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CHAPTER ONE 

The Massacre Committee
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Hanging from the crooked branch of a maple tree wasn’t
that glamorous—not what my people would expect from an honoured Massacre
survivor. Legs swinging to try and get a foothold, strands of hair clinging to
my face, I heaved myself onto the next branch.


This would have been easier if I’d had the use of both hands.


Out of breath and halfway up, I paused, deciding how best to
continue. The tree had forked and my legs were splayed, one foot against each trunk.
In my fist, the owlet gave a feeble hoot.


I glared at him. He could hardly be called cute, with his
sparse white fluff and oversized feet.


“Your family reunion better be worth all of this,” I said.


I pushed off one trunk and wrapped my limbs around the
other, then shimmied higher until I was level with the nest.


Two owlets peered back at me, identical to the one in my
fist.


“Gaawhist,” I said. Home, sweet home.


I placed my rescue next to his siblings, where he toppled
sideways and blinked a few times. I poked him to make sure I hadn’t squeezed
him too tightly. He ruffled himself and settled in.


Maybe I couldn’t help everyone survive, but I could, at
least, save this one life.


I just hoped the mother would return soon.


I leaned against the trunk and caught my breath, my thoughts
turning back to what I’d come here for. I inhaled slowly, letting the sweet
scent of maple buds calm me.


From this height, the wooden, mossy cabin below seemed less
imposing. I could see how these grounds might have once been used for
camping—back when seaside camping was not a life-threatening activity. Now,
this cabin was one of many classrooms at the Safe Training Base. Once a place
to connect with wilderness, now a place to learn the best way to slaughter a
sea demon.


The Massacre trainees had all gone home for dinner. The
woods settled peacefully when not filled with the buzz of girls discussing
battle tactics. Leaves whispered in the summer breeze, insects chirred in my
ears, and a thrush somewhere near enjoyed an endless conversation with one
several trees away.


Then voices cut through the forest, and the thrush fell
silent.


A small group approached the cabin. I stayed still, hidden partly
by leaves and partly because they wouldn’t bother looking up here.


My father led the group, conversing in a low voice with Anyo,
the training master. A tough, solemn man, Anyo bore a scar where a mermaid had
once torn half his scalp off. His eyes stayed downcast, hiding any indication
of whether or not he was in a good mood. He was my key target. He was the one
who made the ultimate decisions concerning the Massacres.


Hassun followed—a tall, muscled man in his late
twenties who had also survived the Massacre, back when we were naive enough to
send men. In fact, Hassun was the last ever man to survive it. It was shortly
afterwards that the Massacre Committee decided to switch to female warriors.


After him came Mujihi, the thick, severe-looking father of
my least favourite human being on the island.


A thirty-something woman trailed behind. I was fairly sure
she was the lead seamstress for the Massacre uniforms and the widow of a former
warrior.


The group entered the cabin and shut the door.


I turned back to my owlets. They blinked at me.


“Stay in your nest as long as you can,” I said. “Trust me.”


I shimmied down the trunk.


For the millionth time, I reviewed what I would say. Annith
and I had rehearsed so I wouldn’t come across as an eighteen-year-old girl
trying to act like an adult, but rather an enlightened warrior. It was an
ongoing struggle.


I was part way down the tree when footsteps crunched nearby
and Annith strode into view. She stopped outside the cabin door, glancing
around.


I landed lightly in front of her on the spongy forest floor.
She didn’t flinch. After a lifetime of friendship, it was as though she’d
expected me to arrive via tree.


We stared at each other, my anxiety reflected on her shiny,
freckled face.


“You won’t have to say anything,” I said.


“I’ll jump in if you need help.”


Leaving the soft glow of the forest, we entered the dimly
lit room and the collective stare of half the Massacre Committee. Where were
the rest of them?


We sat at the far side of the long table. The hard wooden
seat and musty cabin smell brought back memories of my years in the training
program.


I wiped my sweaty palms on my jeans and squared my
shoulders.


To my left sat Hassun, rocking his chair back on two creaky
legs and gazing out the window like he had better things to do. Beside him was
the training master, and then the widow. An empty chair remained across from
me. Mujihi stood behind everyone else, squinting down at us. Then there was my
father, drumming his knuckles on the table, avoiding my eye.


No one spoke.


I swallowed, a nervous gulp that was far too loud.


“Thank you, everyone, for agreeing to meet with us.”


… finally, I
thought bitterly.


I kept my eyes on my father and Anyo. Neither of them looked
at me.


“We were approached by the mermaids’ king,” I said, my words
strong. “He offered a bargain.”


There. Now, they were looking at me.


“Which brings me here with my fellow Massacre warrior,
Annith, to propose a new strategy for freedom from the sea demons. After
decades of war, it’s clear the Massacres are not working.”


This was met with raised eyebrows, crossed arms, and
unconvinced frowns. My father’s face was unreadable. He had already shown
infuriating hesitation at home. But he, of all people, should have been eager
to listen to a plan that might end the Massacres. He’d experienced the horrors
first-hand at my age. He’d lost his son—my older brother—to one. He’d
nearly lost me two weeks prior.


“We’re still starving,” I said, “we can’t go near the water,
and we risk the lives of twenty warriors per mission each spring. Annith and I
have a plan but we need help. According to the king, there is a lost legend
about Eriana Kwai. If we can uncover it, we can use its power to bring peace—”


Hassun raised a hand. “You’re telling me the demons’ king
just swam up to you and told you about this legend?”


I glanced to Annith. “Not exactly.”


What was I supposed to say? My secret, treacherous
friendship with a mermaid led to this? My people would sooner throw me out to
sea with a rock tied to my ankles than accept that I’d befriended a sea demon.


“He swam up to you and you didn’t shoot him?” said the
widow.


“I didn’t have my crossbow.”


“You were unarmed?” said Hassun.


“No. The mermaids pulled me into the water to speak to him.”


“What—?”


“Let me finish,” I said.


Why were they being so difficult? Anyo, especially, might
have been interested in a new strategy that didn’t involve all his students
dying. His own daughter had started training. I tried to catch his eye without
success.


Hassun gave a lazy flick of his hand.


Before I could continue, the door creaked open. Everyone
turned.


A tall, thin girl with a high ponytail entered. She stepped
into the dim light and shut the door, lips quirked as though amused by
something. She would have been better groomed than I’d seen her since the
Massacre, except her hands, arms, and shirt were splattered in bright, wet
blood.


“Sorry I’m late,” she said, not sounding sorry at all.


The front legs of Hassun’s chair
hit the floor.


“Dani,” said Mujihi, clapping his daughter on the shoulder.
“Please, come in.”


The widow squeaked. “What happened?”


“Oh, this?” said Dani, lifting a red hand as though
inspecting a manicure.


“Dani’s been out hunting,” said Mujihi. “Caught a healthy
doe this morning. Real beauty. Took a bit of time to clean her up, eh kiddo?”


“Mm,” said Dani.


I clenched my teeth. My father had mentioned Dani’s recent
involvement in the Massacre Committee. Here I’d been waiting for a trial, for
any sort of punishment for her crimes—but two weeks had gone by, and
still she walked around freely like a war hero.


Dani swaggered to the table, brushing a hand across Anyo’s
shoulders and leaving a smear of blood. She waved to Hassun, who perched
forwards in his chair, suddenly more interested in the meeting. Barf.


She pulled out the empty chair across from me and plunked
down. Her smile went out like a snuffed flame as she fixed me with her gaze.


“Hope I didn’t miss anything exciting.”


She purred every word, low and sinister. It brought to mind
a mountain lion I’d once seen purring as it devoured a large and bloody
carcass.


“Nothing you’d be able to add value to,” I said.


Annith cleared her throat. “We were getting to the bargain
offered to Meela by the sea demons’ king.”


“Oh,” said Dani, speaking to the room, “so they’ve already mentioned
their little plot to stop the Massacres?”


This was answered by grunts. Hassun rocked his chair back
again with a creak that filled the small cabin.


So this was it. That was why nobody had been surprised when
I announced that the plan involved stopping the Massacres: Dani had already
told them. But what, exactly, had she told them? The frowns around me left no
doubt that it had been a twisted version of events.


“It’s not a plot,” I said shortly. “It’s a plan to stop our
warriors from being killed.”


Dani fixed her pale eyes on me. “Noble intent as always, Metlaa Gaela.”


I turned to the others, ignoring Dani. “King Adaro is
looking for the Host of Eriana, a lost legend and an important part of our
people’s history. Has anyone heard of it?”


I scanned their faces for signs of recognition. My insides
seemed to deflate as I met more frowns. I’d been hoping for some hint, even a
tiny shred of information to work from.


Nothing.


I pushed on.


“Adaro has been trying to drive us away from the island so
he can find it. His bargain is that he’ll call off the attacks if we hand it
over. It must be a powerful weapon. We think it’s something he can use to
control the seas, and if we can use it—”


Hassun barked out a laugh. “That’s not how sea demons work,
girls. They’re attacking because they feed on human flesh, not because they’re
commanded to.”


“See, that’s where we’ve been wrong,” I said, leaning
forwards. “They have battle plans, formations, human-like thoughts and
behaviours.”


“Meela,” said the widow. “It’s all right to be scared. The
Massacre is a high-stress battle that would leave anyone paranoid.”


“I’m not paranoid. This is fact. Mermaids are intelligent.
Why do you think they’re targeting us? Adaro wants something from our island.
He’s not attacking the rest of the world like he is us.”


“The demons are an invasive species,” said Hassun. “We need
to drive them out of the Pacific if we want our freedom back.”


“No, we don’t. The king is the problem. We can make peace.”


Why didn’t any of them understand this?


Surely Dani understood, having made elaborate plans against
the mermaids on our Massacre. She’d talked like they were intelligent. Yet here
she remained silent, picking at her blood-encrusted nails.


Annith must have sensed my discomposure, because she
continued. “Of course, Adaro’s promise to stop attacking our beaches can hardly
be called a peace treaty. So instead of making an alliance with a sea demon,
Meela and I plan to find this weapon—the Host—and use it against
him.”


“If we kill Adaro, we stop the attacks,” I said.


Their faces read solemn and unimpressed. The widow’s mouth
gaped open. My father looked away. Anyo stared at the wall behind Annith, which
incensed me because the training master’s opinion mattered most.


Dani sighed and leaned back. “That is a well rehearsed story
if I ever heard one.”


Hassun smirked.


Dani glanced around pointedly before turning back to me.


“Why on the Gaela’s earth would a
sea rat know an ancient legend about Eriana Kwai? One that its own people aren’t
familiar with?”


“We think the legend has been lost over time,” said Annith,
“but we’re willing to put in the work to find it. In the meantime, we’re hoping
to stop the Massacres so we avoid—”


“And you’re telling me,” said Dani, as though Annith hadn’t
spoken, “that Meela just happened to be singled out by the king to hear this
bargain?”


Annith raised her eyebrows at me in a “maybe you should tell
them the whole story” sort of way. I returned an almost imperceptible shake of
my head. I couldn’t say anything more without revealing that Adaro had sought
me out specifically—that he’d pulled me into the water because he knew
about my relationship with one of his warriors. The other half was that he’d
return Lysi to me if I found the Host.


“This mermaid king, Ada-what’s-his-name,” said Hassun. “You
say he came to your ship while you were slaughtering demons, and he told you
about this Host of Eriana?”


“Yes.”


“How did you communicate?”


“He speaks Eriana,” I said.


“He speaks Eriana.”


“Yes. And English and Spanish, I think.”


They exchanged glances, and I realised I shouldn’t have said
that last part.


The widow spoke up. “If this Adderall merman—”


“Adaro.”


“Yes. If he came to your ship as you claim, what makes you
think he was telling the truth? You’re prepared to trust the word of a sea
demon who can speak Eriana?”


“Well, we know Meela’s always been quick to trust a nice
mermaid who can speak her language, hasn’t she?” said Dani.


My father’s head snapped up. Annith sucked in a breath.


I held Dani’s gaze as her lips pulled into a sneer.


“So you have mentioned,” said Mujihi.


No, I thought
desperately.


The room seemed to cool as everyone stared. They knew.


“This plan does conveniently stop the demons from getting
slaughtered, too,” said Hassun.


Sweat prickled beneath my skin. Dani must have found out
from one of the girls who’d seen Lysi. Was it Texas? But how much did Texas
know? Did she realise how much history Lysi and I had?


No, she wouldn’t. As far as the girls on the Massacre knew,
Lysi and I had spoken once, and then she’d saved my life. My crew didn’t
understand why, or for how long we’d known each other.


I had to keep it that way. My people couldn’t know about
Lysi. Not ever. They would hate me for it—worse, those I cared about
would be disappointed in me. No one would love a girl who loved a mermaid.
Eriana Kwai was my family, my history, and I could never alienate myself like
that.


But Dani and Texas had obviously mentioned Lysi. And now my
people would never trust me enough to support my plan.


Dani flashed her most charming smile around the room.


I narrowed my eyes. If she wanted to get nasty, fine. I wasn’t
the only one with a black smudge of betrayal in my past.


Mirroring her venomous tone, I said, “Tell me, Dani, why
weren’t you around when Adaro came to the ship?”


Annith’s head snapped from Dani to
me.


“You were a little isolated at the time, were you not?” I
said.


Dani’s face went hard as stone.


Mujihi stepped forwards. “Enough. Dani has a point. This
young lady”—he pointed a thick, calloused finger at me—“is keen to
stop the Massacres. It sounds like she has enlisted her friend here to help
pitch this tale.”


“It’s not a tale,” I said, temper flaring. “Most of us in
this room know what it’s like out there. Why send more girls on the Massacre
when there’s a way we can avoid it?”


“Metlaa Gaela,”
said Anyo, finally opening his mouth. “It is a noble goal to protect the future
girls of Eriana Kwai. But—”


“But the Massacres are looking up,” said Mujihi.


“How many times have we said that in the past?” I said. “Sending
women instead of men might be a more successful strategy, but it doesn’t change
the fact that a lot of them are going to die before we get anywhere—if we get anywhere!”


No matter what, I couldn’t let another Massacre happen. Adaro’s
rising desperation, along with my failure to find the Host in time, meant the
next Massacre would end worse than ever—for the warriors aboard the ship,
for my people, and for Lysi.


My heart ached to think about it. Lysi was his hostage right
now. I had no idea where she was, or what he was doing with her.


“We have a newer strategy yet,” said Mujihi. “A new training
master.”


I opened my mouth, but his words hit me like a rock to the
head. I spluttered.


“New—what—new training—?”


Anyo flicked his gaze to me before lowering it to the table.
I caught a glint of apology in his dark, tired eyes.


Mujihi clasped a huge, calloused hand on Anyo’s shoulder.


“Since your departure in May, I have taken over the training
program. We have been working on new strategies and experimenting with a
deadlier range of weapons.”


“No,” I said before I could stop myself.


Mujihi’s expression darkened, giving him the appearance of a
hawk on the hunt.


“It’s just—Anyo has always been the training master.
You can’t change that.”


I felt Annith’s eyes on me. This,
we had not planned for.


“With Anyo’s daughter in training,” said Mujihi, “the
committee felt there was a conflict of interest. Besides, many have been
pushing for a change in the program for years.”


I narrowed my eyes. “And I suppose you had a vote on the new
training master.”


“It was an obvious choice,” said Hassun. “No one else had a
plan for new weapons, better training—even the idea to send women in the
first place.”


Mujihi puffed out his chest. I caught a glimpse of Dani in
his expression.


I turned back to my father, waiting for him to offer any
shred of support. He was watching Mujihi, jaw tight.


“Girls,” said the widow, “I think I speak for all of us when
I say we appreciate your ideas for helping our people. But we have no evidence
of the Host of Eriana. This legend isn’t substantiated by anything, which gives
us no reason to pursue it.”


“If we had some help, and gave our best shot at finding it …”
said Annith, but not a single face showed interest.


My father drummed his knuckles on the table. “Have you exhausted
all potential sources of evidence?”


“The library is … limited,” I said, shifting in the
rigid chair.


Since returning from the Massacre, Annith and I had read
every book on our people’s history, including essays, newspaper archives, a
reference book on local fungi, even a picture book called Ern the Eagle Learns to Fly.


“Certainly, there are pieces of history we don’t know
about,” said my father. “Many legends have been passed verbally and lost over
time. I suggest you find proof, and then—”


“It doesn’t matter,” said Hassun. “We need to keep fighting.
If we stop the Massacres, we’re surrendering.”


“We want to stop the Massacres, not give up,” I said. “We’ll
still use the trainees. They’ll help us find the Host. Just don’t send them to
sea. Adaro’s army is getting stronger and the mermaids will probably sink the
ship within the first few days.”


At this proclamation, the silence in the room thickened.
Either the idea scared them, or they were wondering why I knew so much about
Adaro’s army.


“You have nearly a year before the next Massacre,” said the
widow. “I suggest you do your best, and if you haven’t found this Host before
then, we’ll keep doing what we know works.”


“But the Massacres don’t work!” I said, slapping the table.
“They’re a death sentence! These girls will be doomed the second their ship
hits open water.”


“Can we wrap this up?” said Hassun, watching Dani fix her
ponytail.


I stood. “No. This committee was formed to protect our
people and save us from sea demons, and you’re ignoring a real solution.”


“Meela, sit down,” said my father.


“I think we should end this meeting before tempers get out
of hand,” said Mujihi with exaggerated calmness.


I dropped into my chair. “I’m fine.”


“No, we’re done here,” said Hassun. “I have to go close up
the foundry.”


I clenched my fists. I couldn’t believe what I was witnessing.


“So you’re willing to send a girl out to fight for our
people,” I said, “but you’re not willing to listen to what she has to say?”


“It’s not like that,” said my father, but I didn’t want to
hear it from him. I wanted to hear it from the others.


“You’re using us,” I said. “You’re training us to fight this
war because it’s the only way to battle the sea demons, but you won’t take us
seriously. We trained for five years and spent a month on the fringe of being
eaten alive. We deserve to be treated like adults.”


“Then as an adult,” said the widow, rising, “you understand
we cannot base a decision to stop training for the Massacres on a myth for
which you have no evidence.”


I sat back, scanning their indifferent faces. My insides
quivered with anger, disappointment, and regret for letting myself think they
might listen.


“I have to get back to planning my lessons,” said Mujihi.


He, Anyo, and the widow made for the door. Hassun leapt up
to walk beside Dani. I could have gagged.


My father remained at the table with Annith and me.


Amid the scuffling feet and creaking chairs, he leaned in. “Metlaa Gaela, I understand your
empathy for the Massacre trainees. But it’s in your best interest to give the
new program a chance.”


I stood, refusing to look at him, and stormed out the door.
Annith trailed behind me as I headed in the opposite direction of everyone,
deeper into the woods. The cold evening air stung my burning cheeks.


The people I’d fought for didn’t believe me. They thought I
was paranoid. My own father wouldn’t stand up for me. Anyo, who’d become as
close as an uncle throughout my time in the training program, hadn’t said more
than a few words.


I stomped on a fat mushroom, which exploded into brown
powder.


When we’d retreated a safe distance from the cabin, I
rounded on Annith.


“How could they possibly—how could they even
think—how can they ignore—”


I twisted my fingers in my hair, at a loss.


“I can’t believe no one told us about Anyo. Six weeks, Dani’s
father’s been the training master.”


“Unbelievable,” said Annith, crossing her arms. “Anyo must
have been sacked, like, the day we left.”


I rubbed a hand across my face.


“They like Dani,”
I said weakly.


Of everything that happened during the meeting, I’d found this
to be the most disturbing. How could they let Dani attend their meetings, charm
them with her fake smile, speak as though worthy of being listened to? Didn’t
they understand what she’d done on the Massacre? Every girl who survived could
attest to it: Dani was a murderer. She had killed Shaena
and hadn’t faced so much as a scolding since we had come home.


“It’s because Mujihi’s her father,” whispered Annith. “I
mean, new training master? This is totally why she hasn’t had to answer for
what she did.”


I stared at the ground, speechless. Somewhere overhead, a
saw-whet owl whistled. The other birds had fallen silent, tucking in for the
night.


“That’s why Dani’s so opposed to stopping the Massacres,” I
said. “No doubt she’ll be offering opinions on how the girls should be
trained.”


“But what’s up with the rest of the committee?”


“They don’t trust me,” I said.


“That’s not true.”


“It is. They know I trusted a mermaid.”


Even if they did believe me, they dismissed the idea that
sea demons could be intelligent. My people had never been willing to believe
mermaids had minds like ours. But they did. Mermaids fought like humans,
laughed like humans, and loved like humans.


Over and over, I’d pictured the expressions on my parents’
faces if I told them my feelings about Lysi—my mother crying, my father
yelling himself hoarse about how I’d shamed the family and the memory of my
older brother.


It didn’t matter. Standing there in the woods, my heart
ached at the thought of Lysi, like Adaro’s giant, webbed fist was clenched
around it, pulsing every so often to remind me how easily he could end it all.


Annith squeezed my shoulder and I looked up. She was
watching me closely.


“We’ll get your friend back,” she said.


I stared back into her hazel eyes.


My friend. Even
though Annith knew about Lysi, I’d kept the details of my feelings to myself.
Annith didn’t know Lysi was more than a friend. Even I didn’t know whether Lysi
was more than a friend, or if she felt the same. The realisation of it
embarrassed me.


Trying to talk about such a complicated feeling with Annith
would achieve a level of awkwardness I never wanted to face. Even talking about
crushes on boys made me uncomfortable, never mind this.


“Now what?” said Annith. “None of them believed us. Did you
see their faces? They think we’re totally nuts.”


I frowned. “Maybe they don’t believe us, but that doesn’t
change anything. We need to go after Adaro.”


The owl whistled again, and I lifted my gaze to the maple
tree.


Even though Annith stood by my side, loyal as ever, I felt
alone.


“We’re going to have to find the Host without their help,” I
said, my words crisp in the silence.


I waited for Annith to argue, anticipating that she would
turn homewards and leave me. But she straightened, facing me with a gleam in
her eyes.


“Where do we start?”


With a grim smile, I turned in the direction of the ocean.
The woods had stilled enough that the swishing waves carried faintly to where
we stood.


I had been thinking about it for a while, though I hadn’t
brought it up. It would be dangerous. But we could do it without the help of
the Massacre trainees.


“Skaaw Beach.”







CHAPTER TWO 

Adaro’s Prisoner
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My escape might not have gone so well, if I wasn’t
trained in the art of punching someone’s face in.


I left Katus hunched with his hands over his nose. Blood
clouded between his fingers. Ladon would be working out how he got stuck inside
my prison cell.


Arms held tight to my sides, I shot towards the kelp forest.
My body waved smoothly, tail beating quick strokes in the open water.


The current pushed against me. A short drop below, plankton
drifted forwards. I dove, finding the favourable current and letting it propel
me faster.


Of course, the guards were also trained in combat, and their
thicker frames would be to their advantage if they caught me. That wouldn’t
happen. Mermen had brawn, but nothing could match the speed and agility of a
mermaid.


The kelp forest towered ahead. Its lush, weedy scent wafted
towards me. Trees faded into the blue on either side, anchoring to the rocks
and rising into a canopy above. The dense tangle would mask me from my guards.
The swaying plants and darting fish would stop them from sensing me.


Shouts rang in my ears. Their presence closed in on me like
an oil slick. They were too close, and swimming fast.


Still, I was faster.


I exploded through a school of herring, sending tremors and
bubbles in all directions.


I reached the forest and didn’t slow down. I adjusted my
rhythm, my tail making quick, small movements, getting me through the trees at
breakneck speed. Blacksmith fish scattered, little blue blurs that moved hardly
fast enough. If I were hunting, they wouldn’t have had a chance.


Buoys on the kelp pummelled me as I darted by. The greenery
thickened, the world darkened, the water warmed.


The sound of my pursuers faded. They must have been slowing
down. No way could they navigate the kelp this quickly.


I dove abruptly, letting my wake hit the trees and
dissipate.


The darkness intensified. The forest isolated the outside
noise, like a cavern closing around me. I stopped before I hit the rocky
bottom.


Water gulped against my ears. Any life had scattered,
leaving me isolated in every direction.


Heart pounding, I waited. I pushed down my anxiety in case
they felt it, swaying with the trees, forcing my pulse to slow. I focused on
the vibrations brushing my skin.


There was nothing more here than flapping fins and twirling
comb jellies.


Somewhere, I smelled the blood from Katus’ nose. They weren’t
far.


As soon as I lost them, I planned to zigzag back up the
currents to the Gulf of Alaska. I refused to float around, a pathetic hostage,
while Meela carried out her end of Adaro’s bargain. I had to help her.


I ached to think of home—of Meela on Eriana Kwai, of
my family in Utopia. I’d never travelled this far from them in my life.


Ripples hit my senses. A face appeared beside me.


I recoiled, blowing bubbles in surprise.


A sea lion. His playfulness tickled my senses, an aura I
felt beneath my skin. He stared at me with huge black eyes, then blew a bubble
from his nose, returning my gesture.


No, I thought. Get lost.


He zoomed back and forth in front of me. The surrounding
plants swayed.


I drove a current at him with my tail. Katus and Ladon
couldn’t find me because of this.


The animal poked me with his nose and looked away as though
to pretend it wasn’t him.


On an ordinary day, I might have welcomed the game. But he
was going to betray my position.


I snarled, letting my eyes fill with blood and my teeth
lengthen.


The sea lion froze. His eyes widened. With a flip of his
fins, he shot backwards into the forest.


I waited until I lost the feel of him, and then sank into
the rocks. My state remained predatory, ready to fight if the guys had felt the
movement.


My muscles were tired, weak. My lungs ached. I hadn’t
breached in a quarter-tide. But I couldn’t surface now. Not yet.


“Over here!”


Ladon’s voice bounced off the
trees. I tensed, trying to gauge which direction to flee.


“That’s not her, fish face. That’s a sea lion.”


I opened my mouth in silent protest that he could mistake
this body for that fat, hairy animal.


“Oh. You sure she didn’t flounder?”


“She never got breath. Give it time. She’ll have to
surface.”


“We don’t have time. What’ll happen if the king finds Lysithea’s cell empty?”


Silence. Then, with an air of panic, Katus said, “Maybe she’ll
stay low and black out on us.”


He might have been right. Each thud of my heart brought me
closer to running out of oxygen. My chest burned. I floated limp, trying to
save the tiny puff left in my lungs.


A crab passed my nose on its way up a rope of kelp. It
paused, seemed to decide it would rather stay near the bottom, and changed
direction. I watched it, envying a life so simple.


My skin prickled in the heat, like I’d landed in a pit of
toxic algae. Wherever I was, it was much too hot. I guessed they’d taken me to
the Fractures—the coast of what Meela called California.


Not for the first time, I cursed Adaro. I’d taken an oath,
trained for years, and fought his war against humans, and this was how he
thanked me?


I reminded myself how quickly I’d broken my oath when I
found Meela on the ship I was sent to destroy.


As though triggered by the thought of Meela, my lungs spasmed with pain.


Maybe I was lucky. At least Adaro had kept me alive. Still,
I didn’t trust him or his promise of peace. He knew Meela would do anything to
save her people.


If I could get to Eriana Kwai, I could help her. This thing
Adaro called the Host must have had the potential to control the seas. Why else
would he want it? With that power, we could instate a new queen or king.


Desperate for breath, I glanced towards the surface. Beams
of sunlight peeked through the canopy, illuminating patches of greenery and
leaving others in shadow.


I had no choice. If I swam further, they would feel my
movement. Plus, the exertion would use up my last breath in a single heartbeat.


My lungs gave a desperate squeeze. I couldn’t bear it any
longer.


Rockfish cleared out of my path as I shot upwards. An otter
paused to watch me dart by.


Halfway to the top, a pulse hit me from above.


“No,” I whispered.


A body eclipsed the sun.


Without pausing to think, I bent at the waist and
dove—and stopped short. Another presence closed in from below.


Ladon streaked towards me, wooden spear in hand.


“You made it far this time,” said Katus from overhead.


I darted blindly sideways and collided with a tangle of
weeds.


Ladon reached for me. I slammed him with my tail, knocking
the wind from his lungs in a stream of bubbles.


Lights popped in my vision.


Air.


I tore through the weeds, scrambling to reach the surface. My senses clouded over.


Up.


For several desperate heartbeats, I knew only the shimmering
light above.


Finally, my head broke through the canopy. I took a long,
gasping breath.


The harsh sunlight blinded me. I coughed out seawater,
panting hard, too dizzy to do anything but inhale.


Ripples hit me on either side.


My next breath came as a sob. I didn’t have time to inhale
deeply. I had to dive—but I was too late. A webbed hand grabbed my hair.


I shrieked, squirming to get away.


“I’ve had it with these seal hunts,” said Katus, dragging me
like a dead tuna. “I’m gonna ask if we can cut off
her fin.”


His nose had stopped bleeding. I tried to punch it in the
same place. Ladon’s fist closed around my arm. I
twisted, trying to sink my teeth into either of them.


“Babe, you gotta understand,” he
said. “Our lives will be on your hands if you escape.”


I thrashed, hitting them with my tail and fists. But Adaro
had obviously chosen these guards for their size. They were easily twice as
thick as me, and pulled me away from the canopy with ease.


Both of them oozed smugness. I bristled at the closeness,
not bothering to hide my disgust.


While a mermaid’s upper body resembled a human in its
everyday state, mermen never left the state that earned us the nickname sea demons. Sharp teeth, long ears,
webbed fingers, solid red eyes, and skin like rotting seaweed. Even then, a
merman was more reptilian than a transformed mermaid—thicker and
stronger, skin faintly scaly, a lipless mouth, nose blending into cheekbones
like the face of a common fish.


Nineteen and at the peak of fitness, Katus and Ladon embodied
the hulking crocodile appearance better than anyone. Some mermaids went for
that. I sooner would’ve kissed an anglerfish.


As they dragged me back, the vibrant ripples of the kelp
forest gave way to a dirty, lifeless city. Stone pillars towered beside us,
barely visible through the murk.


With Utopia nearly finished, Adaro had begun colonising
further south. Most of this city was under construction, the surrounding coral
beaten and dead. Even the water tasted sour, the result of constant stirring of
dirt and grime.


Ladon held my prison entrance open with his spear.


I tried to bite Katus but he leaned away, shoving me into
the cave with extra force.


“I’m warning you, fish face,” he said. “We’ll knock you out
next time. Drag you back by your pretty golden hair.”


I blew bubbles in his face before the curtain of tentacles
fell closed.


Jellyfish didn’t usually bother me. Their sting was painful,
sure, but after feeling the molten burn of iron in the early years of my life,
it was hard to get worked up over those soft, slippery creatures.


These jellyfish were an exception. I recoiled as they swayed
towards me. Their tentacles fell two fathoms deep. Above, their guts were
visible inside the pulsing bells. I wouldn’t have been able to wrap my arms
around one if I tried.


I backed against the rocky wall, feeling the jellies’ sting
without touching them. My prison was barely a cave—an indentation,
really—and I had to be careful where I drifted. A tiny pocket of air at
the back served as my oxygen supply, and I had to bend my neck painfully to get
it.


The first day, I’d braced myself and tried to blast through
the tentacle curtain before anyone knew what had happened. I’d blacked out
before I made it to the other side.


Since then, I’d discovered easier ways to escape—like
hauling my guard through the curtain instead.


“Babe, it’s in your best interest to give up,” said Ladon.


I snarled. “Feel free to take a break if you’re tired.”


“He’s serious,” said Katus. “Keep going and you’ll get sent
to the labour camp.”


“Better than being here.”


They laughed.


“Never heard about the labour camp, babe? No food. Rationed
air. Depths that make your eyes feel like they’re about to pop. The only
creatures that survive down there are the scavengers feeding on the corpses.”


“Don’t forget the viperfish,” said Katus. “They’ll tear you
piece by piece for breakfast.”


“Still sounds like better company than what I’ve got here,”
I said, not buying the intimidation.


Ladon shrugged. “If you think digging into rock until your
fingers bleed is better than here, I’ll be sure to tell—”


The guys’ sneers vanished. They whirled around. I caught a
whiff of fear.


“Now, if a captive repeatedly escapes, ought I to punish the
captive, or her guards?”


I froze. The jellies’ sting blinded my feel of the current,
so I never sensed his approach.


“We have her under control, Your Majesty,” said Katus.


A third merman drifted between them like a dark ghost.
Larger, thicker, more impressive in every way, he brought everything to
silence. Anyone would recognise that black hair, long and matted, anchoring the
black crown on his head.


I dropped my gaze as he fixed me with his crimson eyes.


“Open it,” said Adaro.


Ladon pushed the tentacles aside.


“Your Majesty,” I said, heart pounding.


“Lysithea. You have convinced me.”


Two thick bodyguards floated behind him. They gripped stone
clubs rough with barnacles. The left one held a coil of slime-encrusted rope.


I’d heard Adaro had started taking bodyguards everywhere. I’d
also heard the guards once ripped the arms off a group of mermaids who had
refused to sink a sailboat. I hoped the limb-ripping part was a rumour.


“Convinced you of what, sir?”


“Of letting you go.”


He was too calm. I waited.


“You have a certain quality,” he said.


“If being a slippery eel can be considered a quality,”
mumbled Katus.


“Whatever it is, it seems to get her past my guards,” said
Adaro, a dangerous flare in his eyes.


Katus shut up. He and Ladon exchanged looks.


“It would be a waste not to utilise those skills,” said
Adaro. “Your academy training was, after all, expensive.”


I didn’t miss the threat. “The battlefront?”


Adaro flashed his yellowed fangs. “Not Eriana Kwai. You
clearly cannot be trusted near humans.”


I opened my mouth. A silent “oh” escaped in a bubble. He was
going to make me fight below the surface.


He knew I would have no chance against mermen. Mermaids were
trained to fight above water, and mermen to fight below, and there was reason
for both.


“Must be a relief, babe,” said Ladon. “In our battles, you
don’t need to worry about iron.”


Right, I thought, I only need to worry about a merman cracking
my skull.


“A shame,” said Katus. “No chance to add more texture to
that cute little waist.”


He reached for the scar on my side—the iron-made burn
earned from a friendship with a human. It had become my tattooed reminder of
why I needed to fight Adaro’s rule.


I grabbed Katus’ wrist before he could reach me, letting my
eyes fill with blood.


“Don’t touch me.”


I barely got the words out before Ladon swiped me across the
face with the end of his spear. I let go, but refused to back away.


“Take her to the south military base,” said Adaro. “She will
depart for battle with the next detachment.”


The strand of hope that had remained—that maybe I
would be sent to the same military base as my big brother—snapped.


“South?” I said. “Why south? I thought you were battling for
India.”


His aura darkened, and I added, “Sir.”


“If I ask you to fight in the south, you will fight in the
south,” he said. “If I ask you to fight for a wisp of volcano at the bottom of
the Mariana Trench, I expect you to fight until you have either won it, or died
trying.”


I said nothing. After a moment he added, with a threatening
note, “Am I clear?”


“Yes, sir.”


“So, men,” said Adaro, backing away. “Get moving, if you
want to arrive before sundown.”


The bodyguard handed Katus the slimy rope. My back collided
with the rocky wall of my cell.


“You’re supposed to keep me alive,” I said. “That was your
deal with Meela.”


Whatever Adaro sensed in my mood made his lip curl.


“It is not in my hands whether you live or die in battle.”


“Please,” I said. “I don’t want—”


I stopped myself.


Adaro’s eyes widened. “You don’t want?”


Behind him, the two bodyguards drifted closer.


“That’s not what I meant.”


Of course not. Fighting Adaro’s war was the only want anyone should have. Even as a
prisoner, I felt nothing but the deepest loyalty to my king.


I thought of this as I stared him in the eye.


A mermaid I’d gone to school with came to mind. Her family
had claimed she couldn’t enter the army because of an illness. The day after
admitting she couldn’t fight, she disappeared. Her parents said the illness
finally took her—but something was never right with them after that.


“I do not need to remind you that you are sworn under oath,”
said Adaro.


“My life is dedicated to your reign.”


He studied me, as though trying to dig beneath my mask of
sincerity. Afraid of what he’d find, I recited the oath I’d taken at thirteen
years old.


“I swear that I shall be unconditionally obedient to King
Adaro, ruler of the Pacific Ocean and all merpeople
within. I shall be ready to give my life for the quest to unite the seas under
one kingdom, one rule, with King Adaro the deserving wearer of the absolute
crown.”


He revealed nothing.


When I spoke again, my lips felt numb.


“Your Majesty, I would be honoured to serve in the south
army.”


After a long moment, the king turned away. He nodded to his
bodyguards. They followed him into the depths.


I watched them go, feeling their presence long after they
disappeared from view.


My attention snapped back as Katus and Ladon reached into my
cell. They hauled me into the open and forced my hands behind my back. Could I
break loose as they tried to move me? With full lungs, I could make it further
into the kelp this time.


Ladon wrapped a fist in my hair to force me to stay still.


“Watch out for lice,” said Katus. “I think one bit me coming
back from the weeds.”


I rolled my eyes. “Can’t that shrimp-sized brain of yours
come up with a new insult?”


He bound my wrists, wrapping the rope all the way up my
forearms so I wouldn’t be able to snap it. He yanked it tight. It dug into my
flesh.


“He has a point, babe,” said Ladon. “Heard of a comb? Have
some respect for the men in the world.”


He disappeared to get supplies, leaving me at the end of Katus’
rope like an otter on a leash.


I ignored his comments. I’d spent my whole life teased by
other mermaids. These guys had nothing new to say.


While the average mermaid spent half the day obsessing over
her appearance, any ribbons of seaweed in my hair likely got there by accident
while I was chasing a dolphin. My parents had tried for years to get me to
care. They gave me the latest makeup and hair products, with kelp paste and
ground pearls and farmed caviar. One day, after spending most of my life
without friends, I decided I’d try it. I woke up before sunrise, spent a
quarter-tide on my hair and makeup, and went to school. I somehow got teased
even worse than when I’d gone to school with knots in my hair. My day ended
early when a group of girls told me I missed a spot and shot squid ink in my
face. I went home and threw out all the makeup—except the caviar, which I
ate. Then I got sick because it apparently had been farmed for beauty, not
eating.


Ladon returned with a sack of food and two stone clubs. Katus
pulled the rope, forcing me along behind them. I pried my wrists, subtly trying
to pull my arms apart with all my strength. The rope groaned, but didn’t snap.
If I could stretch it loose, maybe I could pull free, grab one of those clubs
and—


“Don’t,” said Katus. “I’ll tie you to a rock and leave you
there. The king won’t know the difference.”


I glared at him, but said nothing, knowing he could very
well do that if he wanted to.


So I followed, trailing at the end of the rope. We left the
city behind and crossed the empty wilderness.


Several times, I promised to swim without fuss if they let
me go. To my frustration, they were smart enough to distrust me.


After our first breach, I discreetly tried to work my arms
through the rope again. But it was bound too tightly and, before long, my arms
were chafed in the effort.


Then we reached open water, and I had to stop struggling to
keep up. We swam at high speed the whole way, breaching every few strokes.


I hated the open water. In every direction was nothing,
nothing, and nothing. Ripples and sound carried for leagues, so a ghostly
symphony played against my senses the whole way: the long, low moan of a grey
whale, the clicks of a pod, a groaning tanker, and a blend of vibrations I
couldn’t identify. They might have been schools of tuna, giant squids, or
humans, for all I knew.


At one point, we passed close to a pair of orcas. We gave
them a wide berth because they were the transient kind—dead silent and
mean, with a taste for big bait like seals.


Few things could kill merpeople.
The only way a human had done it was by using iron. Merpeople
had also managed to kill each other for millennia. Being chopped to pieces in
the jaws of a whale or shark also did the trick.


That was the only time I was thankful to be with Katus and
Ladon. The whales noticed us, slowed down, seemed to think about giving chase.
But there were three of us, and those mermen might have had scum for brains,
but they were too brawny to be whale food.


The encounter wouldn’t have gone so well if I’d been alone.
Though I could outswim a whale, the pods had clever hunting tactics, and they
surrounded and killed mermaids more often than anyone cared to admit.


Finally, the floor grew shallower, and sand became rock. The
water tasted sweeter in the presence of coral, anemones, and fish. Pulses
grazed my skin from a nearby octopus. The city would be close, now.


I tried to relax the knot between my shoulder blades. Our
trip through the open left me as twitchy as a guppy.


The guys stopped and I bumped into Katus. Ladon smacked me
away with his spear.


I peered between them. A guard floated upright, a stone mace
wrapped in his webbed fingers. More treaded on either side, stationed out of
sight but close enough to feel. We’d arrived at some kind of border.


I glanced around, feeling my surroundings. Guards to either
side. Shallow, rocky bottom. Empty ocean behind and in front.


How was I supposed to get back home if I had to cross a
military line?


Ladon pulled out a roll of rawhide.


“Royal guardians on a transport order,” he said, puffing
himself up.


Could I risk the empty ocean alone? Maybe not, but if I didn’t
flee now, I might not be able to once we crossed this border. I tensed,
preparing to jerk away from Katus’ grip. If I could catch them by surprise,
disappear into the distance, maybe I’d find something sharp to slice—


A sharp blow on the back of my head made a rainbow of lights
pop in my eyes.


“I swear,” said Katus, “I’ll knock you out and drag you.”


I snarled at him, the back of my skull throbbing.


The guard grunted. He slapped the roll of rawhide back into Ladon’s chest without bothering to read it. I wondered if
he could even read.


His eyes raked over me like I was a sub-par dinner delivery.


“This is a girl.”


I wanted to comment on his superior observational skills,
but I held my tongue.


“She’s to serve below surface now,” said Ladon.


The guard scowled at me.


I would have been wary, too, seeing a mermaid stationed so
far from humans. What could I have possibly done?


I flashed the guard a wicked grin, letting my eyes bleed
red.


He broke his gaze and motioned for us to continue.


Katus tugged the rope. I followed, a wave of fear passing
over me. Had that been my last chance? Between the emptiness behind us and the
military zone ahead, an escape attempt now would get me killed.


I wondered, with a hollow feeling in my stomach, if I would
ever see home again.







CHAPTER THREE 

Training Base


[image: Tree]


Black pants, black kohl around the eyes, dark hair
braided under the hood of a black sweater. I’d given myself the best chance at
not being seen.


I peered out my bedroom window. The night was cloudy, of
course. I could always rely on the skies of Eriana Kwai to block any hint of
moonlight.


Annith had promised to meet me at the end of my driveway at
dark—eleven thirty, at this time of year. I checked the clock. I was a
minute late already.


“Going to Annith’s,” I said as I
strode from my room.


The sound of my mother brushing her teeth carried down the
hall.


“Ish mishle
o’ nigh’!”


I pulled on my boots. “What?”


A pause while she spat. “It’s the middle of the night!”


“Yeah. She had a fight with Rik.”


An easy lie. Boyfriend issues had been a regular occurrence
for Annith since we were about twelve.


Silence. I thought I heard a deep sigh. “Don’t be too late,
honey.”


“Love you.”


Face buried in the neck of my hoodie, I stepped outside and
shut the door. I turned around—and walked straight into someone.


I let out a small scream, and before I knew what’d happened,
Tanuu was stumbling backwards with his hand on his cheek.


“Ow, Meela! What the hell?”


I gasped and dropped my fists, pain throbbing across my
knuckles. “Tanuu, I’m sorry! I didn’t … I didn’t see you.”


“’s okay.” He let go of his face, eyeing me.


“I was just going …” I motioned vaguely across the
yard. “Are you okay?”


“Yeah.”


We stared at each other until the silence became awkward.
Above us, a noisy assortment of insects and moths that were easily the size of
my palm bounced off the porch light.


“I’ve wanted to see you,” said Tanuu. “I’ve tried to come by
but you’re never home.”


“I’ve been busy.”


“Doing what?”


I stuffed my hands in the pocket of my hoodie and buried my
chin, mumbling something about “settling back in” and “homecoming dinners”. It
was partly true.


“I’ve only seen you once since you got back,” he said with a
note of accusation.


“Twice,” I said, as if that made it better.


“The day you got home doesn’t count, Meela. The whole island
was there.”


I didn’t reply. Moths continued to flutter in the porch
light. Not knowing what else to do, I started to walk past Tanuu.


“Meela, please. I just wanna know
if you’re all right. If we’re all
right.”


I turned.


“I just need some recovery time.”


He nodded once, but his eyebrows stayed pinched. “I get
that. The Massacre’s a lot for anyone to handle. You don’t have to grieve
alone, though.”


I held his gaze. The dim light made his pupils huge, so I
felt like I was staring into the face of a baby seal.


Footsteps crunched behind me. Annith was barely visible, all
in black with a hood casting her face into shadow.


“You coming or what?” she said.


She stopped at the edge of the porch light, scrutinising
Tanuu with black-lined eyes. “Is he coming, too?”


“No,” I said, at the same time as Tanuu gave a hearty,
“Yes.”


Annith and I exchanged a glance.


“Annith and I have plans,” I said. “We can talk tomorrow.”


Not that I wanted to have a conversation about my feelings
with him the next day, but I thought that might make him more inclined to leave
us.


“Where ya going?” He followed us
down the driveway, away from the soft glow of my house and onto the dead-end
dirt road.


“We’re having a girls night,” I said. “We’ll be talking
about periods and stuff. You won’t like it.”


“Like hell you are. Since when does girls night involve dressing all in black and leaving the house
under the cover of darkness?”


“You can’t come with us,” I said.


“Why not?”


“This isn’t your fight!”


“Ha! This has to do with the Massacres, doesn’t it? Heard
you girls want to stop them. Are you trashing the training area?”


Annith snorted. I shot Tanuu a glare he wouldn’t see.


“We don’t want to vandalise
anything,” I said. “We’re working on a better method. A way to make peace.”


“And?”


I said nothing, kicking a rock so it bounced off a tree
trunk. The sound cracked through the air.


“Whatever you’re doing, I wanna
help,” said Tanuu.


I glanced sideways at Annith.


“He could keep watch for us,” she said. “I mean, it won’t
look good if we’re caught.”


True, we had been under higher visibility since we’d gotten
back. No Massacre survivor could go out in public without attracting attention.


The potential for disgracing my family dawned on me. My
father had survived the Massacre, Nilus had died for it, and my mother had
supported all three of us through training and departure. With that level of
involvement, our family had achieved a level of recognition on Eriana Kwai.


We arrived at the path leading into the woods and stopped.
Without the crunch of our footsteps, every chirp, every hoot, every whistle
rang clearly.


I removed my boots. In pitch darkness, the forest would be
easier to navigate in bare feet.


“Meela, I want our freedom, too,” said Tanuu. “I sat at home
while you girls fought the sea demons. Yeah, I would’ve been lunch in seconds,
but still. Every minute you were out there was torture. Now I have the chance
to be useful, if you let me.”


I crossed my arms. An owl swooped low over our heads, the
night so silent that I heard the swoosh of its wings.


I scrutinised Tanuu’s outfit. His windbreaker had reflective
strips on the chest.


“Take off your coat. You’ll stand out like a lighthouse.”


He did, with enthusiasm. His shirt underneath was grey.


“All right,” I said. “You can keep watch.”


He thrust a fist into the air, and then balled up his jacket
and tossed it next to my boots.


“What am I watching?”


“We’re going to borrow a couple of things from the training
base,” I said. “Crossbows. Ammo. Anything else that might be helpful.”


“You didn’t get to keep your Massacre weapons?”


I huffed.


“They took them back for the next round of trainees,” said
Annith.


A stiff silence followed. Unfortunately, the girl who
actually should have been stripped of all weapons still had access to them.


“Why don’t you borrow my father’s hunting bow?” said Tanuu.
“I could—”


“Oh my gosh, Tanuu,” said Annith, “we need iron weapons. A hunting arrow will just
bounce off a mermaid’s skin.”


“Oh. Right.”


We entered the forest. After the empty dirt road, the dense
rainforest wrapped me in warmth and comfort. We followed the narrow path, me in
the lead, guided by the carpet of moss on either side. I extended a hand to
brush the passing saplings, feeling them shake off cool droplets under my
touch.


“Doesn’t your father have a crossbow?” said Tanuu.


“We can use the ammo, but the bow’s a piece of junk,” I
said. “Tried it last night. The bolts don’t even leave it in a straight line.”


“We should bring it, anyway,” said Annith. “It’s still
iron.”


“I think the
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