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The Neptunian royal family hadn’t been seen in months. Marina’s mother had just about eaten her nails to the quick, and the scales of her tail were grimy with neglect. Marina wanted to say something, but each time she did, her mother would insist she was fine.

“This has to be normal. Royals go away all the time, and the Atlantic ocean takes months to travel through.”

Marina, though, counted the days they’d been gone, tallying them on the inside of the cavern wall with her sisters. After a while, the marks began to resemble the desperate scratches of sea creatures attempting to claw their way free of a cage.

“The crown’s changing hands soon, isn’t it? That’s what the other mer in the kingdom are saying,” Marina’s sister Bay asked.

“They don’t know,” Marina said. “No one does, except the people living in the castle.”

In secret, Marina hoped those rumors held at least a grain of truth. She hadn’t been to the surface in six months—six months since she’d met the raven-haired Suri, and gotten captured by the humans living there. She hadn’t looked back at the shore since. 

That didn’t mean she hadn’t seen the human girl, though. Suri took boats for fishing onto the water, and Marina had found herself hovering just under the girl. In time, Suri had caught Marina lurking, and tried to touch her, but Marina would slip from her grasp. She’d even rescued the girl a second time, after Suri had fallen from the boat, but Marina had hurried back into the depths once Suri was safe again.

The surface, she’d learned, wasn’t a safe place for a mermaid, but these new faces made Marina wonder if her kingdom was growing more dangerous, too.

With the royals’ silence, she felt queasy every time she passed the palace. It was the same feeling she had about being captured again. She would pass the castle, hoping Princess Serena might come out and hold her merpeoples’ hands. She even ventured inside once or twice, just to check in case the queen could be seen there, bustling around and being too busy to make herself public.

Then Bay went missing, along with two more mermaids. Bay, the youngest of her two sisters, the one who comforted everyone, just vanished, and Marina couldn’t figure out why. Her middle sister, Adella, sobbed almost as hard as their mom did at the news, worrying herself to pieces, but no one would say anything about it. When Marina pressed the guards, they ignored her. She tried to take it all the way up to the royal court, but no one answered. Not even after her mom stayed nearby for a month, asking and waiting for answers. She got arrested for solicitation.

Two months later, Marina still didn’t have the money to get her out, a problem that was unheard of until the royals went silent. Nothing came out of the castle now except for quiet groups of people leading unfamiliar faces in groups of two around the kingdom.

Faces that reminded Marina of Suri.

As soon as the last new faces left, an announcement came out: a new queen had arrived. Everyone flocked to the celebration, Marina among them. She couldn’t see the queen, but her voice filled the coral hall.

“Thank you for your patience during this time of incredible change,” she said, silencing the entire court. Marina leaned in. “I know you have questions, and I’ll do my best to provide answers. For now, let’s celebrate the continuation of the Neptunian family rule over this kingdom. Long may we reign.”

Marina clapped like everyone else, and then pushed her way deeper into the crowd, desperate for a look at the queen. But before she could get within a yard of the mer, guards had closed up the announcement space, and music vibrated into the cavern. After a few confused seconds of mutterings and questions, the mer around the hall swirled in an elaborate dance, filling the place all the way to the top as they bobbed and wove. Bubbles obstructed Marina’s vision, and Marina pushed her way back out to take Adella home. Her sister clung to her the entire way.

“This is weird, and strange, and I don’t like it, Mar,” her sister said as they reached the safety of their cavern. She gave the world around them a panicked glance, and raced inside the second the door opened. Outside, though, the guards swimming by turned to listen.

Marina shut the door fast, lowering her voice. “I know. I promise you, Adella, I’ll investigate this whole thing in the morning.”
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The new queen announced herself to Marina’s household by storming their cave, and taking Marina hostage. The mer found herself dragged from her room, caged, and shackled to rusty iron barns that brought her to the coral palace gates. Beside her, dozens of other mermaids all cried out for mercy, begging to know what crimes they’d committed. Stalactites and stalagmites reached for them, and eels nipped at their fins. The world had gone darker and colder than anything.

I forgot how unpleasant the palace can be.

The guards led them into the deepest hole of the palace, away from the bright lights and revelry. The words “why weren’t we invited” rose up in the back of Marina’s mind, but a quick, wide-eyed look from Adella warned her not to be cheeky. Something told her the guards had already seen the barren state of their new home, the lack of substantive treasures, and anything out-of-the-ordinary that most other mermaids horded.

At a small juncture, the guards ripped the cage doors open. Two of the youngest mer, including Adella, got hauled out, screaming at such a high decibel that Marina’s ears popped, even as she shrieked, too, reaching for them through her own cage. Her webbed hands got slapped back by the broader, thicker-webbed ones of the nearest guard, and then she was left to watch her sister and friends disappear off to the left-hand tunnel, where a few sucker fish darted in and out. Marina’s whole body started to shake, and it became harder for her to breathe. Adella’s pleadings to stay with her rang in her ears.

The cage doors closed, leaving her and the remaining mermaids huddled in one corner, dodging bubbles as the whole thing rattled down the other dark tunnel. They emerged in a bright place, filled with seaweed and coral fish. Gold pieces teemed from a box at one end of the room. Glowing fish made lazy circles overhead, looking dazed.

And there, at a stack of rocks in the back, hovered the skinniest, most sallow-looking mermaid Marina had ever seen. The mer wore a dangerous crown of pointed stones, and leered at herself in a cracked piece of salvaged mirror. The guards bowed. Marina and the others shared a bewildered look.

Who is she? She can’t possibly be our queen. She doesn’t even look like a proper mermaid, not in the Atlantic seas. She’s too skinny—she must be freezing. And what does she even blend in with, sea foam? She’s a skeleton with angry eyes.

The new queen threw a glance at them over her shoulder. With one hand, she lifted a sack off the ocean floor, handing it to the guard. “For the treasury,” she said.

He took it fast, but that didn’t stop a ruby from falling out. He grabbed it up, but not fast enough to stop Marina from recognizing it as one of the jewels from Princess Serena’s crown.

She moved to say something, but the new queen pointed at her. “You had quite a lot to say about me last night, according to my guards,” she said, and then flapped a hand at the gold, her stick-like fingers nearly devoid of webbing. Marina’s body shivered once, hard. “If I have to keep you close to make sure you never speak again, I will. You can be my maid. Clean it up,” she said in a low, crooning hum, despite her rough mermish.

The guard ripped open Marina’s cage door and grabbed her meaty upper arm. Marina screamed, clinging to the bars. The others cried out, struggling to keep her in place and begging them to let her stay. With blind panic, Marina fought hard, working to slip his fingers off her arm, but the guard’s bulkiness proved too great, and she found herself dragged by her own fins into the room.

The second she got free, she scrambled to get back to the cage, flinging herself at the guard. He blocked her way, shoving her to the side. A moment later, the cage moved away into the darkness. Marina stared at the mouth of the room, a chill sweeping over her. Turning, she shivered to find the new queen floating closer a ruby choker pressed to her throat, and her too-long hair a flash of shimmering gold around her head.

Maybe she is royalty. They’re the only ones who could let it grow like that.

“Clean. It. Up,” she said, her big, round eyes staring, and waited.

Marina ducked to the ocean floor, parceling gold from sand between her thick, brown-green fingers. The water pushed against her back for a moment, and she glanced over to find the queen at her mirror again. The woman rearranged her keepsakes. A couple of times, she glanced up and almost caught Marina looking, but Marina turned back to her task faster.

Every time, though, she peeked again, unable to stop herself. The last time she’d been this close to royalty, they’d been sitting at the top of a coral meeting room, plump and brown-skinned, and welcoming. Kidnapped or not, Marina couldn’t suppress her curiosity, not even as she worked. Questions she couldn’t bring herself to ask pushed themselves against her teeth.

She had almost all the gold back in the chest when a heavy thunking sound, and a gasp, filled the cave. A moment later, the queen’s image wavered. Marina caught the shimmer of it from the corner of her eye, the same kind she saw whenever she’d watched sailors from Up Above stare down into the water.

Marina froze for a second, then turned to find the queen fumbling around her vanity, gasping and choking the way she’d never heard a mermaid do before. At her neck, the queen’s gills tightened like they couldn’t draw water properly, and her skin went from pale blue-green, to
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