing in deeply to summon the words.

“Ambassador, an urgent message.” A waiter stood with a scroll sealed in glass.

Kai let go of Mira to take it. A protest sat on her lips. Hold on. Listen, we have things to talk about. But instead she exhaled, the moment moving away like ripples in the water. The distance grew.

Kai’s gentle brows furrowed as he read. “It’s my sister, Nami.”

“Anything I can do to help?” Kai had only told her a little about his family. His impetuous little sister always seemed to be stirring.

“Yes. I think there is.”




Chapter Five

“Have you quite finished?” the familiar voice said. Nami’s mother, Jiang-Li. The water dragon matriarch was draped in a gown with tendrils like ink in water. Around her middle were silver shells, a river of them like a school of fish. Even though clothes meant nothing to fathomfolk – an artifice they had acquired through trade with humans – she made Nami feel underdressed. Even when telling her off, Jiang-Li was beautiful.

“Breakfast in the dawn chamber in an hour.” Jiang-Li did not wait for a response. She didn’t really have to. Nami had been unceremoniously dumped at her mother’s feet by Sobekki and locked in her quarters like a spoilt child for days. She would obey, if only to find out what had happened to Dan and Hong-Gi.

Their underwater rooms were high up in the seamount on which Yonakuni haven was founded; part on the living surface and part in the heart of the rock, with a bridge linking the sections together. Fathomfolk-made housing spiralled around the dormant volcano like a scaffold to the pinnacle. The natural hollows of barrel sponges and honeycomb coral had been coaxed into malleable structures that could accommodate whole families.

Nami hadn’t lived here since before her Academy days. Jiang-Li had asked her to move back when she graduated but she had refused, preferring the independence. Drifting, her mother had described it.

“You could at least dress the part,” Jiang-Li said an hour later, arching an eyebrow as she poured kelp juice.

“Nothing wrong with what I’m wearing.” It was a recurrent argument. Nami could have fine cloth imported from the human cities, or waterweave an illusion of robes to match her status. But she preferred the loose trousers and tunics of her student days. Clothing that seaweed farmers and fisherfolk wore. She’d also cropped her black hair short, shaved at one side, in defiance of her mother’s wishes.

“You aren’t some selkie or fish spirit. You’re a dragon.”

“So you keep reminding me,” Nami said. She rolled her eyes but her mother wasn’t even looking. “Too much of her father’s stubbornness” was the usual complaint. It didn’t help that she looked like him: thick straight eyebrows and a square jawline. It also didn’t help that he had died when she was a child, on a diplomatic mission to Tiankawi.

The dawn chamber was a large circular room of sponge, curved in a bowl. The walls and floor were lined in a thick seagrass meadow. Red corals with long branches spread from floor to ceiling like pillars. Sunlight filtered through the clear waters, shimmering warmth into the sumptuous surroundings. Someone had already laid out a feast upon the algae-covered table. A spread fit for a festival. Wild rice and sea grapes with vinegared fish, lotus root and cuttlefish stew, candied seaweed, taro crisps and fried water spinach. And for dessert, grass jelly cubes in coconut milk, pandan and mung bean cake and a bowl of mango sago pudding. All of Nami’s childhood favourites. Only the most skilled chef could prepare and preserve such dishes within the salty waters of the sea. Nami could just about discern the sheen around each plate – a bubble of air expertly waterweaved.

She sat by the low table, exerting just a little of her waterweaving to anchor herself to the ground. She knew the lecture was to come, but if her mother wanted to bribe her with delicacies, she would take them. Each bite burst in her mouth as the enchantment broke and the taste melted against her tongue. The stew was perfectly warm, the seaweed still retaining its crunch.

“When did you start eating like a baleen whale? I was hoping to send the leftovers to your friends. What are their names again?”

“Dan and Hong-Gi,” Nami said, the last mouthful sinking like brine at the bottom of the ocean. She was suddenly not hungry any more. “What’ve you done with them?”

“Done? What do you think happens to people who break and enter, attempt to steal a dragon pearl?” Jiang-Li carefully pulled a jewelled comb from her elaborate braided hairdo, caught a stray curl and tucked it back in. Everything in its proper place.

“This was my idea!”

“Your incompetence is written all over it,” Jiang-Li said, her fingers knitting together.

“Then you can release them?”

“No.”

“But you released me.”

“Do you know how anything works? How ruinous it would be for my own, my only daughter, to be caught in this? Sent to prison like a common criminal?” Jiang-Li made a long noise through gritted teeth. “Your two little friends have no connections, no clout, no money. They’re facing long jail sentences.”

The waterweaving that kept Nami seated melted away as her concentration fled. She floated back in the water, drifting further away from her mother. “That pearl: that’s my sibling. It could’ve been me!” Her face flushed in anger. Her mother talked about people like they were game pieces.

Jiang-Li rubbed her temples. “You don’t know how lucky you are. It’s easier to pick fault than make the decisions that truly matter.”

I wish it had been you. I should’ve hatched the other pearl. That was what she was saying. The words Nami always heard like barbs in her back, making her twist and itch and want to scream aloud. The words she dreaded and yet perversely longed to hear just so it was all out in the open. “If Aba was here—”

“Well he isn’t.” Jiang-Li cut her off. Even Nami could hear the break in her mother’s voice. The clenched jaw behind those words. There was so much she’d never been told about her father’s departure.

“There must be something you can do for them.” Nami thought of adding platitudes, of appealing to Jiang-Li’s maternal instincts, but she baulked. Her mother was no fool, and nor was she known for her fond affection. Nami’s childhood recollections of her were nothing more than a flurry of robes and querying her grades, Jiang-Li always distant, always busy with the Senate. It was her father who taught her to shape-shift, who took her topside to look at the stars, who kissed her grazed knees and bumped forehead. When he had gone, Kai had taken his place. Anyone but Jiang-Li, the great dragon of Yonakuni.

No, her mother responded to facts, negotiations and professionalism. “I could do some jobs for you. The archives, perhaps? Or looking at the trade agreements?” Nami named the two dullest tasks she could think of, ones her mother had previously proposed after she finished at the Academy.

“You can do something for me. We cannot keep up with Tiankawi’s pace of industrial advancement. In a decade or two this haven will be redundant, much like Iyoness.”

Iyoness had been another underwater haven, far to the north. It had imploded over a decade ago; crumbling away to nothing when pollution destroyed much of its natural resources. They had some Iyonessian refugees in Yonakuni, but most had resettled in Tiankawi. That was the ostensible reason Nami’s father had gone on a diplomatic mission: to negotiate with the human cities over what aid could be offered to the ailing underwater realm. He never returned.

“I’m sure I can do some research . . . ” said Nami.

“What I need is a solution.”

“A solution?”

“Your brother is busy


















OEBPS/xhtml/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Title



		Copyright



		Contents



		Chapter One



		Chapter Two



		Chapter Three



		Chapter Four



		Chapter Five



		Chapter Six



		Chapter Seven



		Chapter Eight



		Chapter Nine



		Chapter Ten



		Chapter Eleven



		Chapter Twelve



		Chapter Thirteen



		Chapter Fourteen



		Chapter Fifteen



		Chapter Sixteen



		Chapter Seventeen



		Chapter Eighteen



		Chapter Nineteen



		Chapter Twenty



		Chapter Twenty-One



		Chapter Twenty-Two



		Chapter Twenty-Three



		Chapter Twenty-Four



		Chapter Twenty-Five



		Chapter Twenty-Six



		Chapter Twenty-Seven



		Chapter Twenty-Eight



		Chapter Twenty-Nine



		Chapter Thirty



		Chapter Thirty-One



		Chapter Thirty-Two



		Chapter Thirty-Three



		Chapter Thirty-Four



		Chapter Thirty-Five



		Chapter Thirty-Six



		Chapter Thirty-Seven



		Chapter Thirty-Eight



		Chapter Thirty-Nine



		Chapter Forty



		Chapter Forty-One



		Chapter Forty-Two



		Chapter Forty-Three



		Chapter Forty-Four



		Chapter Forty-Five



		Chapter Forty-Six



		Chapter Forty-Seven



		Chapter Forty-Eight



		Chapter Forty-Nine



		Chapter Fifty



		Chapter Fifty-One



		Chapter Fifty-Two



		Chapter Fifty-Three



		Chapter Fifty-Four



		Chapter Fifty-Five



		Chapter Fifty-Six



		Chapter Fifty-Seven



		Chapter Fifty-Eight



		Chapter Fifty-Nine



		Chapter Sixty



		Epilogue



		Acknowledgements



		About the Author













Guide





		Cover



		Title



		Start















		iii



		iv



		v



		vi



		1



		2



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		130



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		144



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		152



		153



		154



		155



		156



		157



		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163



		164



		165



		166



		167



		168



		169



		170



		171



		172



		173



		174



		175



		176



		177



		178



		179



		180



		181



		182



		183



		184



		185



		186



		187



		188



		189



		190



		191



		192



		193



		194



		195



		196



		197



		198



		199



		200



		201



		202



		203



		204



		205



		206



		207



		208



		209



		210



		211



		212



		213



		214



		215



		216



		217



		218



		219



		220



		221



		222



		223



		224



		225



		226



		227



		228



		229



		230



		231



		232



		233



		234



		235



		236



		237



		238



		239



		240



		241



		242



		243



		244



		245



		246



		247



		248



		249



		250



		251



		252



		253



		254



		255



		256



		257



		258



		259



		260



		261



		262



		263



		264



		265



		266



		267



		268



		269



		270



		271



		272



		273



		274



		275



		276



		277



		278



		279



		280



		281



		282



		283



		284



		285



		286



		287



		288



		289



		290



		291



		292



		293



		294



		295



		296



		297



		298



		299



		300



		301



		302



		303



		304



		305



		306



		307



		308



		309



		310



		311



		312



		313



		314



		315



		316



		317



		318



		319



		320



		321



		322



		323



		324



		325



		326



		327



		328



		329



		330



		331



		332



		333



		334



		335



		336



		337



		338



		339



		340



		341



		342



		343



		344



		345



		346



		347



		348



		349



		350



		351



		352



		353



		354



		355



		356



		357



		358



		359



		360



		361



		362



		363



		364



		365



		366



		367



		368



		369



		370



		371



		372



		373



		374



		375



		376



		377



		378



		379



		380



		381



		382



		383



		384



		385



		386



		387



		388



		389



		390



		391



		392



		393



		394



		395



		396



		397



		398



		399



		400



		401



		402



		403



		404



		405



		406



		407



		408



		409



		410



		411



		412



		413



		414



		415



		416



		417



		418



		419



		420



		421



		422



		423



		424



		425



		426











OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
§§ Aj{«

—,/\

rFTL'” JLK’ﬁ

I7A CHAN  gd

&






OEBPS/images/common.png





OEBPS/images/title.png
FATHOMFOLK_

ELIZA CHAN

orbit}

nnnnnnnnnnnn






