[image: image-placeholder]


Copyright © 2021 by Cassie Day
All rights reserved.
No portion of this book may be reproduced in any form without written permission from the publisher or author, except as permitted by U.S. copyright law.
Cover by MoorBooks Design.
Editing by Beth Hale.







For Mom, who always believed.






[image: image-placeholder]



  
    
      Contents

    

    
      
        
        
        


	
  
    
    Chapter 1
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    Chapter 2
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    Chapter 3
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    Chapter 4
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    Chapter 5
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    Chapter 6
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    Chapter 7
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    Chapter 8
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    Chapter 9
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    Chapter 10
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    Chapter 11
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    Chapter 12
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    Chapter 13
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    Chapter 14
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    Chapter 15
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    Chapter 16
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    Chapter 17
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    Chapter 18
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    Chapter 19
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    Chapter 20
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    Chapter 21
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    Chapter 22
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    Chapter 23
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    Chapter 24
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    Chapter 25
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    Chapter 26
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    Chapter 27
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    Chapter 28
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    Chapter 29
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    Chapter 30
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    Chapter 31
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    Chapter 32
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    Chapter 33
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    Chapter 34
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    Chapter 35
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    Chapter 36
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    Chapter 37
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    Chapter 38
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    Chapter 39
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    Chapter 40
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    Chapter 41
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    Epilogue
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    Book 2 Preview: Gorgon Born
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    Chapter 1
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    Chapter 2
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    Newsletter
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    About Author
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
      

    
  

Chapter 1


Blood lingers in the water longer than it should. 
The bristling urchin stains its spines with my blood before the steady waves pull the stain out. The rest of the blood leaves in a distorted cloud.
I watch the urchin with wide eyes as it shifts in place. Or perhaps this is the gentle push and pull of the reef current.
Poke me again, it says in the sway of sharp spines. I dare you.
“Kill it,” a voice speaks in my head. Not the wondrous imagined voice of an urchin, but one of my many cousins.
I forget this one’s name but not the stern cadence of her voice. Either I do as she says, or the creature will die by a heavier hand.
The spear is light in my hand. A carved piece of driftwood so unlike the metal tools above, yet infinitely more useful in the Akri Sea.
I must strike at the urchin’s weakest spot, regardless. That sliver of softness between spines. Still, my hand doesn’t obey.
“Kill it or I will,” my cousin says. Closer this time.
She’s at the corner of my sight, poking her spear into eel caves deeper within the reef. Focused so intensely, she won’t see more than a flash of movement.
My hand doesn’t hesitate. The spear crushes through soft flesh, splitting until it reaches whatever keeps this creature alive. The urchin doesn’t move or cry out. It can’t.
While the vermilion urchin scuttles away on tiny tube-feet, hiding in a shadowed crevice, my spear hits the dead husk of another clinging to a rock nearby. This one is the color of drying blood, spines drooping.
The hunt isn’t fruitful. A thin fish and a one-clawed crab are all my cousins manage. They cast the dead urchin onto the seafloor. My eldest cousin does nothing more than snarl and move on.
This winter is especially harsh, layering snow and ice over the frigid waters while fierce winds drive the waves into a frenzy. The biggest fish migrate into the warmer Synoro Sea at the first sign of a snow-laden breeze. Yet some fish should linger; the hardiest of survivors remained during other winters. Not this one. Only the half-dead and corpses stay.
People on land know the same ache of hunger. They catch whatever they can, using their biggest nets possible when crowded close on the few areas left without ice floes. Whatever remains is snatched by those dragging nets.
My stomach clenches around nothing. Spring will return. Spring must return.
Iris and Meda, twins with matching twists of chestnut hair, begin a song. A siren song. Their scaled tails undulate while swimming, but there are bits of the song melody in the play of muscle too. I join in, adding another layer even as my stern cousin glares holes into the side of my head.
More voices fill our heads, a veritable cacophony. We’re nearing our family. Warmth fills my chest. Song strings connect us all in a golden glow seen only in our minds. My head floods with songs. Everything is painted in voices not my own.
To the men and women onshore or boat, our song is nothing. Silent. My family lives beneath the waves, unable to voice our songs. We rely on mind speak forged between our minds instead.
But beneath these waves it’s overwhelming. Every day of my life I hear it, and still I swim faster to the closest source.
The stern cousin dodges before we crash together, saving us the heartache of tangling hair or stabbing each other with our spears. I’m left in open water while my cousin swims on with a tight grip on her spear and a narrow-eyed stare.
“Don’t spare the next one,” she says, slit pupils eyeing my empty spear tip.
How did she know? But she’s the leader of our hunts for a reason: she possesses both the intelligence to predict prey and the ruthlessness needed to kill. Besides, as the eldest of our younger cousins without children, she is the most experienced.
Still, it’s rude for her to point my failure out to everyone else. Yet no one so much as glances my way, too caught in the communal song when the multitude of hunting groups merge with those we left behind in the ruins.
My stomach twists when the ruins come into view through silt and sand. The pillar of stone juts from the seafloor, reaching in jagged spikes toward the surface.
Algae flakes off in slimy chunks, littering the sand in patterns of green. Crabs flit in and out of each crevice, snapping at anyone who draws near. They’re too small to eat but too fast to kill for good.
I pass through the main entrance, a massive arch. I glance up. Carvings sketch deep into the thick stone. Constellations, nonsensical markings, or words and creatures who have no place in the sea. They twist and twine around each other into a pattern. With each passing year, the pattern bleeds together a little more.
I trace a fingertip over a womanly figure, the lines familiar against my skin. It’s the same action we all do upon entering. Our patron goddess Amphitrite is etched into this relic lost beneath the sea during the Titan War. Her long fishtail is obvious among the other carvings. Someday she won’t be here to trace at all.
It mirrors life. After aiding our ancestor Thelxiope by turning her from exiled mortal to what we are now, Amphitrite vanished. Our stories and this carving are all we have left.
Silt clouds the water within the crumbling walls. Blinking grit from my eyes, I look around. Where’s my mother? She should swim into my arms, the swelling of the child in her stomach keeping us from a full hug. She always does.
But there is only the tangling mass of cousins and aunts greeting each other after the hunt. Some sing despite the food piling into a too-small stack in the center of the pillar.
Spinning in place with my spear drawn close, my tail is a tame blue glimmer beneath the darkening waters. I search for a head of hair matching my own. There’s chestnut, auburn, brown. There is none the exact shade trapped halfway between brown and black.
I stare into the topmost reaches of the towering ruin. Children swim in the highest spots. The open space leading to the sea greets them. The same place was once enclosed with stone. A fierce storm knocked the roof out years ago.
None of us miss the roof. It closed us in. Trapped us. How can people on land stand being caged by walls and roofs? How can the gods stand their palace of impenetrable stone? I shake my thoughts away and lower my stare.
Then jump when a wrinkled face fills my vision. A child dodges my tail, then shoots me a delighted look like our almost-collision was a game.
Aunt only laughs, her glinting teeth worn smooth by years of salt and waves. Her shoulders shake, her stomach muscles tremble, and her drooping breasts quiver with the laugh. Her hands flutter in the water when she waves the child away.
I blink, taking a deep breath to slow my racing heart. “Aunt, what are you up to?”
Her laugh dwindles. Her wide smile remains. “Keeping the young ones entertained as always.”
Patting my cheek, it’s obvious she considers me one of those young ones. I don’t dare challenge her, never mind being seventeen years old myself. For how old Aunt must be; she remembers all our names despite how our numbers have grown to over a hundred. Yet I can’t recall her name. Her children are long since dead, lost before they could have children of their own, and her cousins lost to sickness and time. There’s no one left to ask.
Odd that our leader has no name.
“There might be a bit of food for you, my dear,” Aunt says. Her smile is warm but her eyes are sad.
“I don’t want food. Or I suppose I do, but—”
I stop speaking. This isn’t what I meant to say. Why can’t I be like the other girls my age? Like the twins with their engaging conversations and ready smiles? Face flaming pink, I stare at a spot of algae-covered stone instead of her kind face.
“We all do,” she says, clutching my chin until I’m forced to look. She’s still smiling. The tight knot in my chest loosens, but not the one in my stomach. I didn’t fumble so badly after all.
I clear my throat. “Have you seen my mother?”
Her mouth twists to one side, eyes straying to the children forming a cluster nearby. They watch back with undisguised glee. Remembering my own childhood excitement to hear one of her stories, I can’t help but smile.
“Desma will know,” Aunt says, beckoning the children close with a sweep of her wrinkled hand.
They giggle, swarming her. Most pull at her arms or hips. Chatter fills my mind. Fleeting scraps of too many words and voices.
“Calm yourselves,” she says. “Story time begins when the last of you is quiet.”
The last quiets. Still smiling, I turn away.
Her voice trails after me as I leave the crowd, threatening to pull me under her spell with entrancing words. “On a spring day long ago, the goddess Persephone...”
A bright head of red-orange hair swoops through the crowd. She speeds past. Our shoulders brush. Desma, our youngest healer, is threading through the crowd instead of lingering to chat or sing with us.
All at once, dread surges. Why would a healer know where my mother is? Has my mother’s fragile pregnancy worsened?
Desma’s eyes glow in the growing darkness, pupils slim. Her tail flashes pale blue. I chase her through the darkening sea.
“Desma,” I call when we are both free from the crowd.
She doesn’t glance back. She continues through a hole in the pillar wall close to the sand.
I pass through the same hole. “Desma!”
She turns. Her voice is soft, always soft, and suits her job as a healer even when her blank face does not. “Yes?”
“My mother,” I say, coming closer. My gills work overtime. I’m careful to tuck my tail away from the reaching crabs below. “Have you seen her?”
Her mouth purses smaller. She nods and turns to swim again.
I follow, irritation swirling in my gut. She’s seen my mother. Where? Why? I don’t dare question her. My gills are already pushed to the limit. Using mind speak on top of keeping pace would have me crashing into the crab-riddled sand below.
Besides, I’ve chattered at her enough to know she won’t answer unless she’s ready. There’s no use pushing, no matter how curiosity claws at my insides.
Time passes. The water darkens deeper still. She leads me to the underwater caves us sirens live in like eels.
My brain circles in tangled loops. Two centuries ago, our ancestor was a winged immortal. Now our kind are like eels, of all the wretched creatures. And if the hunt keeps dwindling, we’ll be more like eels still: predators willing to eat anything at all.
“Eudoxia,” she says.
I snap out of my thoughts. Another cousin peeks around the entrance of a rough-hewn cave. She’s young but old enough to ensure we weren’t raised alongside one another.
“You’re here already,” Eudoxia says, swimming nearer.
Eudoxia’s eyes flash to me but don’t hold. They swivel back to Desma, who’s drawn closer with hands outstretched.
Eudoxia swims backward. “You must touch?”
Desma’s fiery eyebrows furrow. “I suppose not.” She straightens and meets Eudoxia’s hard stare. “Can you shift?”
Can she shift? I grimace. To shift to two legs is to join those above. Those on land. And to shift is to endure the pain of the Akri’s pull. My family only does this to mate.
Pieces slot together. I wonder if they hear the audible click my brain makes. But no, another passing daydream.
They stare at each other. Eudoxia’s mouth tightens into a firm line.
She returned. How long was she gone? Questions bubble at the back of my throat. I swallow them down.
Eudoxia’s rage builds in her reddening cheeks. Her tail whips. Best not get between them.
“I can’t,” she says.
Desma nods. Her face remains blank, her hands unfurl. Her shoulders loosen. This is what she expected all along.
She turns to go further along the line of caves. “Then you’re pregnant.”
Desma swims first one, then two paces away.
Eudoxia’s face goes slack. Her red cheeks fade to fish-belly pale. Her mind speak is a muddle of incomprehension. She pulls it together. “You must rid me of it!”
Desma stops. She doesn’t turn. She’s listening, regardless.
Eudoxia’s gills flare to sharp lines on her neck and abdomen. “I won’t be chained here,” she says. She pauses, blinking rapidly. Her gills flatten. Her body slumps. “My lover waits for me on land.”
Desma shakes her head in a quick no. Her red hair fans out, too colorful beneath this barren sea. “He must wait until your child shifts.”
I speak despite my stomach churning. “But her child won’t be able to shift for eleven years at least.”
Eudoxia darts her stare between us. “Please! There must be something to rid me of it.”
Desma’s head turns enough for me to glimpse the side of her face. She frowns. “There’s nothing I can do.”
When Eudoxia bares her pointed teeth in a silent snarl, Desma continues. “Stop being selfish.”
Eudoxia snarls. “If there’s no way to kill it, surely one of you can raise my child.”
Desma turns her face forward. I can’t see anything except her waves of hair. “You must put need before your wants. No one else will raise your child with their own to tend.”
Eudoxia growls. Her hands dig into the skin of her stomach. I want to pull her hands away from the delicate life there, remembering my mother’s gentle cradling of the same place. But it will end in violence judging from the angry flush to her cheeks.
How the three immortal sisters who decide the fates of gods and mortals alike, the Moirai, work remains a mystery. My mother struggles with miscarriage after miscarriage for one more child. Yet Eudoxia would rather tear out her child than remain in the sea.
Desma swims further away. “Come on, Agathe.”
Eudoxia’s shoulders shake. Her head tilts down. What will she do?
The question lingers while I follow Desma. Kelp brushes the underside of my tail. We pass the caves, heading to the shoreline and its shallow waters. We stop among a kelp forest stretching toward shore.
The patch of kelp leans toward verdant green in the shadows. With each slant of a moonbeam, the color shifts to a dull brown. No matter the shade, it’s silken soft beneath my palms.
I look closer. A circle of ruins is hidden among the forest. I pivot, taking in the ruin stones worn smooth by relentless waves. What was this before the sea claimed it? A house? A temple to the Titans, the once-rulers of the two realms? The stone is cold beneath my hands. Too smooth for ancient markings to remain.
Frowning, I turn to Desma. She watches from among the kelp like she belongs to the forest. “Where’s my mother?”
Her sigh echoes through my mind. She traces the fluttering ridges of a towering kelp plant but doesn’t speak. Long seconds pass.
I open my mind to ask again.
“We are seventeen years old,” Desma says. “And I can’t recall us talking. Not once.”
Well, I suppose talking at someone isn’t quite the same as talking to someone. Still, I can’t recall one fact about Desma beyond her being a healer. Where’s her mother? Does she have sisters? I can’t answer.
For the first time, I wonder what claws at her. My mother’s is plain. She has a gaping hole where the want for another child howls. Aunt is simple. She wants us to be happy. But what is Desma’s want?
More: what is mine? Even as I think about it, I know: to be our ancestor, a winged immortal creature from the stories. Fierce and memorable.
Two stems of kelp sweep to the side on a wave. The shadow of a cave mouth stretches wide but low across the seafloor, surrounded by more smooth boulders. Beyond the shadows, I see nothing of what must be her home.
My mind tumbles in useless loops. “I’ve tried.”
She smiles. It doesn’t reach her crisp blue eyes. Her hands clench into fists. She hides them behind her back. “Does selflessness exist? Or is it another story Aunt tells, like those of heroes and gods?”
My thoughts stutter to a stop. Then restart. Goosebumps sweep down my arms. My stomach clenches into a tighter knot. I cross my arms to hide how my fingers twist and turn against each other. Is anyone wholly selfless? With our wants eating at us, how can we be?
“I don’t know.”
Her gaze lingers on my restless fingers. “Maybe the gods aren’t real. Maybe our ancestor never had wings or knew Persephone or the gods. Maybe Aunt and the older ones only have creative imaginations.”
My irritation returns like a blight. My face heats. We know so little of each other, but she knows enough to spit out imagination as an insult. Are my wandering thoughts so obvious?
My pupils contract. My hands tighten into fists. Nails dig into the meat of my palms. There’ll be grooves there later. My mother will fret.
Her smile falls. “When have any of us seen a god? Or another creature?”
She knows none of us have. Not any of our great aunts who hand out food portions or, like Aunt, entertain the children. Not the younger aunts who forever chase after children.
We see boats, fishermen, and gulls. Sometimes towns where some of us go to find a sire for our children.
I can’t answer. There is no answer.
And from her crooked smile, she knows. Shrugging, she turns toward the cave. Peels layers of kelp until the full breadth of a wide entrance is visible.
“Come on.” She vanishes into shadows created by kelp and the protruding upper lip of the cave. “Your mother is inside.”
Though irritation continues to simmer beneath my skin, dread returns.
I glance back. Moonbeams shining through the water brighten until the kelp forest is awash in shades of gray. Something sparkles. Not silver or jewels. They wink, rearranging into constellations an exact mirror of the night sky. Burn brighter than the moonbeams.
Stars?
I blink and the image vanishes, replaced with the forest murk.
Desma calls my name. I venture into the cave, leaving the odd vision behind.




Chapter 2


My mother lies upon a bed of woven kelp.  
My hands grapple and scrape at the lip of the cave before it spreads out into the wide room. I rush past Desma. Scales rip free when I drag my tail along the rough stone at the bottom of the cave. 
I don’t wince despite the stinging pain. Instead, I grab my mother’s hands. They’re so small. So cold.
“Are you all right?” I ask. 
But she can’t be. Why else would she be with a healer?
Some starved part of me hopes this will be an easy pregnancy. Nothing like all the others. Not ended in blood and grief.
My mother frowns.
Hope flits away like a string of seaweed on a tumbling wave. 
My mother twists her hands, returning my grip.
Desma stares from the other side of the bed with a frown. I scowl back.
“I can’t hold food down,” my mother says.
I turn my stare away from Desma. My mother’s skin is ashen, her cheeks sunken. Vomit lingers on the edges of her mouth. Just this morning she was thin but healthy, no illness in sight.
With a trembling smile, I free one hand from her limp grip and wipe the vomit away. Floating strands of my mother’s hair catch between my fingers. Too brittle. It breaks, wrapping around my fingers in loose coils. She’s been ill for longer and hiding it, then. Anything to continue grasping to hope that this child will survive. 
“There’s no plant to help?” I ask.
From the corner of my eye, Desma shakes her head. “None that are working.”
“What have you tried?”
Her mouth flattens. Her cheeks turn ruddy, swallowing her orange freckles in a haze of pink.
“Oh, none of that,” my mother says. She pats at us until Desma’s mouth closes and my tense shoulders unfurl. “She’s tried everything her mother taught her.”
My mother’s eyes dim. Desma’s empty of anything at all. 
I swallow the question of where Desma’s mother is. My mother sees the question regardless. She quells it with a pointed stare.
Desma turns away. Her hands fumble against a platform containing an array of barnacle-covered items. Moonlight glints against them. My glowing eyes adjust. Their shape becomes clear along with a telltale shimmer of glass.
“Bottles,” I say.
Desma nods, turning around with a group of bottles gathered in the crook of her elbow. One by one, she holds them to a beam of wane moonlight from a hole in the ceiling I didn’t notice until now. 
She names them. Plants and tonics with long, complex names my mind jumbles immediately. Her fingers hold bits of carved stone against the lip of each bottle, careful to keep the contents inside. 
She stops and turns to the platform. With steady hands, she puts them in neat lines on the stone lip. They stay solid, stay still, with each wave. She’s weighted them with stones inside. Clever. 
The more I pin the bottles with my stare, the more I notice subtle differences. One has a misshapen side. Another has a long spout. Some have barnacles in set groups, chunks missing where someone scraped some off. To label them? Or to see the contents?
My mother pulls me close with a tug of our joined hands. “She’s done all that can be done.”
Yet my mother lies, sick and unable to keep food down for herself or her child.
Anger surges. I swear my face flames hot enough to turn the sea around it warmer. Clenching my hands into fists, I grit my teeth until my jaw aches.
“Be calm,” my mother says. She grabs my hand, tapping a single finger against my palm in a constant rhythm. 
I force one breath. Then another. Return the tapping with a fast beat of my own against her thin palm. The rage buries itself. 
My mind-speak is a weak thread. “There’s nothing more to be done?”
She shakes her head. “Nothing found beneath.”
Mouth falling open, I lunge over and above the makeshift bed, emotions a whirlpool in my chest. She turns. Jolts when I grab her by the shoulders. 
“There’s something above, isn’t there?”
She sends a pointed look to each of my hands on her shoulders. I remove them with a sheepish smile. My mother tuts from behind us. 
“Yes.”
Heart leaping, I barely stop myself from spinning around the room.
“I’ll find it,” I say in a rush. “What’s it called? What does it look like?”
“Agathe,” my mother says, voice stern.
I turn with a grin. “I’ll find it quick.”
Her face turns blanks. “No. You won’t be going above.” To Desma, “Send one of the other girls.”
Desma’s shoulders tense. “They won’t go. I already asked. This winter is too harsh to risk.”
Too harsh? A bit of cold never hurts us beneath. “That’s fine; I’m happy to go.”
“No.” My mother’s mind-speak comes in a burst. 
I wince. “You need this. The child needs this.”
Maybe it’s cruel to use her love for her child as a tool to get what I want. I should apologize but the words stick in my throat. Am I sorry? No, not truly. And when I see my mother’s bruised eyes and pale lips once more, a sense of calm envelopes me. This is what I must do. This is right.
“You’ll miscarry without this,” I say.
Her grip on my hands tightens until my finger bones grind together. “You’ll need a dress.”
Blinking, I exchange a confused look with Desma. “Why?”
“Inexperienced children,” she grumbles. Her eyes struggle to stay open. Her voice drops to a murmur. “It protects you from the cold and the gazes of others.”
I pat her hands before letting them fall. “I’ll find one.”
“Be careful,” she mumbles. Her breaths even out in sleep.
Desma sighs.
I duck my head to catch her gaze. “I need to know as much as you can tell me.”
Yet when morning dawns, casting light over the Akri Sea, I’m no more prepared than before her brief lesson. The sky lightens above in layers of indigo, lavender, and coral. 
When the sun glides halfway into the sky, I brave swimming close to shore.
I swim beneath fishing boats, trailing fingers along their curved planks of wood. The fishermen prepare to cast nets, voices loud yet indecipherable when they yell back and forth. A flock of gulls follows suit with shrieks, glad to participate if it means scavenging scraps.
“This will work,” I say. If I say it enough I’ll start believing.
Though Desma watches over my mother, both of them cloistered in the kelp-covered cave, my webbed hands still shake where they slice through waves.
My mother will be fine. I should start believing this, too.
The water loses all shadow close to shore, becoming shades of turquoise rather than the rich cobalt I’m accustomed to. Silt morphs to gravel. Taking a deep breath, I count to ten. 
I lift my head and shoulders out of the sea. The morning air raises goosebumps on my skin. I search for the two-legged form, picturing awkward spindling legs. The form turns us to average women except for our songs. Except for the sickness taking root in our bones the longer we roam away from the Akri Sea. Even venturing into the Synoro Sea or the distant Thalassa Ocean does nothing for the sickness. We’re trapped in our wasteland of a small sea.
Become legs, I will my tail.
A searing starts in my hips. The pulsing burn spreads through my tail, leaving each scale in cinders. My fists clench hard, nails digging into the meat of my palms. Trails of blood leak from my hands to catch on the next wave.
Another pulse of pain. Sharper. Deeper. I clench my jaw shut until the bones ache. I won’t bring the fishermen close with a scream. I won’t risk being butchered by men starving only a fraction less than my family.
I see nothing beyond the white-hot pain of tearing. My tail splits in two. Jagged skin. Torn scales. Tears gather only to be whisked away with a breeze.
Jaw close to fracturing, I drag myself onto the strip of sand beyond the sea. Gravel touches the end of my tail. A groan locks in my throat. My eyes burn—with tears or because I haven’t blinked, I can’t say.
Gravel wedges between my scales. The pain is so much. Too much.
All at once, the pain vanishes.
I pant. Tilt my head up to the warm sun. Why has the sky grown pitch dark? 
Oh. My eyes are closed. 
I open them. Stare first at my bare hips, then the legs beyond. The new skin shines pink, close to raw. Bones tremble like jellyfish beneath my weight.
Gritting my teeth, I force one foot forward. The skin slides smooth against itself and tingles. But I ignore this, ignore the goosebumps covering my entire body, and tread onto the sand one shaking step at a time.
Mud shifts to damp sand beneath my feet. Hands propped on my hips, I force my searing lungs to breathe. Where are my gills? I touch my neck, then abdomen, and find nothing but scarred ridges where they should be. My hands tremble. 
“They’ll come back,” I mumble in mind-speak. Jolt when my mouth moves wordlessly along with the thought. 
I try again. Manage to mumble the words aloud, though slurred.
Glancing around, I spot little beyond dunes forming a barrier between the beach and where my mother says a town awaits. 
My heart thuds at the thought. My family is large, true, but nothing compared to the population of those above. If I’m lucky, there’ll be a handful of others. If not, hundreds.
I eye the dunes. How long will it take my new legs to manage the steep climb? Dry grass poking from the dunes sways in the wind. I sway in the wind. Not anytime soon, then.
The longer I stand, the more I shake. Fine hairs along my arms, neck, and legs rise with another gust of wind. A crisp scent promises snow.
I’m shivering with cold. My mother was right about finding a dress.
A tuneless song echoes from a path running between two of the smaller dunes.
How did I miss the trail running between them? Surely my legs can handle that. Taking a step toward the path, I stumble when a small body pops from behind one of the dunes. My knees land in the sand. I wince at the fresh sting.
The child is blonde like I’ve only heard of in stories, but dark-eyed and tanned by the sun. She spots me. Her eyebrows furrow. “Why are you naked? Are you all right?”
I open my mind to explain. No other mind welcomes my reach.
Right. Those above speak with their mouths. How hard can true speech be?
I open my mouth. All that emerges is a groan. The girl’s mouth gapes open. My face flushes hot.
She hurries across the sand. Her shoes, brown with intricate straps crossed over her lower legs, raise sprays of sand. 
“Do you need help?” she asks. A breeze ruffles her fair hair, shorn closer to the scalp than I’ve ever seen. Freckles dot the bridge of her nose. Her brown eyes sparkle with curiosity.
Swallowing another groan, I nod.
She mirrors it, mouth pinched in thought. Her stare drops to my bare breasts, then the rest of my body. Her face flames red.
She meets my gaze again. “You’ll need clothes.”
She pivots, darting between the dunes. 
I will thoughts in her direction. Something warm and soft.
 Her mind remains firmly shut.
Sighing, I glance over my shoulder. The boats remain a distance from shore. Hopefully I’m nothing more than a speck on the beach to them.
Wind trails through my damp hair. A shiver courses through me. I gather my hair, sliding it over one shoulder. The shivering becomes worse. I cross my arms but it doesn’t help. The cold is relentless, stealing deep into my bones. My pink skin pales, then flushes.
A yelp. The girl trips while running along the dune path. She falls face-first onto the sand.
I wince in sympathy. Even resting my knees against the coarse stuff is unbearable. But she staggers to her feet, resuming a run as if nothing happened. Children above aren’t so different from those beneath.
Once in front of me, she holds out a swath of material. A line of sand runs from her hairline to her jaw. “Here.”
Reaching forward, I grasp the cloth by one of its folds. Rough yet warm against my palms. This is a dress?
Something of my question shows. She pulls the fabric. It loosens into a long tube big enough to cover me from head to ankle. But how do I put it on?
“Did you lose your memory?”
My eyebrows scrunch together. 
“Everyone knows how to wear clothes.”
I shrug, trying to convey not me without speech.
Her head tilts to one side. “You’re strange.”
I nod. She’s not wrong.
Her laugh is loud as any gull call yet more pleasant. “Lift your arms.”
I lift them. Her gaze focuses on somewhere past my shoulder instead of my bare body. The woolen fabric slides over my head, then my spine. I blink from inside the tube of material. How does this form any sort of dress? I huff a laugh, inhaling the scent of dirt lingering on the cloth. A trace of something light and fresh.
She notices. “My mother likes to rub flowers against her dresses.”
Hands quick and sure, she pulls the tube down further. My head pops free. She grins at the wavy mess my hair has become. 
Flowers. There are plants beneath, some we call flowers, but what must the ones above be like to smell so lovely?
Finally, she folds what remains of the tube, covering my breasts in two layers of cloth while the rest of my body is covered in one. She grabs bronze pins from the sand beside her and gathers the fabric at each of my shoulders, deftly pinning so the dress stays in place.
“There, all done! Now you can stand.” She offers me her hands.
I grasp them. They’re warm in mine. 
I’m no longer shivering. When did I stop?
The dress settles. My bare feet peek out from the hem. 
I try to let her hands go. She shakes her head, only letting one free. With the other, she tugs me toward the trail. “We have a nice hearth you can sit by; come on.”
She reads my confusion again. Sighs, leading me through the path. Sand surrounds us three-people high on each side. “There’s a fire in the hearth. It’ll warm you up quick!”
Fire? Actual fire? But my awe is read as more confusion.
She rolls her eyes, her entire head rolling with it. “Oh, never mind. I’ll just show you.”




Chapter 3


The hearth and its fire are hot to the point of burning if I lean close. I should search for Desma’s plant, but the warmth is addictive. 
I curl my body in front of it, bottom resting against the rug-covered floor. It’s both thicker and rougher cloth than the kind I wear. I’m grateful. Otherwise, I’d be sitting in hard-packed dirt. 
I eye the textured walls, a sooty film covering every surface, and the scattering of personal items. A mural against one wall, painted in muted shades. The girl’s work. There are other rooms behind closed doors. Curiosity throbs beneath my skin.
Still, my eyelids droop. I force them open. I can’t stay here long.
The girl and her mother whisper, their chairs pressed close together at a low table.
“Excuse me,” a tentative voice says.
I half-turn, careful to keep my body close to the fire but to not outright tip into the hearth.
The girl’s mother blinks, eyeing my mess of hair. “Where did you come from?”
I squint, staring at her, then her daughter. Their minds stay closed. I open my mouth but release only a garbled string of nonsense.
They exchange a glance. They have the same expression. The same furrowing brows and curling upper lips. Their freckles are close to identical. Their eyes shine hazel in light from the hearth and a window on one wall covered in fabric to keep out the chill. 
“We’re in Kyma,” she tries again. “Along the Akri Sea.”
This town is named Kyma? My eyes widen in fascination.
“I don’t think she can talk,” the girl says. She smiles first at me, then her mother.
“Nonsense,” the mother says with a raised brow. “She’ll just need to practice.”
I hide a smile behind my hand. For them and their kindness, I’ll practice. 
My next try is garbled but better. “Segin.”
The girl stands, shuffling closer. “What?” 
Frowning, I try again. “Saeean.”
No, that’s not right either. I tamp down on frustration. It’ll only ruin my words more. Still, my cheeks heat with emotion.
She pats my shoulder with one of her tiny hands. “It’s all right, try again.”
“Seeea,” I say. Blink when it comes out almost right. 
Again, but better. “Sea.”
The child bounces in place. “You came from the sea?” 
“Oh gods,” her mother says on a gasp.
“You’re one of those fish people my father speaks of!” the girl continues, oblivious to how her mother pales. “He’s a fisherman!”
I nod. The fishermen know about us. They’ve brought a few of us above in their nets, already dead from thrown spears. I blink away the thought. The girl and her mother are kind. This father can’t be so bad.
Father sits wrong in my head. I know its meaning but I don’t hear it often. A snippet of conversation between two pregnant aunts, then between Aunt and my mother, but nowhere else. Sire is more common among my family.
The girl leaps forward, encasing me in a hug. 
Her mother clears her throat. “Your father can’t know, my boy.”
Boy? This child is a boy?
Pouting, she—he lets me go and turns. “Why not?”
But his mother shakes her head. “Never mind.” 
She sighs, rubbing a hand along her temples. For the first time, I notice her strained face is only a handful of years older than mine. 
“Bring her to the storyteller before your father drags his boat ashore.”
“Mother.”
“Go, Bion.”
His pout deepens into a scowl. He levels his glare at the walls instead of his mother. Smart child. “Fine.”
He sighs. Then grabs my hands and tries to pull me to my feet despite being half my size. When he can’t move me, he grunts but keeps trying.
I stand slowly, acting as if he’s doing all of the work. The creak of my new joints is worth how his face glows with pride once I’m standing.
“To the storyteller!” He grins, already pulling me out of the home.
The town has narrow stone roads between identical houses. The only difference in Bion’s house is another colorful mural, this one a crooked fish, on the corner of an exterior wall. 
He pulls and pulls. Buildings press against us on each side. A twist. A turn. Lines of fabric grab at us. I shove a dress off my head, letting it fall to the ground behind me. 
A plaintive mewl fills air. Bion skids to a stop, feet tripping against the cobbled grooves, and changes direction all in one moment. I open my mouth. He shushes me with a quiet hiss.
He rummages in his tunic, mouth pursed to one side. By the time he pulls out a strip of dried meat, a furry creature is rubbing along our legs. Its fur is a gray with subtly darker stripes of charcoal. Its eyes the color of pale seaweed.
It flicks pointed ears upright and mewls again. Three more creatures, different colors but the same shape and size, meander from seemingly nowhere and join in.
“Bion?” I say. Then rub my throat, wincing at the growing ache.
He turns. “These are the town cats. No one owns them, exactly, but we all feed them.” His chest puffs out. “Especially me. They love my mother’s dried meat.”
When I stare at the odd creatures, two of them rubbing insistently along my calves despite dried meat already in their mouths, he laughs. 
“Go on, pet one! They’re nice, I promise.”
One of the cats stretches, baring sharp fangs. Hooked claws catch against the stone.
I swallow. Those are sharp. “Promise me.”
He huffs. “I promise!”
I lean over. The cat meets me halfway, arching beneath my hand. Its fur is softer than anything I’ve felt so far. I stroke it again and again. A buzzing starts in its chest.
“See, they’re nice! She’s even purring.”
I smile while Bion distributes more meat. By the time he’s done, the cats are licking their chops, content. They slink into the shadows between two buildings. The one at my calves mewls once more, then follows.
He grabs my hand, pulling us into a run. “Let’s go! We’re wasting time.”
I sigh, kindly not pointing out he wanted to feed the cats. I can’t form all those words anyway.
Within moments, my heart thuds quicker. Sweat beads on my brow. The fresh skin covering my legs rubs together. My knees knock with each step.
“Slow.” I pant puffs of breath into the cold winter air. Speech is easier with each try. His mother was right.
Bion slows from a jog to a walk. “Sorry!”
I wave his apology away, smiling. “Storyteller?”
A little muffled but understandable. I grin. 
Bion twists to walk backward. Grinning, he gazes up at me. There’s a gap between his front teeth and a larger one to the left side. “You’ll like him, I promise. He knows everything there is to know.”
Everything? 
A woman tuts as she passes with a large basket in her arm, narrowly avoiding Bion’s small body. He bows his head in apology and turns forward. He continues to glance over his shoulder like he can’t allow me out of his sight. 
Something of my avid curiosity must show because he continues. “More than stories. He knows about gods, animals, plants, food, and people. Anything you can think of, he knows something.”
Plants? Could he know about the plant I seek for my mother? I may know the shape, and color, but I don’t know its location beyond in patches of sun. Remembering Bion’s talk of flowers earlier, a single thought bubbles to the surface. Those above know more about their land, just as us sirens know more about the sea below. 
My heart continues to thud too-quick but for a different reason. If I can get my speech up to par to explain what I need, perhaps someone will know what I speak of.
“Here we are.” He shoots me a triumphant look. Then skids to a stop, raising clouds of dirt with his sandaled feet. 
I stare down at my own sandals. Bion laced them while I sat by the hearth, too sleepy and warm to worry. They’re soft against my soles. A definite improvement over bare feet touching the rocks and pebbles embedded in Kyma’s roads.
When I look up next, we’re in a large square of space between the crowded homes. It’s not empty. Not at all. Wooden tables lined with fish ring one side. A woman behind the table speaks to another in hushed tones, hands fluttering over the array of dead fish.
Along another side of the square, more tables wait in a crooked line. Some sell cloth. Others sell plants, most bulbous in shades of yellow with flaking skin. Others are long and green. My stomach sinks. None bear the spikes of the plant I seek.
The third side teems with women, young children at their sides or on their hips. Baskets sit on the ground nearby. They talk among themselves. A few glance our way but are soon pulled into conversation. 
For a moment, I wonder where the men are. Then the sight of fishing boats on the horizon returns. But why don’t the women fish? 
On the fourth side, a tall man stands on a threadbare rug woven in a faded rainbow of colors. He smiles when he sees Bion. “My best listener has returned!”
Bion shuffles forward, smile bashful. “Hello.”
The man props his fists on his hips. “Now you’re quiet? Could it have something to do with this young lady?”
The man’s jovial eyes slide to me. They’re plain and dark as dirt yet mirth lights them from within. The wrinkles etched into his face deepen. “A young lady who looks familiar, no less.”
Tilting my head, I regard him from the tips of his sandaled feet to his silver-laden, wavy hair. I haven’t seen him before. Did he meet one of my kin? My mother? I grimace. If he met my mother, he could be the sire of a lost child. I shake my head to loosen the thought. 
He returns my shake of the head. “No, I haven’t met you, even if there’s something familiar about you.”
He claps his hands and takes a lumbering step forward. “Now! What’ll it be today, Bion?”
Bion tugs my hand until I stumble to a stop at his side. “Why don’t you choose?”
The storyteller nods with a wink. “Smart choice, boy. Always let a lady choose if you want to win her affection.”
Bion’s entire upper half flames pink. He tries to stutter something. Even I can’t tell exactly what.
The storyteller laughs with a wave of his hand. “What’s your name, young lady? Must be something impressive to charm this boy so easily.”
Tamping down a grin, I jostle Bion’s shoulder with my hip. “Agathe.”
His blush dims but he won’t meet my stare. Instead, he trains his eyes on his feet, rubbing a hand along the back of his neck. 
I sigh, moving my gaze to the storyteller. 
He raises his eyebrows, shrugging as if to say ah, well. “The lady Agathe. What would you like to hear?”
Thinking of what Desma told me about the plant, I open my mouth to explain. A mumble of incomprehensible sound leaves. My eyebrows scrunch together.
Bion tugs on our joined hands. “Try again.”
I nod. “A plant.” Stare at the sky above instead of the storyteller’s kind face. “With spikes for leaves.”
The sun dims above. Clouds glide across its surface. I don’t have long until night falls. Bion and his mother might be willing to shelter me from the winter wind.
A crisp breeze filters through the maze of buildings. I shiver, pulling the pinned shoulders of my dress tighter. The chill sweeps through my body. My teeth clack together.
The storyteller hums, stroking his chin with a few fingers “I’m afraid I’ll need more information.”
“Has yellow flowers.” My throat hurts from talking but I ignore the pain.
He squints. “Perhaps fennel?”
Desma didn’t know the name.
I shrug, kicking one foot against the hard stone. “Don’t know.”
Bion leaps forward, all shyness forgotten in the face of learning something new. “Maybe if you said what it’s like! Then she’ll know if it’s the right one.”
The storyteller nods. “Of course. It’s tall, taller than a full-grown man sometimes, and its leaves are feathered spikes. The flowers are yellow.”
He pauses, gathering his thoughts. “The doctors use it for all sorts of stomach ailments. Why, when I was a young child, I was given some to calm my stomach. I’ve even heard it can help someone’s appetite.”
My heart lurches. I lean forward. “Appetite?”
“Yes. Now was it to decrease or increase appetite?” He strokes his chin again. “Increase! Yes, that’s right.” 
I hold myself back from lunging to grab his shoulders. “Where?”
“Excuse me?”
“Where is it?” My thoughts tumble over each other. “Where do you keep it?”
The longest sentence I’ve strung together. I barely notice. Instead, I look around the square like the plant will sprout from one of the tables. But no, the plant table remains full of plants I care nothing about.
“Ah,” the storyteller says. He clears his throat. “Well, fennel grows only in spring.”
My stomach drops. Tears gather. I blink them away, unwilling to weep in the crowded square. I loosen my hand from Bion’s grip. Clench my hands together until my joints ache.
“I’m sure someone has some in their garden,” Bion says, patting my side. His regard is too kind, too soft. 
I point my stare down. I can’t bear his pity.
The storyteller sighs. “No, I’m afraid not.”
Endless chatter becomes a steady buzz. Honks of squat, long-necked birds turn shrill when they run from a small child squealing with glee. An infant squalls in the distance. The crash of the Akri’s waves against rock is an undercurrent to it all.
I’ll return empty-handed.
“Oh!” The storyteller leans forward. “But I’m sure someone has some dried.”
“Dried?” I ask.
Bion wrinkles his nose. “Dried?”
His hands flutter in the air. “Yes! Some hang it to dry to preserve it through winter. It might still work.”
Grinning, I delight in the fresh hope filling my chest. I take a step back. Then another, beckoning for the storyteller and Bion to lead the way to the dried fennel.
The storyteller shakes his head. “I’ll have to ask around to see who has extra.”
My shoulders droop. I hunch, sighing, and glance at the dusk sky. How did so much time pass?
Between one blink and the next, my stomach roils. I’m grateful I haven’t eaten anything today. There’s nothing for me to vomit up. 
I take a step forward. My knees threaten to buckle. A thin ring of black crowds the outer edge of my sight. 
I hear little beyond the call of the Akri’s waves.
This is our curse. The sickness.
Less than a day and already I suffer. We should be able to go months at a time out of the Akri Sea per Amphitrite’s aid to our ancestor. But my older cousins built a resistance to the weakness over time. One I don’t have.
“Agathe?” Bion grabs my hands.
Belatedly, I realize my hands are gripping each other tight enough to bruise. I gasp in a breath. Turn toward the call of the sea beyond the buildings. 
“Go,” the storyteller says. He grabs Bion by the shoulders, holding the wide-eyed boy from following.
How much does he know? I give him one last look before I run.




Chapter 4


Each step lurches. I can’t tell if it’s my gait or sight. Perhaps both. I duck under a line of clothes, jump over a wandering bird, and twist around a corner. Grip a house and stop to pant. The corner crumbles beneath my fingers. A woman’s angry squawk sends me running again. 
Wind rips through my hair and the folds of my dress. The dunes lurch into sight beyond a tight cluster of buildings. I turn to the side, breasts scraping against one wall and my back against another, and slide between two houses.
I skid to a halt beneath a dune. Its shadow stretches long across the ground, offering privacy from the bustling town nearby. Black lingers, pulsing, at the edge of my sight. Teasing. 
I drop to my haunches, gasping for breath. Rest my forehead against my knees.
The call of gulls. Calls of men from behind the dunes. Fishermen.
I hurtle upright. Edge close to the dune. Grains of sand press against my spine. Some slide into my dress, sticking to my sweat-slicked skin. Will the fishermen know what I am? Will they take one look at me and know?
My breath comes quicker. Harsher.
Shadows dance across the dunes. 
The first man ventures up and over. I freeze. But the growing darkness shields me from view. The man walks past, whistling a tune. I don’t dare sigh in relief. More climb atop the dune and stride down. 
Shadows become men. One stops at the foot of a dune to my right. He begins urinating on the sand. I press a hand over my mouth, holding in a startled yell. I cover my nose when the acrid smell of urine permeates the air.
Upper lip curling in distaste, I grit my teeth. How long will they take? Some linger, clapping one another on the back amid jovial conversations.
When the last vanishes between the buildings, I move. The shadows reach to my shoulders, leaving my head bathed in dusk light. I squint. 
Beyond the clacking hulls of moored boats, there’s no noise. I rub my hands down my arms, hoping to warm my frigid skin. Then creep toward Bion’s trail between two dunes. 
The dunes stretch high above. A breeze pummels them. My shivers turn to ones of unease. 
Sand swirls in the wind, stinging my eyes. I curse aloud. Force my eyes to flare, hoping to dislodge the grains, but it’s no use.
The last grain falls away. I glance up. Instead of sand leading to the endless sea, a man stands before me. He halts, eyes wide.
“Monster,” he says. Spittle flies from his mouth, landing at my feet. His face pinches into an expression of unfiltered disgust.
Trapped with him to the front and dunes on each side, I’m paralyzed. Sweat beads on my neck and brow. All my fine hairs stand on end.
He steps forward, reaching for my shoulders. What will he do when he has me? Kill me? Gut me like a fish?
A final breath.
Then I act. 
I sing. Aloud, above, for the first time in my life.
The song flows quiet, muted by the crashing waves. The melody ebbs and flows. A song string alights between us. 
His eyes glaze over. He wobbles in place but continues to edge forward one stumble at a time. Soon, our faces are close enough for our noses to brush. 
My hands flutter to his arms. The string pulls taut. I push him with all my strength. 
He lands against the side of the dune. He doesn’t struggle. The sand tries to swallow him one grain at a time. He continues to watch me with an empty stare.
For a moment, I almost prefer his disgust. Almost. 
I breathe deep to calm my racing heart. Take one step. Then another. My song fades. His song string darkens. The end of the trail appears. I burst into a run.
There’s a struggle behind me. Him trying to free himself from the dune. The crunch of dried grass. Sandaled feet thudding on the sand. 
Breathless, heart pounding, I force my legs faster. Sand flies, raised by my swift feet. I glance over my shoulder, hoping all the sand hits him square in the face. But no, he curses, pivoting to the side.
Waves touch my toes. I don’t stop despite the slick pebbles. I stumble once. Twice. Use the momentum to lurch upright. To keep running. 
Knee-deep in the waves, I grit my teeth. Will my tail to return. The searing burn begins. I ignore the pain. 
Boats knock against a dock to my left. The steady rhythm of wood against wood fills my head. Gulls rest in the water, heads turned to watch.
Think. 
His feet crash through the waves.
Think, think, think— 
There!
A drop-off from shallow shore to open sea. I’ll have to jump the distance. I coil my strength. Breathe deep. The pain ebbs. 
I jump. A hand trails my shoulder. Then I’m lost to the Akri. Legs fusing to tail burns across my skin. My vision adjusts to the depths. 
I twist around. Scales spike from my skin. My sandals unravel, falling to the seafloor. The dress seams rip, leaving me in torn rags from the waist down. My gills tear open. They flutter frantically.
The fisherman crashes into the drop-off. He sinks beneath. Then shoves his way to the surface in a stream of bubbles. Through the muting waves, I hear him curse. 
I tense. Will he try to follow? I’ll barely be able to out-swim him with my half-changed body. 
He paddles to shore. Losing him should be a victory. But I’ll soon return to shore for the storyteller’s aid and the plant. And when I do, will the fisherman be waiting?
[image: image-placeholder]On the way to Desma’s cave, I calm myself by trailing my webbed hands along the seafloor. Glass glimmers from the sand, cast-offs from wrecks and fishing boats. Tumbled by the relentless waves, it’s rendered smooth. 
One blink and a piece of amethyst purple darkens, winking in a shimmer of dusk light against glass. 
Another blink and it’s normal again. 
Maybe I should have Desma check my eyes. But no, she’s too busy with my mother. The other healers are tending other mothers-to-be during this harsh winter. It’ll have to wait. 
I grab a shard of cobalt glass, rubbing the smooth sides between my fingers, dropping it when the kelp forest surrounds me on all sides.
I swim through the cave entrance. Desma twists around from her shelf of bottles.
“Nothing?” Desma says.
My mother lies prone, breathing deeply in sleep. I watch her slow breaths stretch skin across visible ribs instead of staring into Desma’s blank face.
I shake my head, unable to look at her. “Nothing. I’ll go again in the morning.”
“Your sickness will only grow worse if you take no breaks.”
“Isn’t this...” I gesture at the dusk enveloping her cave. “Enough of a break?”
She sighs. “Perhaps. It’s different for each of us.”
“Agathe?” my mother slurs.
I’m at her side in the span of a single breath. I clutch her hand in mine. “Yes, Mother.”
She smiles. Her eyelids droop. “Your sister moves. Give me your hand; I’ll let you feel.”
I go rigid. The emptiness in my stomach shifts to painful tightness. 
Inhaling sharply, I stroke her face. In moments, she’s lost to sleep again.
She’s attached. I thought the name she picked would be the worst but this—
This is worse. The baby moves. She has more than hope. She has certainty. 
Her hand falls from mine, resting against her protruding stomach. I turn away.
Desma faces the shelf, allowing us a semblance of privacy. 
Sighing, I move toward the cave opening. Grimace when my movement causes a fresh spike of soreness.
“She doesn’t have much longer,” Desma says.
I glance over my shoulder. “Until labor?”
Desma nods. “Yes.” Shakes her head in the next moment. “No. She can’t survive much longer without food for herself and the child.”
A chill sweeps through me, leaving me a shivering mess. I press a hand against the cave wall, uncaring of the sting where it scratches my palm. “I’ll hurry.”
“Be sure you do.”
I nod. 
Tomorrow I’ll get the plant. My mother will eat again. And when her pregnancy ends in another miscarriage, I’ll comfort her as I’ve always done. But for now, my mother will stay here under Desma’s care. 
I leave Desma’s cave and the kelp forest behind, sticking close to outcroppings of rock. I’m careful to watch for predators gliding through the dark water. When there’s none, I sigh in relief.
Our cave is cold and barren without my mother. Somehow, I fall asleep easily, worn from the long day above. But it’s a sleep full of tossing, turning, pivoting. Moving to keep warm. Moving to escape the fisherman reaching for me in my dreams.
I awake with a gasp, heart thudding painfully in my chest. Dawn light creeps through our cave entrance.
I sigh, rolling over to avoid the light. 
No. My mother needs this plant to feel better. She needs to keep food down.
Snarling, I jolt upright. 
The trip is short with the rest of my family asleep. Hunting won’t begin for another hour and neither the twins nor my eldest cousin appear to lecture me on skipping our hunts. 
Light slants bright across the beach. Smells of flourishing sweet grass and turned dirt fill the steady breeze. Spring approaches and with it, my eighteenth year.
Peeking above the water, I search for the fisherman. The boats in the far distance taunt me. My shoulders hunch. 
A shuffle of sand, barely heard over the wind and waves. I duck beneath, letting the Akri’s cool embrace protect me.
Is it the fisherman? Bion? My stomach clenches. Curiosity wins out. I peek again. My shoulders relax at the sight of Bion waving from shore. In the crook of one arm, he carries a swath of fabric—another dress. The other arm holds a pair of sandals.
“I knew you’d come back,” he says after I struggle onto the sand.
The change is a mild burn. I place a non-webbed hand to where my gills once were. There’s only raised grooves. My muscles ache from even the smallest step but I force my legs forward regardless. 
“Bion,” I say.
“Agathe!” He grins. 
His gaze dips lower and he flushes pink. He thrusts out the cloth, staring at his feet. “Here.”
Snorting, I pull the fabric from his arms and over my head. It settles coarser than the one from yesterday but the scent of flowers still lingers.
Once I fold the top over, he pins the dress in place, his grin returned. “Mother won’t mind that we lost the other one. She says this one fits her just as dreadfully. Now she can demand my father buy her new ones.”
He pauses, frowning. He traces the edge of a fastened pin. “Though he’s in a terrible mood. He came home soaked last night! Can you believe it? He’s always so careful to not track seawater into our home.”
Cold envelops my body despite the woolen dress and Bion’s warmth. “Soaked?”
It can’t be. 
Bion sighs, stirring the hair hanging low on his forehead. “And he wouldn’t tell us why. Just grumbled to himself about songs half the night.”
His father is the fisherman.
“Anyway!” Bion says.
I startle, stumbling forward. 
He steadies me with a hand on each arm. “Are you all right?”
Staring into his kind face, I swallow. Then nod. I won’t let his father ruin my chance. Bion is an ally
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