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One thousand years before the Old Gods return,

the Desert Sands conspires for a weapon . . .

 

A weapon the Moon sealed away long ago. 
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The knife caught in the hinge of the oyster, and with a forceful twist the shell split in twain. Nestled in the meaty innards, Tallora plucked out a small pearl. She placed it in a basket, nearly filled to the brim with the valuable orbs, and moved on to the next, her endless task practiced and monotonous.

Beyond, she heard idle chatter—the voices of her mother and whatever customer had come into the front of the shop. Tallora, however, sat in the back room of her mother’s store among a vast array of wares not yet prepared for display. 

A slight ache coursed through her wrist as she twisted the knife, splitting the next oyster in the pile. The meat would be sold before the day was out, whereas the pearls would be cleaned and priced either individually or in bulk for the jewelers. 

As she stabbed the next oyster at its hinge, a sudden uproar of yelling rose from outside the shop. Determined to ignore it, she clenched her jaw but missed the oyster’s seam—narrowly missing her thumb next. Shock loosened her grip. The knife and oyster both gently floated to the table. 

Though she could not quite decipher the words, her blood pulsed hot through her veins. Placing her wares aside, she peeked from the archway of the back room. She caught the eye of her mother, who chatted pleasantly with a customer, as though there weren’t a small battalion of protestors across the canal outside.

The tension escalated every day. 

Tallora swam through the beloved shop, past the wares stacked within alcoves, or tied down with nets lest they float away. They sold perishables, mostly—fish and edible seaweed, and occasionally foreign wares from the upper-world. As a small child, Tallora had been delighted by stories from above the sea, thrilled to learn about the land and the food it provided—oddities such as apples and grapes and other strange plants. They spoiled quickly beneath the waves and thus sold for a high price.

But Tallora was no longer a child, and the mysteries of the world above the sea were no longer so mysterious. It had been six months since her return, yet she ached as though it was yesterday.

Closer now, she could hear the protestors’ words. “. . . Solvira has gone unpunished for atrocities for generations—how much longer until they seek to take the seas?”

Tallora peeked outside the shop window and saw a gathered crowd watching a man screaming slander. “They stole one of us; when will they steal all of us?”

“Tallora—”

She turned, unsurprised to see her mother beside her. They bore the same features, mirrored in color from their pearlescent skin to the pinks of their tails, though instead of glimmering white, her mother’s hair bore strands of grey, pulled back into a braided tail. Most hadn’t been there . . . in the time before.

In the few months Tallora had been gone, her mother had aged at least six years.

“I know what you’re thinking,” her mother continued, gentleness in the subtle lines of her face. “You know it will do nothing.”

“The monarch on their throne is the very monster who stole The Great Survivor! Will we live and die by her mercy alone?”

“No!”

Tallora gripped the doorframe, her fingers turning white. Her heartbeat pounded in her ears, deafening her to all but the hateful words.

“We cannot rest until Solvira’s blood stains the sea! The Silver Fire shall reach its end!”

“Tallora—”

Tallora ignored the plea and swam from the shop.

Outside, buildings were stacked above and beside them, and before her lay an enormous canal, meant to direct the flow of swimming, lest the city fall into disarray. Carriages were pulled by large seahorses, some by dolphins—for the foolhardy—but most swam with merely their tails.

And across the flow of merfolk, there was a crowd of dissenters. “The Solviraes seek to rule the land, but they shall never steal the seas!”

The ensuing cheer only spurred her forward, and when she’d broken through the crowd, the man at the front—one she did not know—stared straight at her. “Friends, we have an unexpected visitor! Tallora, the Great Survivor herself—”

“Oh, shut up with that shit!” Tallora cried, and she swam beside the man to face the crowd. “I’ve told the story a thousand times, but still I hear it slandered in the streets! This fear-mongering will only push us into a war we can’t possibly hope to win. Solvira has no intention of invading the seas! Solvira is hardly innocent, but they’ve made amends for their crimes, and Goddess Staella herself forgave Empress Dauriel Solviraes—I was there!” Tallora gazed upon the stunned onlookers, her jaw trembling, heart racing. “The empress will not harm the Tortalgan Sea, and I will stake my honor on that statement. She has no quarrel with us! And I have no quarrel with her. I forgave her—” Her voice cracked; by Staella’s Grace, she would not cry. “There is no crime.”

She saw their faces. She knew their thoughts. The rumors were like scattered sand across the beach—

“I heard she was raped by the empress and forced into chains . . .”

“Morathma himself decreed she be set free . . .”

“She was enchanted by their sorcery—her mind is no longer her own.”

. . . to try and collect them was foolhardy.

“You needn’t lie to save face,” the leader said, loud enough for all to hear. “Solvira cannot hear you—”

“Oh, fuck off.” Tallora swam away. Not to her shop, lest they follow. But straight up, toward the light, toward the sun warming the waves.

Her mother had spoken true. It would do nothing. She’d returned to the sea as the very picture of innocence, stolen and ruined by a tyrannical shadow, and no matter how much she pled and screamed, it was all they saw her as.

The ‘Great Survivor’ she might be, but they did not see her as a survivor. Only a victim.

Tallora broke from the waves, the cool air brisk and invigorating. She brushed the hair from her face, her long locks clinging to her skin. The sun shone bright, and the open sea stretched in every direction—no land, no boats. Nothing to disrupt the perfect horizon. 

Tallora loved her home. She loved the open waves. She brought up her tail and floated on the surface, her scales and chest warmed by the light. It might have been bliss, but angry tears welled in her eyes, nonetheless. She let them flow free. There was no one to judge. Tallora was truly alone—

A hand touched her back. “Tallora—”

She shrieked, doubling over to defend her stomach, but she knew that mop of navy hair and those laughing eyes. “Fuck you, Kal.”

The man smiled, and Tallora’s anger seeped away. After Tallora had bowed before King Merl and relayed her tale and offered Solvira’s apology, his eldest son, Prince Kalvin, had made it his mission to befriend her . . . and succeeded.

“You made quite the scene down there,” Kal said, but his face held no judgement. Instead, he spread his arms wide, conveying an innocent offering. “Are you all right?”

Tallora nodded and accepted the hug, finding peace in his presence and certainly not ignorant to the strength in his biceps. She let it help rewrite the memory of a different embrace, strong and lithe from years of wielding double blades.  “You know I hate that shit. I know I should let it go, but . . .” 

How dare they slander the woman I love. 

“I can’t stand their lies,” she finished instead.

She had told the truth to anyone who would listen, saving only one beloved and damning piece for herself—that she had loved and had been loved by the woman they hated, the very image of Solvira’s bloodlust. The Solviraes bloodline held insanity in its incestuous lineage, evident in their brutal, tyrannical legacies, yet some of their rulers held wisdom unparalleled, their godly progenitors made manifest. The world watched Dauriel Solviraes, slandered her name, yet there was fear beneath the rage. 

Kal didn’t release her until she pulled away. “There’re always protestors over something,” he said unhelpfully, but his earnest expression suggested he meant well. “They’ll forget and find something else to hate. When we were children, it was the Onians. Now, it’s Solvira. In a few years, it’ll be Zauleen—or who knows.”

“I know,” Tallora said, gazing up at the sky. Evening would fall in a few hours. Then, the stars would glitter across the sky. 

“What’s the worst that can happen?”

“I don’t know. Likely nothing.”

Kal offered his arm, his smile kind. “May I escort you back?”

Tallora shook her head. “My mother will be furious, but I can’t go to the shop. Everything is . . .”

She shut her eyes, and there again were their jeers, their hateful words, and worst of all, their pity. She, the victim, the conquest of Solvira. Once upon a time, she’d been told words that still pushed her to tears at night: “I would have made you my empress.”

“. . . much too loud,” she said simply. “I think I need to be alone.”

“Without me?”

He pouted like a sad puffer fish, and Tallora’s smile came unbidden. “You don’t count as company.”

Kal placed a hand on his heart in mock offense. “Woe is me. I am no one and shall die as no one.”

When she laughed, so did he. “You’re something, that’s for certain,” she said between giggles. She stole his hand from his chest, imagining calluses where his were soft from the salt and water. “Take me somewhere fun, then. But away from Stelune.”

He led her to a coral reef filled with life and color and all the beauty of the sea. He laughed at the clownfish, tickled her with kelp, and for a moment, Tallora forgot the knot in her stomach, content to merely bask in the sights and sounds.

Kal was perfect. He was the most beautiful man she’d ever seen, endlessly endearing as he cupped a little fish in his hands and gently spoke of how lovely it was. Oh, she so desperately wanted to want him. The fish swam away, and she was left with his smile and the delightful sparkle in eyes.

They laughed until nightfall, and then he swam her home, the streets having largely cleared of merfolk. Instead, globes of light were suspended above the stone lamps, manufactured by the sorcerers who worked for the palace. “Tomorrow is the blood moon,” Kal said, diverting the subject away from their jests. “My cousin will be hosting a party at the Great Fire Trenches. Apparently, the entire trench turns red beneath its light. You’ll come with me, won’t you?”

He still held her hand. It felt pleasant, but not sensational. She intertwined their fingers, hoping to ignite a spark. Nothing. “Sounds like a scandal. I thought only Onians danced beneath the blood moon.”

“I thought you liked being in the center of a scandal.”

The statement might have offended her, but Kal never said anything maliciously. “You have me there,” she replied with a wink. “I’ll go. You’ll have to escort me, though.”

They stopped before her door, the home she shared with her mother. “I’ll be here at sunset.” Kal’s smile lit up the night, and when he lingered, Tallora’s chest tightened. 

She offered a quick hug. “Goodnight!”

And before he could reply, she rolled aside the thin stone set before the home, slipped inside, and pulled it shut. Against the door, she released her held breath.

The modest home bore only three rooms. She swam down to the one set aside for her. Her bedroom held a stone slab for sleeping, now with a woven disc of kelp to cushion her head—pillows were an uplander tradition she had come to love. Every bit of wall-space was covered in jewelry or shells, or some pretty thing she’d found as a youth. A mirror on the wall stood taller than she—hanging from it was a forgotten vestment of Staella, her quest to become a priestess abandoned. The pearls and sea stars, strung into a lengthy necklace, had once been her dearest possession. To look upon it stung, the weight too much for her to carry.

A small table held accessories for her hair and tailfin. Tucked away beside the mirror was a small, rectangular box. Tallora opened its lid, revealing a pair of simple shears.

She knew what Kal wanted. He had told her as much before, confessed that he found her beautiful and wanted to know her better. And she had told him the truth: “I’m not ready, I’m sorry. I need to learn how to be myself again before I can even consider—”

And by every god in Celestière—she wanted to move on. She lifted the shears into her hands, but instead of Kal’s blue mop, she saw a braid of onyx fall to the floor.

By Staella’s Grace, she wanted to want to love him. She wanted to gaze into his eyes and return the affection she saw there, kiss his beautiful lips and feel a spark, let him fill the void in her soul.

It was her heart that dragged its tail along the ocean floor, remiss to be anything but a burden. Tallora held the shears and wept.

 

* * *

 

In the morning, the sun cast filtered daylight through the waves, but Tallora’s mind felt dark.

“Tallora, you’re my daughter,” her mother said in the shop, “but you’re also a grown woman and my employee. You can’t go swimming away in the middle of the day!” Between customers exiting and entering, Tallora’s mother fell into a testy rant. “Where did you even go? You disappeared after you made your scene across the way.”

“I was out.” Tallora straighten the arrangement of salmon on the slab—a delicacy, given the fish swam in fresh water. Though hesitant to admit the truth, she finally said, “Out with Kal. He took me to Elanva’s Reef to cheer me up.”

She was met with silence. When she finally turned from the display of fish, her mother had busied herself with counting coins at the front. Yet, the forced grit of her jaw revealed the tension beneath. Tallora set aside her wares and cautiously approached. “Momma—”

“You worry me.” Red rimmed her mother’s eyes, but when Tallora tried to speak, she waved away her words. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t let anxiety get the better of me. Whenever you disappear, I just know they’ve taken you again.” Her voice broke at the last word; she turned instead to the alcoves of wares.

Tallora forgot the salmon and joined her mother instead, placing a gentle hand on her bare waist. “No, I’m sorry. You’re right.” When her mother pulled her into a tight hug, Tallora clung to her. “I’m right here.”

They lapsed into silence, and when her mother pulled away, she cupped Tallora’s cheek. “It hurts me to see you hurting.”

“I’m not—”

“Tallora,” she gently chided, and her smile held the weight of all the months Tallora had been missing. “Tallora, my little guppy, you put on a brave face. But yesterday told me this is still eating at you.”

Today, she had awoken with a weight on her chest, and she knew not if it was the nightmare of the ambassador’s hands on her body or the memory of Dauriel’s embrace protecting her. The touch grew fainter every night. “I’m trying to move past it.”

“I’ve told you time and time again—the temple is filled with priestesses trained to help ease emotional burdens.”

Tallora shook her head. “It’s not what I need.” Perhaps it was, but if she couldn’t say the whole truth, what use was there?

“When is the last time you prayed?” her mother asked. “Sincerely prayed? Staella is a Goddess of Comfort.”

A few scattered times, though she didn’t say those words aloud. Never at the temple—it bore the reminders of her discarded dreams of joining the priestesses there. But beneath the starry sky, she had prayed a few times at the surface, finally grasping at peace . . . until, one night, a ship had sailed across the horizon, bombarding Tallora with memories both cherished and feared.

Beneath the waves, she’d disappeared, and since then had kept her silence. Here in her mother’s shop, she merely shrugged, hoping the matter could be set aside.

Her mother released her, reticence in her pose. “I’m here, if you ever want to talk.”

She did. She so desperately did, though she wondered if her mother could accept the truth—that her daughter loved the empress of a hated nation. 

“Mom . . .” Her tongue faltered—not for shame but for fear. Perhaps a muted version of the truth instead. “There is something—something I’ve told no one about.” Her mother’s searching eyes saw nothing, for the truth was too outlandish to guess. Pressure swelled in Tallora’s chest, longing for release. “There was a spot of joy in Solvira, someone I had to leave behind and never see again. Her name . . .”

“Oh, Dauriel, my empress . . .”

“. . . her name was Leah. She was one of the courtesans, and I have never loved anyone like I loved her.” 

The lie didn’t matter; the words ruptured the tight ball in her chest. Tallora’s hands covered her face when the first of her sobs wracked her body. 

Her mother left for only a moment, to shut the door of the shop. When she returned to Tallora’s side, she held her in a tight embrace. “I didn’t want anyone to think,” Tallora managed between sobs, “that I had been manipulated into speaking well of Solvira, so we resolved to tell no one about it once I left. I have to forget her, but my heart still feels like it’s a thousand miles away.”

Mother’s hand stroked soothing lines into her white locks. “I’m sorry you’ve had to go through this alone.” Tallora felt a kiss in her hair. “Won’t you tell me about her? I want to know everything.”

They settled in by the wall. “She was cruel at first,” Tallora said, the admittance welling fresh hurt in her lungs, staunching her easy breaths, “yet we came to be friends. We never should have fallen in love, but she’s the one who saved me from the Morathan Ambassador when he was supposed to sleep with me. She risked everything to protect me from Empress Vahla. Her love was sincere. She proved it in all she did.”

She spoke of light and love, of their cruel beginning and heartbreaking end—all that she could without revealing Dauriel’s true identity. By the end, she lay with her head in her mother’s lap, idly watching her tailfin float in the still water. Mother’s fingers wove tender lines through her hair. “I’ve done all I can to move on,” Tallora finished, “but I’m still hurting.”

“Is that why you’ve attached yourself to Kal?”

“More like he’s attached himself to me, but . . .” She shut her eyes, remembering Kal’s hand in hers. “Yes. I like Kal. I love spending time with him, and I think I could love him. I want to fall for him.”

“It would be a charmed life, to be his queen.”

But not his empress. Tallora idly stroked her finger along her mother’s scales, finding comfort in the pattern.

“But you can’t force yourself to fall in love, and you haven’t a hope when you still love that girl in Solvira.”

“Then what do I do?” Tallora looked up into her mother’s wise eyes and saw her sad smile reflected downward.

“You need more time. And that’s awful to say, because I know you want it to be over and done with, but if you truly love this girl, you have to hurt to heal. And you will. Time heals everything. But the time isn’t over yet.”

Tallora nodded, her heart aching, but her soul felt lighter by subtle degrees. “How long did it take you to heal?”

Behind her mother’s smile were threatened tears. Tallora’s papa was a weight wherever they went—not a burden, no. But a presence. “I’ll let you know, once the healing is done.”

When silence settled, they broke apart. They reopened the shop. Tallora returned to her duties, her lungs finally able to draw breath.
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The Great Fire Trenches held the entrance to a cave myth said led to the core of the realm. Others said it was a monster’s tomb and the winding maze of caves were carved, meant to detour the foolhardy from finding it. A river of molten rock ran through the bottom, sending blasts of hot water through cracks in the walls and bubbles of searing heat into the boiling hot springs. The dangerous terrain held beauty, yes, but had also claimed countless lives over the centuries—from reckless drunkards daring to touch the molten floor to small children wandering into the caves and never returning.

Naturally, it became a popular attraction.

That evening, Tallora followed Kal, laughing all the while. The Trench was an hour’s swim from Stelune, and despite the uplifting mood, anxiety rang like a bell in her head. For six months, she’d been a shut-in; a small piece of her hoped this would be the beginning of something better.

“You said your cousin is hosting this party?” she asked when the trench came into view. Riotous revelers laughed at the bottom, some dancing, others enjoying the hot springs. 

“Correct. Duke Raileigh of Black Reef. But don’t call him that. Just call him ‘Duke.’” 

Tallora chuckled, unimpressed at this apparently eccentric gentleman. “Really?”

“He’s a bit of a loon, but my uncle lets him throw all the money he wants into parties, so he’s a good man to keep around.” Kal swam ahead; Tallora raced to follow.

The heat rose the deeper they swam, but for all the hazards of this place, no one had actually boiled to death. Yet. The brilliant hints of red peeking beneath the expanding cavern served as an ominous warning. The sight was unquestionably beautiful, the craggy terrain too hot for life. No plants could grow here, so there remained only cliffs of stark black rock.

To combat the ominous aura, Tallora focused instead on the partiers and the trays of gelatinous bait—colorful, sweetened, and fermented. She’d tried wine once during her days above land and found it bitter. Bait served the same purpose, to intoxicate your senses and loosen your tongue, but held sweetness to combat its bite.

She recognized quite a few in the crowd, each of them somewhere in the nebulous realm between ‘acquaintance’ and ‘friend.’ In the time before, during Tallora’s carefree days, she might’ve called them the latter—her mother had once teased that she’d partied with half the ocean. But in her six months of isolation, not a single person had reached out. 

All she’d had was Kal.

“Duke!” Kal suddenly cried, and a well-built merman swam to greet him, the family resemblance apparent in their similarly-hued hair and skin—blue and tanned. They embraced a moment, then Kal gestured to her. “This is my friend, Tallora.”

Duke lacked the sharp eyes and quick smile of his cousin—instead he stared with a hint of dopiness. Perhaps that was merely the bait. “Tallora? The Great Survivor?”

It took all her willpower to bite back a groan at the title. She cracked a smile, praying it didn’t look too forced.  “Well, I am Tallora, and I certainly survived something, but I wouldn’t say I did a great job of it—”

“Betr! Rand!” Duke beckoned to a nearby group—both men and the ladies accompanying them joined their party. “This is Tallora, the Great Survivor.”

“Well, fuck me,” she said pleasantly, but her smile curtailed her ire. Hopefully. “Yes, that’s me. I went to Solvira, and now I’m here.”

Despite her palpable discomfort, they peppered her with questions—though she did try to answer: “Is Solvira as big as they say?”

“Likely bigger,” she replied. “It expands the land from the Tortalgan Sea to the Onian.” 

“Is it true the royals fuck their siblings?”

Tallora grimaced at that but nodded. “Empress Vahla was married to her cousin, but apparently that’s happened too.”

“I’ve heard there are life-size statues to Staella.”

“Likely true, though I can’t personally confirm it.”

“But did you really see the Goddess of Stars?”

Tallora simply nodded and politely refused to speak more of it. “It’s personal, but I can confirm that it happened.”

“Is it true the princess has the face of an angler fish?”

Glass shattered in Tallora’s mind. The forced niceties of her disposition faded. “I beg your pardon?”

The unfortunate object
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