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            Born of Sun

          

        

      

    

    
      But how did they get all the way to the mansion courtyard?” Giana gripped her husband’s arm more tightly with her right hand as she held her protruding belly with her left.

      “Last night’s storm swell must have pushed them in!” Amadeo said over the Protectors’ songs. “The guards say more than usual escaped from the Deeps. It’s a wonder these two didn’t cause any harm before we found them!”

      As the Protectors continued to wrestle the sharks back out of the city with their songs, Giana wondered at the fact that her husband wasn’t more disconcerted by the whole ordeal. The storm itself had been especially violent. Even from the seafloor Giana had been able to feel its tenacity while it raged above the water’s surface all through the night before. But then, Amadeo had always been particularly fascinated by the creatures that lurked in the Deeps. Giana wondered if all Protectors were so obsessed with danger. Healers surely didn’t harbor such feelings.

      The closest guard had been successfully luring the smaller of the frill sharks away from the royal mansion when a distant Grower’s song floated in on a current. The creature jerked its head toward the sound, and in doing so, made eye contact with Giana. In the split second they held one another’s gaze, she saw all of the contempt and darkness of the Deeps in those serpentine eyes. Its red-gray gills flared out, and its long body stiffened.

      Giana was off as fast as her fins could push her. Through the courtyard’s open roof she fled before continuing to lead the creature above the city. Pink, red, orange, gray, and white coral rooftops sped beneath her as she swam with all her might. It would do no good to try to escape the creature through the city. She would be hindered there by the people and buildings. So up she climbed. She could hear the Protectors’ songs behind her, including her husband’s, but the creature’s pursuit continued.

      Every time she glanced behind her, she could see the creature’s long, thick body ripple as it gained on her. Giana tried pushing out her own song as she pressed on. Not the Healer song that came so easily to her, but the simple Protector song she’d been taught as a child. Still the creature continued as though she hadn’t even made a sound. She could feel the disturbance of the water as it began to snap at her fins with the hundreds of teeth that edged its long jaws.

      Help! Giana cried out to the Maker as she struggled to keep up her pace. Her swollen belly slowed her down, and she could feel her muscles straining dangerously as the child within her began to move. Not now! she pleaded as her body begin to contract. The baby has still another month!

      She could hear the shark’s jaws snap over and over again as they came closer and closer, but Giana was still tempted to slow. They were too high, too close to the surface, and the sun would be rising any moment. She risked another glance behind her. Where were the guards? Just feet from the surface, however, there were no guards close enough, and a glancing touch of the shark’s teeth to her left fin made Giana’s mind up for her. Launching herself out of the water, she landed on a sandbar.

      Let them come! she begged the Maker. For my baby’s sake, let them come! Her body was wracked with pain as the contractions began to come faster and closer together, and her head felt fuzzy as she tried to breathe in the air that was far too light, too different from the comfortable, heavy pressure of the seafloor. Rolling over, Giana gasped, trying to see whether or not the beast had been captured. Through the rippling water, she could see that the guards had finally arrived, at least a dozen, and their Protector songs began to rise as they coaxed the creature down.

      But their work wasn’t swift enough.

      The child was born there on the sandbar, coming much faster than either of Giana’s other children had come. Giana hugged the little girl close and tried in vain to brush off the sand that stuck to her tiny arms, back, and tail. As the light around them moved from gray to pink to gold, Giana’s back began to burn with each new touch of the sun. The tears that couldn’t be felt below the surface stung her eyes as she used her body as a shield over the baby, who gasped and choked on the strange air but couldn’t seem to gain enough breath to cry.

      How long they lay like that, Giana couldn’t tell. All she knew was that as the sun’s rays began to grow in strength, her own strength slipped away. The world around her faded in and out. Soon she was unable to even hold herself on her side, and to her horror, before the world went completely black, she rolled on her back just in time to see the child engulfed by the sun.
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        * * *

      

      Giana wanted to shriek. Jarred from the nightmarish haze by the searing pain on her back, however, she knew better than to interrupt her Healers’ songs. That would only make the pain worse. And yet, as she held herself still, she knew she was forgetting something.

      The storm.

      The shark.

      The sun.

      The baby.

      “Amadeo!” Healers’ songs or not, Giana bolted upright from the sponge bed they’d laid her on. “Amadeo! The baby!”

      He was there in an instant, but that didn’t stop Giana’s weeping.

      “The sun touched her! It touched her, and I didn’t stop it!” Giana was gripped by self-loathing as she clung to her husband. If her child was dead, it was because she hadn’t been strong enough. Her daughter’s blood was on her head. Giana imagined all the horrible ways her child had suffered. And all of it without her.

      “Giana, listen to me!” Her husband grasped her firmly about the arms and pushed her back to look into her eyes. “You’re not listening. She’s alive! The baby survived!”

      Giana stopped writhing and stared at her husband. Still, her daughter’s survival only brought on more dread. “The sun . . . did it—”

      “Come see for yourself.”

      Gently, Amadeo lifted his wife and, holding her, swam to the other side of the mansion to the nursery. Or rather, they started in the direction of the nursery. Instead of taking her to the east wing of the mansion, Amadeo took her to the highest tower of the entire structure. To Giana’s surprise, he took her to their chamber.

      The Nurturers parted at their arrival, leaving an open path to the gemstone-edged infant bed. Giana felt the pain of her burns with every flick of her husband’s fins, but she couldn’t have cared less. Only when she was gazing into the clear blue eyes of her daughter was she able once more to breathe freely. No burns were visible on the baby’s skin. In fact, there was no sign of any deficit other than her unusually small size, which Giana blamed on her early arrival.

      “It was a miracle, Lady Giana.” One of the Nurturers swam forward and gave her a tentative smile. “She suffered no burns from the sun even though she was directly in it. She wasn’t even scratched by the rocks or shells in the sand!”

      “She’s perfect,” Giana breathed, no longer able to resist stroking her baby girl’s soft pink cheek.

      “There is . . . something . . . that sets her apart,” Amadeo said from behind her.

      “I’ll say.” Giana laughed, nearly giddy with relief. “I don’t recall the last time a mermaid had blue eyes or,” she ran her hand over the child’s head, “such pale hair. It’s almost white!”

      “That’s not it,” Amadeo said.

      As if ordered, the Nurturers began to clear the room, and though she was absorbed with her child Giana didn’t miss their exchanged glances. She turned to her husband. “What is it?”

      “She’s three days old now, so we have had ample time to watch her,” Amadeo said slowly, holding his hands out in front of him.

      “And?”

      “It seems . . .” He took another breath, then frowned. “She has no voice.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Child’s Play

          

        

      

    

    
      Arianna had nearly given up hope and returned to the water by the time they ventured out. When she heard the little girls’ shrieks, however, she stopped fiddling with her necklace and pulled herself back up on the rock. They were late. Usually the prince and his nieces were out playing on the terrace before noon.

      “Uncle Michael!” the eldest girl called. “I want to play on the rocks today!”

      If Arianna could have groaned, she would have. As of late, Claire had decided that her favorite place to play was on the rocks that lined the terrace and overlooked the ocean. Whenever the girls and the prince played there, Arianna had to dip back under the water where it was harder to see and hear them. To her relief, however, Prince Michael told the girl no.

      “Your mum will be very angry with me if I let you play over there again. You’re not big enough. Besides,” he hefted the baby, who was very nearly too big to be called a baby anymore, on his hip. “Lucy might fall in. She can’t walk as well as you.”

      “Why do we have to take her?”

      “Because she’s your sister.”

      “You don’t take Lucas everywhere! And he’s your little brother!” Claire stuck her bottom lip out.

      “Lucas is big enough to take himself places,” Michael said. His expression made Arianna smirk. She’d heard the brothers argue enough times to know how Prince Michael felt about his own little brother tagging along.

      “There will be none of you out on the rocks or playing anywhere on the terrace today,” a familiar, low voice called out from the terrace’s door.

      Arianna pressed herself down against the rocks again. She could just barely see the head housekeeper make her way out to the children to join them. Not that Prince Michael was really a child, but the housekeeper treated him just the same way she ever had. Now Mistress Bithiah crossed her arms and looked down at Claire. “I have got tables to set and a ball to plan for tonight of all nights, and none of you will be of much assistance to me underfoot.”

      “A ball?” Claire clapped her hands and squealed, her brown curls bouncing. “Who is it for?”

      “The Sea Crown and his family are coming up to meet with your grandfather. And I will not have them thinking your grandfather inhospitable on my account.” She shook her head. “Even if they do plan such meetings with less than a day’s notice.”

      “When?” Michael tried in vain to hold a squirming Lucy as he asked.

      “Tonight. As I said. Now, be off with you all. There are date cakes in the kitchen, and don’t you eat too many, Michael. You don’t want another stomachache.”

      Arianna reluctantly let herself slip beneath the waves as the children went back inside the palace and Bithiah began ordering about her horde of servants. Arianna didn’t mind so much today, however, that her observance had been cut short. Not if there was a ball to attend.

      Though Arianna was in no rush for her lessons to begin, she swam steadily back toward her tower. Her aunt would know about the ball. She might even be able to convince Arianna’s parents to let her go. Arianna clutched her bag to her side as she pushed herself even faster. She imagined getting her own little charm to wear around her neck. What would it feel like when she emerged from the water and the charm split her fins to make two sturdy legs? Even better, what would the beautiful skirts feel like that the charm would fashion to cover those legs?

      Most importantly, she would finally meet Prince Michael face-to-face. He wouldn’t know her, of course, but she would know him. She would know those wide, cautious eyes before she even drew near, and the way they crinkled when he smiled.

      Would he ask her to dance?

      The shiver of delight that ran down Arianna’s back was immediately followed, however, by a sensation that was far less enjoyable. She gave her body a shake, but the feeling only persisted. Her fins, arms, stomach, and even her gums tingled as she slowed and searched all around for the feeling’s source. The sensation was slight, but even so, it made her feel sick, as though the water had grown thick and hot. Protectors’ songs floated in then, and Arianna no longer swam at a steady pace but darted up as high as she could go, stopping to float just below the surface. She’d barely turned to look down again when the scene unfolded in the very place she had been swimming.

      The figure of a merman zigzagged below her, so low he was nearly smacking his tail against the seafloor. He swam, if it could be called that, but with each push of his tail, he writhed so hard Arianna was sure his back would snap. The blue-green of his fins was quickly fading into a nameless shade of brown, and the screeching howls he emitted were far from the song they should have been. Instead, they caused the fish to scatter and the plants that could, to withdraw into themselves.

      Arianna’s breaths came hard and fast as she prayed he didn’t see her floating above him. Afraid to swim for fear he would notice her movement, she watched instead as the guards encircled him, five of them, their voices rising up in a reverberating chorus of Protectors’ songs.

      The man continued to writhe, but the power of their songs pushed him down upon the seafloor until he was pressed flat against the sand. Still, his screams and grunts persisted even as the Protectors huddled over him. When they pulled back, he was bound with ropes, and they began tugging him toward the city. Arianna followed. Her mother would disapprove, and probably her aunt too, but it had been a long time since she’d seen a man touched by Sorthileige. Was it really as horrible a sight as she remembered it being?

      She followed along at a safe distance until they came to a stop in the main city circle. She would have liked to get closer, but as usual, her head began to pound and her vision grew blurry when she tried to perch on a lower seat, so she contented herself instead with resting on one of the taller rooftops and nervously fingering her necklace as the merman was moved from the ropes to the stocks. By now, his screeches had become more guttural, like he was choking. And she couldn’t be sure, but she believed she saw his eyes roll back into his head at least twice.

      “Let it be known,” one of the guards, Lorenzo, called out in a loud voice to those who had stopped to watch, “that this is what happens when our sacred laws are broken and one chooses to enter the Deeps!” He gestured at the thrashing merman behind him.

      People had begun to gather quickly. There hadn’t been a Sorthileige case in over a year.

      “There is a reason only the Sea Crown himself is to enter the Deeps, and this is why! The Sorthileige—” Lorenzo directed his glare at a group of small children who had crept in for a closer look—“will take your mind and body and twist them into a monstrous work of darkness.” The children pulled back a bit as he held their gazes. When they were finally with their parents again, he continued. “You may think you are too quick to be touched by the dark water. You may have even dabbled in playing on its edges before. But sooner or later, the Deeps will drag you in, and you will find yourself imprisoned by a force far more powerful than you could ever use or want. It will control you—”

      Someone screamed as the man’s face began to contort. Arianna gripped the rooftop’s coral edge tightly as gills began to cut their way into his face; gills that looked much like the ones on the large white sharks. He twisted and bucked against his restraints as the holes continued to grow in his cheeks.

      “Arianna!”

      Something cool touched her back, and Arianna shot up from where she was resting. Looking down, however, to her relief and immediate embarrassment, she saw only her Aunt Renata. And Renata did not look pleased.

      “This is no place for a princess. Come.”

      For once, Arianna was grateful for her aunt’s firm tone. She didn’t think she would be able to sleep if anything else had happened to the merman. Still, she knew from the stories exactly the fate of those touched by Sorthileige. She shivered as she swam after her aunt. At least she wouldn’t have to watch.
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        * * *

      

      As they swam, she realized that not the entire city had turned out to watch the man’s agonizing end after all. Arianna followed her aunt, gliding above the domed city dwellings, and slowly, the sounds of daily work and friendly chatter helped quiet her thundering heart. Growers sang their songs to budding gardens on the seafloor. Other Growers could be heard singing in the baby nurseries, fish farms, and the towering kelp forests farther out of the city. A few were so bold as to swim halfway to the surface and hum at the boxed oyster beds above them. Nurturers did much of the same as they sang to their pods of children, schools of young dolphins, and even homes that just weren’t growing fast enough. Brightly colored fish swam lazily in and out of the small and large coral dwellings that the Growers and Nurturers were still building, and larger creatures, such as sea lions, looked on with a lazy interest.

      The sound of one Nurturer in particular caught Arianna’s ear and made her pause. Renata stopped and came back to float beside her as Arianna tilted her head and listened to the familiar sound.

      There were many Nurturers out with their pods of children, for the water was warm and inviting as the early summer sun cut all the way to the seabed from the surface above. There would be no lessons in their coral dwellings today. This particular Nurturer had the children perched on a natural bed of coral instead, higher than most Nurturers took their pupils. Her willingness to bring the children so high was a practice Arianna had always loved about her. For though Arianna had been unable to remain low enough to join a pod of children herself, she had spent many hours from afar listening to this Nurturer teach her little ones.

      “Wasn’t that Rinaldo’s Nurturer?” Renata asked, moving closer to Arianna.

      Arianna nodded as she watched the scene intently. The woman began to sway her arms from side to side, and the children began to sing.

      

      Child of sun,

      Child of sea,

      Destined to silence,

      Destined to sing.

      One nature to rule,

      One nature to fight,

      Only when owned can two peoples unite.

      

      “And just what is that face supposed to mean?” Renata was studying Arianna with one eyebrow quirked, but Arianna just rolled her eyes and flipped her tail a little harder as she resumed their swim to the tower. “No,” Renata said, keeping pace with her easily. “You can’t tell me that you still doubt the prophecy.”

      Arianna only swam faster, so Renata grabbed her arm and pulled her to a stop. “That prophecy was given to us over five centuries ago,” she said.

      Just another reason not to pay it heed, Arianna thought, holding her aunt’s gaze unflinchingly.

      “Just because you can’t sing doesn’t mean this doesn’t involve you.” Renata still grasped Arianna’s arm. “The holy man who made that prophecy could see the division that was forming between the Sea and Sun Crowns even then. He saw the estrangement of the Sun and Sea Crowns far before his time, and that gap is only growing wider now.” She glanced down at the children and their Nurturer, her brown eyes softening. “Don’t blame them for hoping.”

      Then she turned back to Arianna, her gaze narrowing again into one of her best glares. “You may not think it affects you, but a third of what we use here comes from the Sun Crown and his people. If your father cannot find a way to bridge the gap for the time being, I’m not sure how much more trade there will be.” Renata pursed her lips. “If you ever paid attention on holy day, you would know this by now.”

      Arianna listened with painful fortitude as her aunt spoke. Interrupting with a gesture or scribbling a note would do no good when she was receiving such admonishments. It was easier to bear them silently.

      What Arianna did not tell her aunt as they continued their swim, however, was that she did listen on holy days. That she always had. For years, she had tried to work out her place in the orderly world the holy man seemed to believe existed for every one of his listeners. But for a mermaid without a voice, those particular speeches about such a prophecy of song could be paid little heed. Pinning her hope on a miracle such as that which had been denied Arianna completely seemed of little reason. If the prophecy were true, it concerned someone else.

      The Sun Crown’s ball, however, didn’t.

      Suddenly she grinned, remembering what she had wanted to ask her aunt. She touched her aunt’s arm then pointed to an outcropping of ancient volcanic rock that overlooked some of the sponge and the bottom of the floating pearl farms. Her aunt nodded, so they turned and settled upon the shelf’s edge. As soon as they were sitting, Arianna pulled the bag from her shoulder and dug through it until she found one of the waxy leaf parchments, the sheet of slate rock, and her pressing knife. Placing the thin leaf up against the rock sheet, Arianna cut her question into the waxy surface and then handed it to her aunt.

      Renata took it, but Arianna could immediately see her dissatisfaction with the question. Shaking her head, she handed the leaf back. “Your father will say no. You know that. Now, it’s time to practice your sums.”

      Arianna just stared, refusing to give in to the nagging sensation that her aunt was right. Shaking her head, she wrote again.

      
        
        No merman will marry me when I am grown. I won’t be able to go down to live with him, and he won’t be able to come up to stay with me so near the surface. Shouldn’t I have a night every now and then to enjoy a celebration of some sort where I can be everyone’s equal?

      

      

      “Married or not, you are a princess,” Renata said firmly. “And a princess needs to know how to manage and organize resources. Your brother and sister have learned such, and you must as well. Now, figures.”

      Arianna pouted, but did as her aunt instructed and pulled another waxy leaf from the bag. This leaf had lines and columns of numbers already aligned for her, cut in the heavy hand of her father’s steward. But the numbers in their neat lines and columns could not occupy her, and it wasn’t long before she was cutting words between her numbers.

      
        
        Why is the ball even taking place? What’s the occasion?

      

      

      Renata only crossed her arms, so Arianna tried again.

      
        
        Thirteen is only four years from marriageable age. I am old enough to know.

      

      

      They glared at one another, but after a few long moments Renata sighed and uncrossed her arms. “You are old enough, aren’t you?”

      Arianna nodded emphatically.

      Renata sighed again, then stared out at the fields around them, pulling her fins up to her chest. Her dark hair floated about her face as she thought, and when she spoke, her voice sounded old. “Your father hasn’t told me as much himself, but I think it will be a meeting about the pirates. Your father thinks the Sun Crown isn’t doing enough to protect us.”

      
        
        That sounds boring. Why is there a ball then?

      

      

      Renata laughed. “Precisely because such a discussion is boring. Besides, it’s more difficult to be uncivil when you’re surrounded by your family and everyone is dancing. The wine helps, too, of course.”

      
        
        Then why shouldn’t I go?

      

      

      Renata studied her for a long moment before shaking her head. When she spoke, her voice was gentle. “Very well, then. Finish your sums, and as soon as you’re done, I’ll make the request to your father.”

      Arianna hugged her aunt as hard as she could. Then she remembered the gift she’d snatched from the surface. Digging through her bag again, Arianna pulled the red flower out and presented it to her aunt.

      “The red poppies are blooming!” Then Renata’s smile melted and she leveled a hard look at Arianna. “You’re sneaking up to the surface again.”

      Arianna simply grinned. Her aunt knew exactly where she went every day. Arianna rarely brought proof home, however, to further incriminate herself. She half-expected another lecture about what her father would say if he knew, but instead, Renata only held the flower close. It was somewhat battered from bouncing around in Arianna’s bag, but Renata touched each petal with the tenderness of a mother. Arianna’s grin faded as Renata bit her trembling lip.

      “He would have liked you so much, Ari,” Renata whispered. “Your spirit is much like his.” She gave a shaky laugh. “Sometimes I don’t know what I shall do with you, but I am always aware that I could never make do without you.”

      As she wrapped Arianna up in a tight embrace, Arianna decided that she had a good feeling about the ball after all.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Preferences

          

        

      

    

    
      Arianna would very much have enjoyed watching the sunset from her favorite rock above the surface, but the discussion she knew her parents would be having that evening was far more tempting than a stolen pink sky from above.

      As she settled on her usual spot on their roof, she thanked the Maker that her parents’ tower was so much higher than the other mansion chambers. If she was careful, she could remain above their window for just under half an hour before the ocean’s weight became too great and she was forced to return to her own tower.

      “For once,” Giana was saying, “Renata is right. Arianna deserves to do something.”

      “And, pray tell, just how does she while her days away, since she apparently does nothing for the rest of the time?” Amadeo retorted.

      “She’s sneaking to the surface, you know.”

      “I am well aware of that. Here, come tuck this in, will you? I can never get the abominable thing to lay straight.” He paused, and Arianna imagined him frowning at the mirror as he tried to lay his charm flat beneath his ceremonial sash. “Rinaldo!”

      Arianna heard a door open. “Yes, Father?”

      “Get your charm and Lalia’s from the charmer’s shop, will you? And for the love of the triton, hurry your sister! Remind her that this isn’t a trip for niceties.”

      Despite her adoration for her older siblings, Arianna couldn’t help the twinge of jealousy at such instructions.

      “Don’t change the subject,” Giana said once the door had been shut again. “Arianna craves the time and attention just as much as Lalia ever did. Just because she can’t dwell with us down here doesn’t mean she doesn’t want to.”

      “So what do you suggest I do about it? If my own father couldn’t awaken her voice or render her able to live with us, what do you expect of me?”

      “We already know that she can remain above the surface without negative effects, even without a charm and in the sun, no less! All of her hours spent above testify to that. Renata says she’s no different after surfacing than before. Why not give her a charm and let her have an evening of walking about with us?” Giana’s voice fell so near to a whisper that Arianna had to strain to hear it. “Why not be a family for once?”

      There was a pause, and Arianna prayed as she had never prayed before. Her mother might not be able to stay with her comfortably for more than a few hours at a time, but tonight she spoke as though she could see into Arianna’s heart. Arianna strained to hear her father’s answer.

      “No.”

      If Arianna had been above the water, her eyes would have welled up with big tears, and if she had the legs a charm would have afforded her, she would have kicked something.

      Giana began to protest, but Amadeo cut her off. “We don’t know enough about her form as it is. Who knows if she will even be affected by a charm? What if its powers are ineffective and her hopes are dashed for nothing?”

      “Don’t you want her with us? Don’t you wish to have three children instead of two?” came Giana’s cry, nearly a sob.

      A long moment passed before he spoke again, and Arianna wondered bitterly if he was consoling her mother or simply fiddling with his charm again. “I would prefer a daughter who is far off, to a daughter who died because of my stupidity and selfishness.” He paused before calling out in a louder voice, “You understand that, don’t you, Arianna?”

      Arianna sighed and swam through the window into her parents’ chamber. She peeked up sheepishly at her father. As she did, a writing tablet and waxy leaf caught her eye. Darting over to the desk, she snatched up the writing utensils.

      
        
        I won’t be disappointed if it doesn’t work. I promise. Just let me try.

      

      

      Amadeo shook his head and returned to trimming his silver beard in the mirror. “It’s too dangerous.”

      Arianna jabbed the words into the waxy leaf.

      
        
        Why?

      

      

      “Because I said so.”

      
        
        You let Rinaldo go when he was five. And Lalia went for the first time when she was four.

      

      

      “Arianna,” her father said. “Let it go.”

      
        
        WHY?

      

      

      she wrote again in very large letters.

      “I am not keeping you here for my health!” he roared, throwing down his trimming scissors. “I am trying to keep you alive!”

      She crossed her arms and set her jaw.

      Amadeo rubbed his eyes and spoke in a softer tone. “Suppose that word got out that the youngest princess was out in society. ‘A gentle, quiet soul,’ people would say to one another in their daily gossip. The pirates would eventually hear about it from someone.”

      “Amadeo, don’t you think you’re being a bit dramatic?” Giana asked, but Amadeo only shook his head and continued talking to Arianna.

      “I know your aunt hasn’t told you this yet, but I’m going to tell you now. Pirates don’t just attack our guards. They take merpeople and torture them. They put them through agonizing pain until the merperson shows them where we keep our pearl storehouses. Then they auction the merperson off to the highest bidder to be kept as a pet . . . or worse!”

      
        
        That won’t happen to me,

      

      

      Arianna wrote.

      
        
        I’ll be safe with you.

      

      

      “You’re not listening! It’s not just tonight that I’m worried about. Do you know what lengths men would go to get you, once spotted? And worse, when you couldn’t sing to show them the treasure they demanded of you, you would be considered a novelty for all sorts of other debauchery. I do not know who will be at this ridiculous gala, and I will not have you gawked at like a speckled crab in winter.”

      Arianna glared at him, but he continued.

      “That you’re a princess will only make you more intriguing. No. You are not going.” He held up the charm she’d begged out of the Charmer, and Arianna gasped. Where had he found that? She thought she’d hidden it well.

      “And if I find you trying to pilfer one of these again, I will lock you in your room myself until this horrid night is over!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Stolen Moments

          

        

      

    

    
      If you absolutely must go, then at least wear your black camicett.” Renata eyed Arianna from her perch by the tower window. Though Arianna’s aunt rarely used her monocle, as she claimed it made her look old, she peeked through it now, her leaf and pressing knife still in hand.

      Arianna would have protested on any other occasion, but her guilt was too great this night to argue. That Renata wasn’t reporting her disobedience to her father was a gift enough in itself, so she flipped back into her little chamber and changed into the black camicett as requested.

      Arianna inwardly groaned at the tight, slick material as she pulled it over her head. Wearing the night apparel felt much like she was wrapping her top half snugly in waxy leaf paper. Her aunt was right, though. Swimming about at night was a trifle to most merpeople. For them, the black camicett was simply a precaution, a preventive measure against being seen by pirates. A mermaid without a voice, however, couldn’t be too careful, and the sleek black shirt would make her less visible in the inky waters of the eve.

      As she launched herself through her tower window, Arianna felt a shiver of dual fear and excitement run all the way from her shoulders to her tail. Her father would pop a scale if he could see what she was doing now. Darkness had begun to fall, and the sea already felt different. The waters were eerily silent, no longer filled with the working songs the merpeople spun throughout the day. Only the Protector songs of the distant guards were audible as they continued their constant murmurs at the edges of the Deeps.

      The water was still warm from the day, but all the pleasure its heat should have brought her was chased away by the guilt that gnawed at her stomach. True enough, Arianna broke the rules daily with her excursions to the surface. Amadeo rarely reprimanded her, though, and even the guards turned their backs whenever she swam by. The absolute warning in her father’s voice earlier that evening, however, had been steel and stone. He did not want her going to the ball.

      Though she had wavered in her determination as he spoke of the ways she might be tortured, should she be captured by pirates, his threat itself was what had made up Arianna’s mind entirely. If her father wasn’t going to treat her as a member of the family, then she didn’t need to act like one.

      Or at least, that was what she had been telling herself all evening. Even now, she nearly turned back as the moon rippled into view above the surface she was fast approaching. By the time she broke the surface, doubt had nearly killed her determination completely, and she had resolved to simply glance at the party and then scurry home to her aunt in their lonely tower. But then she glimpsed the ball.

      Taking care as she always did to keep the end of her tail in the water, Arianna pulled herself up onto the lower ledge that jutted out just below the Sun Palace’s terrace.

      Despite the dark of twilight, the terrace was nearly as light as day. Dozens of torches stood several feet above the heads of even the tallest people, their flames not only yellow, but also blue, green, pink, and even purple. Tables lined the terrace’s edges, and from the way the guests hovered around them, Arianna could only guess that those tables held all varieties of food. Lalia swore that human food was nothing special. Most of it was so dry it was inedible, she’d complained once to Arianna after a similar event a few years before. But now Arianna was sure her sister was only feeding her own prejudice. There were too many smiling people standing around the tables for the food to be bland or dry.

      The people themselves were stunning. Arianna gawked as men strode around with confident swagger in their steps while the ladies flitted, their fluffy, lacy skirts swishing gracefully from side to side. Arianna stared at the colorful gowns longingly. Merpeople never wore so many clothes. Not only was it unnecessary, cloth hindered swimming significantly. Still, despite the impracticality of the humans’ clothes, as Arianna was sure that they could have been covered adequately with less than half as many clothes, their attire was so very pretty.

      It didn’t take Arianna long to spot her family. Her sister and mother were standing close to her father’s elbows, watching the human merriment with cool, collected eyes. Her father’s scowl was so deep that Arianna first feared he’d seen her watching them. Before she dove back into the water, however, she realized that he was scowling at everyone and everything. The food, the dancing, the children running about underfoot, and especially the Sun Crown himself. At least, Arianna guessed he was the Sun Crown, judging by the oversized golden diadem on his head and the horde of admirers encircling him.

      It took her a moment longer, however, to locate her brother. Rinaldo was chatting animatedly with another young man. When the young man turned, Arianna sucked in a quick breath.

      Prince Michael wore black trousers and a brown doublet that made his olive skin look tan even in the dark of the evening. His curly black hair had been cut more neatly than Arianna had seen in a long time. Arianna smiled to herself as he tugged nervously at the bottom of his jacket. The fitted coat did indeed look restricting. But, oh! The effect of the clothing on his shoulders made her chest tight and her breath catch in her throat.

      His charms clearly weren’t lost on the human girls, either. Arianna’s delight in his appearance quickly disappeared as she noticed a number of them eyeing the prince as well. All too soon, the young men finished their conversation, and Prince Michael turned away and bowed to a young woman nearby. They promptly began to dance.

      Arianna’s annoyance about the forced proximity that human dances required was interrupted by a small splash behind her. She nearly dived back into the water when Rinaldo’s head popped up from the waves. Arianna felt the color drain from her face.

      “And why am I not surprised?” he asked.

      Arianna couldn’t meet his eyes. Instead, she stared at his drenched shirt.

      “Not to worry,” he said, following her gaze. “The charm will dry them as soon as I get out of the water.” He paused for a minute, and Arianna finally dared to sneak a peek up at his face.

      His brow was furrowed, but his mouth was set in a crooked grin. Arianna dared to swallow. Did that mean he wasn’t going to tell their father?

      “I shouldn’t be doing this, but since you’re already here . . .” He bowed his head and removed the fiber string from around his neck. Arianna’s heart beat fast as he handed the little shell to her. “Just a few minutes, then I need to get back.”

      Arianna stared at the charm, still afraid to put it on. It was too good to be true. But her brother only shook his head as he took it back and put it around her neck himself.

      “I really do need to get back. So get on with it.”

      Arianna’s mouth fell open as her tail began to quiver. The trembling grew so strong that it itched, but her discomfort was forgotten as a black skirt began to extend down from the bottom of her camicett. And at the bottom of the skirt appeared two little slippered feet.

      Rinaldo let out a deep laugh as Arianna turned and bolted up to the edge of the terrace. She wondered at how easily her new legs moved. Bending and turning, they moved in directions Arianna had never even considered human legs moving. And every movement felt as natural as swimming. Kneeling behind a bush, Arianna watched the ball from a position she had only ever dreamed of reaching.

      A new dance had begun, and Arianna wished more than ever to give her new legs use. Prince Michael had switched partners. Now he twirled with a girl with hair the color of ebony and skin the color of sand. Keeping perfect time to the music, the prince never once missed a step. Not until he turned and looked out at the ocean, that is. Arianna froze as his eyes swept the horizon. She was sure, if he ever saw her, that those eyes would be able to look inside her soul. At that precise moment, those eyes stopped their sweeping and settled on the bush she hid behind. Was it possible? Did he see her behind the leaves through which she now peered?

      They stayed that way, Arianna holding her breath and the prince staring with a crinkled brow, until his partner said something and he returned those dark eyes to the girl instead. Arianna dared to breathe again when her brother’s voice came from the water behind her.

      “So I see you’ve found Prince Michelangelo.”

      Arianna turned to find Rinaldo’s face twisted into an amused smile.

      “He’s highly sought after, for sure, but not unworthily, as many of his station are. The lad’s a good one. I think the Sun Crown will be far better when he sits on the throne.”

      Arianna turned back to look at the dance floor, and a hollow ache filled her chest. If her father had only listened to her mother then she might be the one dancing with the prince now. She would wear the frilly dress the charm had formed on her—though she would have chosen her blue camicett instead of black—and her skirts would swish and sway gracefully in time to the strange but entrancing music.

      But then, she sighed to herself, what would she have said to him? Nothing, of course. Even the charm couldn’t give her a voice. Her parents had tried that long ago. No, she would have been the silent maiden, laughed at by the human girls and thought dull by all the court boys. The prince himself might even have thought her dimwitted. But no. She shook her head. Prince Michael was too kind for that. And even if he had thought it of her, he would still have asked her to dance. He was good like that, too.

      “I’m loathe to do it,” Rinaldo’s voice had lost its laugh, “but I’m afraid I shall need that back. Father will be missing me soon if I don’t return.”

      Arianna shot one last longing look at the terrace. Her normal view seemed suddenly far away when she returned to her perch at the bottom of the rocks, but at least it was better than being in her tower. As she removed the charm and handed it back to her brother, however, a flash of light off the darkened horizon caught her eye. It glimmered for no more than a second, like a flame extinguished upon the water.

      Rinaldo had slipped the charm back over his neck when Arianna patted his shoulder and pointed to the west where the light was flashing again. He turned, and his eyes immediately hardened into an expression so fierce it was nearly frightening on his gentle face. “No human ship should be that close to the Deeps. Unless . . .” he let his words trail off. “Stay here,” he muttered, tossing the necklace back at her. Then he plunged beneath the surface.

      It occurred to Arianna that she might put the necklace back on and return to the party, but the look of dread on Rinaldo’s face haunted her, and Arianna could only clutch the charm to her chest as she prayed for him to resurface and tell her it was only a falling star.

      The wait felt like hours, but it could only have been twenty minutes before he was back. She sighed with relief when he rejoined her, but the set of his jaw told Arianna that the flame had certainly not been a star.

      “I want you to go as deep as you can,” he said as he put the charm back on. “Even lower than the tower. Stay there until you can’t possibly stay down any longer.” He began to climb the rocks as soon as his legs were returned to him. Before he could leave her, however, Arianna reached out and grasped his foot. When he turned his expression was grim, but upon meeting her eyes, his face grew soft.

      “I promise, I’ll be careful.” He reached back and squeezed her hand. “Leaving you to your own devices would be a terrible thing.”

      Arianna held on for a moment longer before nodding once and throwing herself down into the waves. He had promised to be careful, she told herself over and over again. That was all she could ask.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            What Strong Girls Do

          

        

      

    

    
      Arianna tried to obey her brother’s wishes. But only minutes after reaching the seafloor, she began to feel as though someone were poking her with urchin needles all over, and her head felt as if a manatee were trying to sit on it. Gasping, she pushed herself back up toward the surface, to the sky that now glowed orange. She began swimming back to her tower. It was built into the side of a sea cliff below the Sun Palace. Surely it would be safe enough if she and her aunt covered all of their algae lanterns.

      But she swam only a few fathoms before Arianna realized the battle was raging in between her and the tower. The merpeople had been quick, particularly the Protectors. All of them, even her father, had taken off their charms and moved out toward the ship before she had even reached the seafloor. By the time she was on her way back up, their haunting, minor choruses had filled the sea like beams of the sun’s light. Arianna could not imagine what kind of ship had risked sailing so close to the Deeps and then straight over her father’s city. As she drew nearer to the surface, she could hear the voices of her people straining in their warfare.

      The ship above her was neither large nor small, but something had to be wrong. So many merpeople’s songs should have splintered it already. Arianna had seen her father’s guards practice, and the song of a single Protector could burst a fishing boat in one or two minutes. This ship, despite the strongest songs of her people, however, continued to sail right toward her parents’ home and the city that lay below it.

      That was when she realized that there was not just one ship. There were ten.

      Still, the Protectors continued their fight. She could hear her father’s deep baritone voice resonating louder than all of the others, and Rinaldo’s alto song was not far behind. And as long as they sang, she felt confident enough to continue her slow swim to her tower.

      An explosion so loud that it drowned out all of the voices from above brought Arianna to a halt. A strange red light filled the choppy seas above her. Arianna’s stomach nearly heaved as the bodies of mermen and mermaids—their Protectors—began to go limp, drifting with the waves. Arianna wanted to scream.

      Rinaldo’s orders forgotten, she streaked up to the nearest body she could see, a female Protector who floated on the water’s surface, a black contour against the orange-red sky above. Arianna hooked her arm through the woman’s and pulled her down until they were deep enough to be free of the continuous barrage of explosions, songs, and human shouts from above. But a moment of listening to her heart confirmed what Arianna had most feared. The woman was dead.

      Arianna stared at the body, dropping it immediately. Her hands shook and she fought the sudden urge to swim as far away from the body as she could. Somehow, touching the body suddenly seemed even worse than watching the Sorthileige’s transformation of the merman that morning. At least she had never touched him.

      Nothing short of another explosion was able to pull Arianna’s attention back to the surface. Letting the tides take the body, Arianna raced back to the top for the next body she could see, praying the whole time it wasn’t one of her own family. Lalia and Giana were Healers, so they wouldn’t even be at the surface, much to Arianna’s relief. They couldn’t be dead.

      And her second body wasn’t, either. The merman was breathing in slow, shallow sips, but at least he was still alive. Arianna dragged him as deep as she could go and handed him to the first Healer she could find. For by now, Arianna wasn’t the only one darting up to the surface for rescues. Dozens of other merpeople were doing the same, snatching the bodies and dragging them back down to the Healers.

      Arianna quickly grew tired, but it was all manageable until one more song stopped. Arianna paused as she began her ascent once more. No, she begged the Maker. Not that one. Anyone but that one. But as she feverishly pushed herself to the surface, the song did not return.

      Without his song, she couldn’t find him. If Arianna could have screamed, she would have shouted his name until she lost her voice again.

      Some part of her wondered what her father would do to her later if he caught her at the surface during a battle, but she didn’t care, for Rinaldo’s voice was silent.

      She was nearly blinded by another explosion as soon as she broke the surface again, and it took her a moment to find her bearings. Only then did she realize that the first ship wasn’t setting the explosions. The ship itself was exploding. That didn’t seem to daunt the sailors too much, however. Large rowboats floated all over the choppy water. Some of the boats’ occupants were doubled over, their hands covering their ears as they begged for the songs to stop. Some of the men even cried.

      Not all were so affected, though. At least half of the men were still rowing. They called out songs of their own as though to drown out the ringing choruses of the Protectors. Rain began to fall, but whatever was on the ship continued to burn. The flames reminded Arianna of why she had come to the surface in the first place, and she squinted through the rain and smoke.

      She was so distracted that she forgot to watch her back.

      The roll of cloth that was drawn about her mouth tasted sour, and Arianna choked as it was tightened behind her head. She thrashed about, trying to dive back below the waves, but whatever force had gagged her now grabbed her arms as well, and she was lifted out of the water and tossed backward, landing with a sharp crack at the bottom of a rowboat.

      “Quiet now,” a man standing at the back of the boat ordered, his dark eyes glinting orange in the light of the burning ship. “We wouldn’t want you overusing that voice so soon.”

      Arianna tried to push herself back against the side of the boat, but she found that she was already as far back as she could go. A dozen men leered down at her from their benches until the man that had spoken to her barked at them to keep rowing. Arianna tried to move her arms up to untie the rag, but whoever had so expertly tied her gag had also bound her wrists tightly. She tried then to flip her body backward over the side, but her tail wasn’t long enough or strong enough. Instead, her green-blue scales only glowed orange in the fire’s light as she quivered.

      “She’s tryin’ t’scape!” a rower beside her called back as he glared at Arianna. She glared back, particularly at his sand-encrusted beard.

      The man who had addressed Arianna before now walked toward her, leaning heavily to stay upright as the boat tossed and turned in the waves. When he was nearly on top of her, he placed a thin hand beneath her chin. “She’s young.”

      Arianna yanked her chin from his grasp. He didn’t grab it again, but that didn’t make his next words any less horrifying.

      “After she talks, she’ll go for a good price in the east. Young, but pretty enough. Sovereign Yanni prefers them so.”

      Arianna heaved her supper all over his boots.

      He made a clucking sound and muttered under his breath. Just as he opened his mouth, however, and his beady black eyes fixed on Arianna again, the boat rocked hard to the left. Arianna was knocked forward into him and they nearly toppled over the boat’s edge. A second jolt to the boat succeeded in smacking the man’s head against its side, much to Arianna’s satisfaction, and she almost managed to pull herself over the tilted boat’s edge until he grabbed her by the fins and held on so tightly that she wanted to cry out.

      “Let her go!”

      Arianna turned to see her brother climb into the boat, his charm dripping as he stood tall once again. The movement of the waves didn’t seem to affect him or his balance as it did everyone else in the boat. Arianna reached out to him, but before he’d taken a step toward her, the man with the dark eyes pushed himself between them, his red coat slapping Arianna’s face as he did. The other men looked back and forth between their leader and the young man who now stood on their boat. Arianna wondered if they could feel his power even when he wasn’t singing. Whatever their reason, they looked nervous as their rowing ceased and their hands moved to their weapons.

      “She’s too young for you,” Rinaldo said in a low voice.

      “Actually, she’s going to make me a good deal of money. I think the pearl farms will be our first stop, wherever those are. Then she’ll take us—”

      “She can’t sing.”

      The man stared at him.

      “She can’t even speak,” Rinaldo continued. “You would get nothing out of her because she has no voice.”

      “A mermaid without a voice.”

      Rinaldo only nodded, but the man laughed.

      “I’m hardly a wise man, but you can’t expect me to be fool enough to believe that.” As he spoke, a particularly rough wave hit the boat, and they all tumbled forward. Before Arianna could right herself, however, she was lifted into the air by strong arms. Blessed, warm water enveloped her as those arms dumped her over the boat’s side. For the first time in her life, Arianna swam straight down as fast as her fins could push her. She was nearly ten fathoms deep by the time she realized a familiar song was echoing above her.

      Shouts rang out from the boat, and Arianna turned and pushed herself back toward the surface. She knew something was most definitely wrong. Other Protectors should have heard and joined him by then. No merperson was supposed to fight alone. The song her brother was using was his fiercest, and even her ears slightly burned as he pushed it out. Bodies spilled out of the boat and kicked about at the surface, trying to flee the song. The red-coated man did not fall into the water, however. As Arianna looked around to find help, she realized that there were simply too many pirates. Every Protector had risen to the surface, and every one of them was involved in the fight of his or her life.

      Another explosion went off above the surface and, finally, a twelfth body appeared in the water. As Arianna began to rejoice, however, she realized that this body didn’t wear a red coat.

      No speed was fast enough as she darted the rest of the way up. When she finally reached the surface, there was no sign of the little boat anywhere. Just debris and flaming ships on all sides. Tongues of fire danced on the water as pieces of the broken ship floated about and the smaller boats began rowing to shore. But Arianna’s only thought was for her brother.

      Rinaldo’s eyes were closed as he bobbed up and down with the waves. He opened them, though, when Arianna gathered him up in her arms. Hot tears mixed with sea water as they rolled down her face, and hatred for her silence surged as she looked at the wounds on his chest, arms, and face that she should have been able to heal with her voice.

      How had this happened? Her brother had one of the strongest voices in their guard. How did a mere pirate best him? And why were there so many? Where was the Sun Crown’s navy? She tightened her grip on her brother as she prepared to pull him down to their Healers, but he shook his head. Confused, she allowed the water to push them back up to the top.

      “Tell Father—” Violent coughing choked his words off, and Arianna waited in agony until his fit was over. “Have Father ask the Sun Crown—” More coughing wracked his body, and Arianna held on as tightly as she dared. When he was finally done, his breaths were shallow and his eyelids seemed heavy, but he lifted one shaking hand to touch her cheek.

      A sudden boom in the distance made Arianna look up.

      “Took them long enough,” Rinaldo wheezed.

      She frowned at him in confusion.

      “The Sun Crown has deigned to send his navy to assist us.”

      Arianna looked back up to see if any ships were close enough to hail for help, but a flash of red caught her eye instead. Less than ten fathoms away floated a beaten but buoyant boat. In it was the pirate with the red coat. And he was rowing right for her.

      “He’s coming for you,” Rinaldo said, coughing again. Arianna prayed that the red on his lip wasn’t what it appeared to be.

      “You might as well remain, child,” the pirate called out in a silky voice. “Can’t leave him to die alone, now, can you?”

      “Arianna.” Rinaldo pulled her face back down to look into his. “The Maker has made you strong. Don’t ever forget that. And don’t let anyone else forget it, either.”

      She glared at him. Why was he making this speech sound so final?

      “And do you know what a strong girl knows how to do?” He smiled at her scowl. “She knows when to let go. You need to let me go, Ari.”

      Arianna shook her head so hard it hurt, but he just gave her a sad smile.

      “Let me go.”

      Why? She mouthed.

      Instead of answering, he yanked the charm off his neck. As soon as the string had snapped, his two legs shimmered back into his blue-green tail. In one swoop, he pushed her down into the water with his right arm before using his tail to launch himself at the pirate in the boat. Arianna watched in horror as the boat splintered from the strength of his impact. A fight ensued, but Arianna couldn’t tell who was who. She could only hope and pray.

      Finally, the tussle subsided. The body in the red coat floated on the surface. The one with the tail cascaded slowly down.
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      Thank the Maker it’s cloudy today,” Renata muttered as she packed up a little bag of objects for the mourning ceremony. She darted to the door before pausing and turning back to Arianna, almost as if she’d forgotten her niece was there. “Your father says you may sit with the family for as long as you can remain,” she said gently. “I’ll be helping your mother finalize the funeral details. You can come, though, whenever you want.”

      But Arianna couldn’t return the smile as her aunt swam away. She knew Renata only meant kindness. She must have begged and pleaded for such an allowance from Arianna’s father, particularly with the humans coming down to join them. But what joy could be derived from such a victory? Was she expected to rejoice that she might attend her brother’s funeral as part of the family?

      But she couldn’t be upset with Renata, she reminded herself. None of this was Renata’s fault. In fact, Renata was the reason the humans were coming at all.

      Undesirous of company, Arianna slowly finished donning her mourning attire alone. She had put on her black camicett and black pearl earrings already, and her hair was as tightly pulled back as ever. Today, however, she was allowed to adorn it with the obsidian pins her aunt had loaned her for the awful occasion.

      By the time Arianna was finished with her personal preparations, there was still too much time left before the service started to do anything but sit and stare at the giant coral box that held him. So she set off to watch the humans descend instead.

      The irony that the humans were using charms to attend the merprince’s funeral just three days after the ball was not lost on Arianna. But now she wished with all her heart that they weren’t coming, that her aunt had not won the argument with her father to invite them.

      For once, the confrontation had been one Arianna had not meant to listen in on. Rather, she had been waiting to see if her mother might join her for some time in her tower. But as she waited up on the roof of her parents’ tower, she had immediately realized her mistake, and would have swum away if she hadn’t been so frightened of being noticed. For it was not her mother’s voice she’d heard inside the tower, but her aunt’s.

      “They’re asking for charms,” Renata had said quietly. “Your steward reports that they’ve requested again and again to offer their condolences.”

      “They only wish to ease their singed consciences,” Amadeo had snapped. “They know it was their fault the pirates were so bold to begin with.”

      “So what if it’s so? Perhaps this might buy us time! Perhaps their guilt will provide us some provincial peace . . . even if just for now!”

      “You would pardon them!”

      “You forget that if anyone has a right to be angry with the humans’ negligence, it’s me, brother! First Angelo. And now my nephew has been stolen from me!” Then she had paused. “But it is tradition to honor such requests. You know it is. Perhaps this can stave off war. At least for a little.”

      There had been a long silence, so long that Arianna had wondered if her father was too angry to speak. But when he finally did speak, the longing in his voice surprised Arianna.

      “You’ve changed much in the last fifteen years.”

      “Not changed,” her aunt had replied in a taut voice. “Just wiser.”

      Now, Arianna placed herself in one of the shallow alcoves where she could watch the humans begin their descent, thanks to her aunt’s efforts. The spot was one of her favorites, a little cavern carved out of one of the sea cliffs by the constant pounding of the waves. During high tide it was covered. But during low tides, Arianna could sit and watch the human shore while she fingered her little conch necklace.

      This particular line of shore was usually rather quiet, but today it crawled with humans. If she hadn’t been mourning the loss of her greatest friend and companion, Arianna would have smiled at how ridiculous the humans looked as they tried to board the dolphin sleighs. It was as though they’d forgotten they were wearing the merpeople’s charms at all. Hadn’t they seen her own people parading about with charms in their own world a few days before?

      But she couldn’t smile today, not even at irony. Since she was a small child, and he would sneak up to see her and bring her treats, Arianna had longed to tell her brother how much he meant to her. With her own voice, wherever it was. Someday, she’d promised herself from a young age, she would utter the words herself. She would make him proud.

      But now she never would. And to make her pain worse, her chest physically ached with the song of mourning that needed so much to burst forth.

      “I want to ride with Uncle Michael!”

      Arianna turned when she heard the familiar voice from the other side of the beach, then slid into the water to swim closer for a better look. When she surfaced behind an outcropping of rocks, little Claire was clinging to Prince Michael’s leg and jutting her bottom lip out pathetically. Baby Lucy was nowhere to be seen.

      “I’m not sure this is a good idea.” A young woman pursed her lips and looked at the man beside her.

      “No need to worry,” Prince Michael said, hoisting Claire up onto his shoulders. “We’ll keep our sleigh right next to yours. Rinaldo told me that the merpeople drivers are very accommodating.”

      Arianna couldn’t help the sad smile that came to her face as she watched the prince’s face fall while he spoke these
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