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      Cheering and applause breaks out all around me. I don’t join in because I have nothing to celebrate. It’s the end-of-term assembly, and everyone else is leaving campus to enjoy their week off. Me? I’m sticking around to study and take my exams—the ones the other students just finished—while they’re off partying and having fun.

      Not that I want to party or have fun. I’m still processing, well, everything. My life has changed so drastically since arriving at Valora. And that’s putting it mildly. I have far more questions than answers.

      “You coming, Marra?” Bash asks.

      I pull myself from my thoughts and realize everyone is clearing the auditorium. “Oh, yeah. Right.”

      He helps me up. “Everything okay?”

      “Sure.” I haven’t told him or Halen the latest news. It’s too much. I hardly believe it myself, but it’s true. Not only are my mom and Tiberias planning on getting married, Tiberias is actually my father. I thought I killed my dad, but it turns out Drake Ayers was my uncle. So, if I’m going to be forced to fulfill the Queen Sirena legend, now I have to kill Tiberias—the kind and loving twin. The king everyone adores.

      That entire mess isn’t something I can bring to words. Not even to those closest to me. Maybe it’s because I was given the news at my dad’s funeral. I mean, my uncle’s.

      Why is this my life?

      Couldn’t I have been born to boring parents? Being invisible was so much better than this.

      Bash puts an arm around me as we exit. “You’ve been quiet lately. Anything you want to share?”

      I shake my head no.

      He kisses my cheek. “I lost my parents too, remember. If anyone knows how you feel, it’s me.”

      If only. “Thanks.”

      “It takes a while to process, but it does help to talk about it. Don’t keep it in too long. That’s what I did, and it wasn’t good.”

      “Wasn’t good how?” I meet his gaze.

      “That was the beginning of me getting in trouble all the time. I was carrying around so much hurt and anger, I blew up at the smallest offense. Let it out now. Don’t become me.”

      The corners of my mouth twitch as I take in his ridiculously good looks—his intense blue eyes and jet black hair, his sculpted features, and that crooked grin that always gets me.

      “Would that really be so bad?” I ask. “Becoming you?”

      “I’m not sure Valora could handle two of me.” He chuckles.

      “It wouldn’t be so bad, but I really should study. I have to take all three of my tests by Friday.”

      “That gives you a full week. Why not blow off some steam now? If anyone needs that, it’s you.”

      “I don’t know.”

      He gives me a sideways grin. “We could sing karaoke again.”

      My stomach knots. “I don’t ever want to sing again.”

      Bash stops and stares at me. “What? Is that why you haven’t been practicing with the band?”

      “Don’t you remember what happened last time we sang? Every guy in the bar passed out because of my voice.”

      “Because you sound like a siren. That’s what they do.”

      I frown. “How would that help the band if half your fans lose consciousness?”

      “With practice, you’d get it under control. You’d only make mermen pass out when you wanted to.”

      “How do you know so much?”

      “History class.”

      I should’ve known. “Why don’t you ever pass out at the sound of my voice?”

      He shrugs. “Because we’re singing together?”

      “Maybe I should study sirens before joining you guys. I don’t know what I don’t know. You know?”

      Bash snickers. “I wouldn’t worry about it too much. Maybe it just had something to do with the alcohol consumed—either by you or the guys in question.”

      “Maybe.”

      Rudder comes over to us. “There’s a party over at Earwyn’s tonight. Want to join us?”

      My stomach knots.

      Bash looks at me. “What do you think?”

      “Earwyn and her dogfish are the last people I want to see on spring break.”

      “Her parties are always the best,” Rudder says. “Think about it.”

      I take a deep breath. “I still have exams to study for.”

      Rudder smirks. “I could practice one of my new spells on them. Make them be nice to you. Or they could grow an extra head. It’s a new spell, and could go either way at this point.”

      I laugh. “I wouldn’t mind seeing them grow extra heads. That could actually be entertaining.”

      “Let me know.” He swims away.

      Bash cups my chin. “You’d actually consider going?”

      “Maybe.” I shrug. “But then after that, I have to study. The last thing I need is to have to repeat the first year.”

      “Even if you do, Earwyn, Cove, and Vanya are all graduating. You’ll be free of them.”

      “I’m sure someone would rise in their place. There are plenty of people who resent me.”

      He rakes his fingers through my hair. “You forget that your uncle gave the edict for everyone to treat you as if they were dealing with him personally. Any harsh word to you is taken as a direct insult to him, and everyone loves him.”

      I sigh. “I wish people would just see me as me. They hated me from the start because of Drake. Now they’re being forced to be nice to me because of Tiberias.”

      He kisses my palm. “The only way they’re going to form opinions of you is if they spend time with you—like at the party tonight. If you keep hiding away from everyone, they’re going to keep believing you think you’re better than them.”

      “That’s what everybody thinks?”

      He doesn’t deny it.

      “Awesome.”

      Bash pulls me close and stares into my eyes, sending a shiver down my spine. “You’ll win them over. Once they get to know the real you, they’ll have no other choice but to love you. Just like you won me over despite my preconceived notion that you were like your dad.”

      “That’s what you thought of me?”

      He looks away for a moment before meeting my gaze and nodding. “Yes, and once people figure out how amazing you are, I’ll have to beat other guys off with a stick. Actually, maybe I should keep you to myself. Let’s not go to the party.”

      I smile. “Stop!”

      He winks. “You’ll go?”

      “Fine.” I sigh dramatically.

      “You will? You won’t regret it!”

      “That’s yet to be seen,” I mumble.

      “Let’s change out of these uniforms, then I’ll meet you in the dorm lounge. Tell Halen to join us.”

      “Can’t. Her parents picked her up before the assembly. They’re vacationing somewhere in the Atlantic and wanted to get an early start.”

      “Then it’s just you and me. We’ll take my motorcycle.”

      I snuggle close to him. “I like that idea.”

      He laces his fingers through mine. “I’m so glad you’re feeling better. I was really starting to worry about you.”

      “I appreciate that. And you’re right. It’s time to stop moping and start enjoying life. And really, what’s not to enjoy? I’ve got you as my boyfriend, and Earwyn will be out of my hair for a whole week.”

      He snorts. “Except we’re heading over to her house.”

      “I hope Rudder gives her a second head. Although that would be two mouths instead of one.” I shudder. “Maybe that wouldn’t be such a good idea.”

      Bash chuckles. “Probably not. But the good news is her parents’ place is enormous. We should easily be able to avoid her and her crew.”

      A sting of jealousy pokes me. I shove it aside. “You’ve been to her house?”

      “Are you kidding? That girl loves throwing parties. Anyone who grew up in Valora has been there multiple times.”

      I frown. “I’ve missed so much.”

      “Yeah, but you’ve also experienced things most of us never will up there. Things we couldn’t even imagine, from the sounds of it. Even though most people could go to the surface, how many actually ever will?”

      “True. That reminds me, I still want to reverse the spell keeping you from shifting your tail into legs. I want you to see the things most merpeople never will.”

      He flips his hair back. “Meh, I’m not worried about it.”

      “I’d love to show you around up there, even if we don’t stay.”

      We go up the dorm stairs and stop on my level. He kisses me deeply and gives me a dazed look before speaking. “And I love you for that. For now, let’s just focus on the party. Nothing else matters but making sure you have fun.”

      “Sounds good to me.” Nothing better than forgetting legends about having to kill someone I love.

      After another kiss, Bash heads up the stairs to his room and I make my way to my suite. Part of me still feels bad about having it—it’s meant for fourth-years. I honestly believe the only reason I got it is because Middlebrooks wanted to cause trouble for me, not because I’m the daughter of the king like I was originally told.

      The room feels so empty with Halen gone, but it’s only for a week. And besides, she was so excited about the trip. I can’t remember the name of the city her family is visiting, but it sounded romantic, like the underwater version of Paris.

      I take off my uniform and stare at my clothing options. There are all kinds of choices for parties—everything from casual to formal. It’s hard to know what to expect from Earwyn. I could see her going all out and expecting people to dress formally, but this is also the end of the quarter and everyone is going to be eager to blow off steam and not be stuck in uncomfortable clothes.

      I’m overthinking this. I grab a cute shimmery teal dress that’s both attractive and comfortable, and can also be dressed up or down. After fixing my hair, I add a strand of pearls that I can stuff into my pocket if everyone is casual.

      Knock, knock!

      I thought Bash was going to meet me in the lounge. Guess he couldn’t wait. I open the door with my best smile.

      Middlebrooks is there.

      My heart sinks and my face burns. “What’s going on?”

      “I’m passing along a message.” She looks me up and down.

      “What?”

      “The king requests your presence at the castle, but it looks like you have other plans.”

      “Actually, I do. You can relay the message to him. And also let him know I have to study this weekend and the coming week. The whole week.”

      “I don’t think he’s going to be happy to hear that.”

      “I’m sure he’ll get over it. Maybe if I had a shell phone, I could tell him myself.”

      “First years aren’t allowed phones.”

      “Then you’ll have to tell him. Excuse me.” I squeeze past her and close the door.

      She looks like she wants to say more but doesn’t. I almost feel bad for her. She lost someone too. Not only that, but she was planning on becoming queen. Now she’s back, stuck being the dean of mermaids.

      But it’s hard to feel bad for someone who almost single-handedly was behind the majority of my misery here at school.

      I head for the lounge.

      “You didn’t have to kill him, you know.”

      I spin around and study her. She hasn’t lost an ounce of her arrogance. “He didn’t leave me any other choice.”

      “He could’ve defeated Tiberias. He’d done it before.”

      “But he couldn’t defeat me. And I wasn’t going to let him get away with torturing my friends.” I narrow my eyes. “I won’t let anyone get away with that.”

      Color drains from her face.

      Maybe the end of this school term is also the end of me being the victim of circumstance and bullies. I hold my head high as I continue staring her down and come to a decision.

      It is the end of that era.
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      Bash parks his bike by a bunch of other ones and removes his helmet before helping me off. I hand him mine and shake out my hair, then take in the sight before me. Earwyn’s house is enormous. Obviously, it doesn’t compare to the castle or the academy, but it’s a mansion. Way bigger than the house I lived in on land. The perfectly manicured front yard is bigger than our entire property had been.

      “Over the top, isn’t it?” Bash puts our helmets away. “But it does make for good parties.”

      “Let’s see.” I hurry toward the building.

      Bash takes my hand. “Did I tell you how amazing you look?”

      I fight a smile. “Only about five times since we met in the lounge.”

      He pulls me close and kisses me deeply. “I haven’t said it enough then.”

      When we pull apart, I’m dazed. He whistles.

      I have no idea how he whistles underwater. I’ve tried but only manage to blow bubbles.

      Halfway to the house, I hear music and laughter from inside. Then glass shattering.

      “The party’s already started.” Bash laughs.

      I reach for the doorbell, but he opens the door and holds it for me. We enter, and it takes my ears a few moments to adjust to the noise. Conversation sounds from not far away. More glass shatters, followed by laughter. It still amazes me that glass can break like that underwater.

      “Where do you want to go first?” Bash asks.

      “What are the choices?”

      “There’s usually something for everyone. A few movies going, dancing all night, some singing, eating, games. That sort of thing.”

      “Sounds like you’ve been to a lot of these.”

      He shrugs. “Never been one to turn down a good party.”

      “Let’s check out the dancing.”

      “This way.” He puts his hand around my waist and leads me down the hall, through a living room where people are ignoring a movie on the large screen and laughing about something, then we go down another hall until we come to a huge room where the music is clearly coming from. My first instinct is to cover my ears, but I don’t want to look like an idiot, so I don’t. Bright colorful lights flash over the dancers.

      Bash pulls me to the middle and starts dancing. He’s so mouthwatering, I could just watch him and be perfectly happy. But I came here to have a good time, and that’s what I intend to do. So I join him and quickly find myself moving to the beat.

      Idira makes her way over to me with some guy from the magic arts school. “Glad you made it!”

      I can barely hear her over the song.

      “Wouldn’t miss it! Too bad Halen can’t be here!”

      “Right? But she’s having the time of her life in the Atlantic!”

      She moves on with her dance partner, and Bash and I keep going until I’m sure I’ll collapse. “You said there’s food here?”

      “Lots of it.” He loops his arm through mine and leads me to a gigantic kitchen. Food lines the counters and three long tables. It’s so much quieter in here, my ears ring.

      “You weren’t kidding.” My stomach rumbles, then I grab a sandwich and take a bite.

      He picks up a drink and guzzles it down. “Glad you came?”

      “Yes!” Especially considering I could be at the castle, worrying about my destiny. Right now, I don’t want to think about anything other than what’s in front of me—and at the moment, that’s Bash.

      I scarf down more food, and we talk to others who pass through the kitchen.

      “What’s outside?” I glance out the windows, but can’t see anything because it’s already dark.

      He sets down his second drink and looks over. “The guest house, a ball court, yard games, and even more food.”

      “More food?”

      Bash gives me his crooked smirk. “Yeah. You want even more?”

      I shove him. “Are you trying to say I’m eating too much?”

      “I’d never say any such thing.”

      “Right.” I grab his arm and drag him outside. Small lights line the house and fence, giving everything a magical glow. A group of people are in the ball court, tossing a green ball and roaring with laughter each time someone fails to catch it. Several long tables are filled with finger foods and drinks. On the lawn, a group is playing some kind of ball game that seems familiar but I can’t remember why. Probably something I knew as a kid.

      I seriously hate that I can’t remember so much stuff. Why didn’t Mom fight to stay here? She knew Tiberias was actually my dad. Hades, he knew it too. But he still let me go. I had to grow up on land, hiding my true nature and feeling like a freak.

      My parents suck. Who does that to their own daughter? Drake may have been a jerk and a workaholic, but at least he didn’t lie to me. Except about seeing Middlebrooks. And kidnapping Bash and Halen.

      Fine, he sucked too.

      “You okay?” Bash is staring at my hands.

      They’re glowing green, that’s how angry I am. “Yeah, fine.” I let go of him and head toward the tables. Instead of grabbing something to eat, I take a drink. I don’t even care what it is. I just down it, not wanting to think about any of my parents or a legendary queen I may or may not be turning into.

      “Easy there.” Bash lifts a brow.

      I ignore the bitter taste and the burning down my throat as I empty the bottle. “I’m fine.”

      “That’s what you keep saying. Are you sure, though? I mean, you haven’t talked about the fact that you killed your dad.”

      I glare at him and grab another bottle.

      He takes it from me. “Maybe we should do something else. Want to go back to dancing?”

      “I’d rather go back in time,” I mumble.

      “What was that?” He leans closer.

      “Nothing.” I snatch the drink and down it faster than the first. It does take the edge off. Kind of.

      He frowns. “Maybe coming here wasn’t the best idea.”

      “It was your idea.”

      “Yes, but—”

      “But nothing.” I glance around, my gaze landing on a group of people circled up off to the side of the guest house, then head over.

      Bash catches up. “Maybe we should talk.”

      I turn to him. “You bring me to a party and you want to talk?”

      “Seems like you might need to.”

      “Nope.” I plop into an empty seat with people on either side. Bash sits across from me and won’t take his eyes off me. I ignore him and focus on the guy telling a scary story. All that’s needed is a campfire, but obviously that wouldn’t work in the water. Part of me wants to try.

      I can feel Bash staring me down, but I focus all the harder on the ghost story. The guy suddenly claps his hands, I jump. So do half the people gathered around listening. From the corner of my eye, I can see Bash is still watching me. I continue ignoring him.

      A girl starts telling a story. I think she’s one of Earwyn’s friends, but I’m not entirely sure. And I definitely don’t care. Just want to get lost in another tale.

      After the third one, a guy who’s rumored to be on his third time as a fourth-year reaches into his pocket and pulls out a bag of something purple and shimmery. “I brought the good stuff.”

      Bash catches my eye and nods his head toward the house.

      Intrigued, I turn my attention back to the shimmery stuff. “What’s that?”

      A few people chuckle and giggle.

      “I grew up on land, remember?” I cross my arms. “I’m sure there’s plenty I know that you don’t.”

      The dude shrugs. “It’s tristle.”

      Bash gestures toward the house again. “Come on, Marra.”

      One girl leans closer to the baggie. “How’d you get so much?”

      “I have my ways.” He turns to me. “Want to try some, land princess?”

      “I’m not princess of the land.”

      “Whatever. Want it or not?”

      “What does it do?”

      He smirks. “It’ll make you forget all your problems.”

      “Hand it over.” I reach for it.

      Bash rises. “Sorry, but we’re leaving.”

      “Doesn’t look like she wants to,” someone says.

      I lean closer to the bag.

      “Marra, you don’t know what that stuff does.” Bash pulls me from my seat.

      “I know it’ll make me forget all of my problems. That’s enough for me.”

      His nostrils flare. “If you trust me at all, you’ll come with me. Tristle isn’t something you want to mess with.”

      Someone snickers. “You’d know, Bash.”

      Laughter moves around the circle.

      “Come with me.” His mouth forms a straight line. “We can find other ways to make you forget your troubles.”

      A guy whistles and waves his hands in the empty space between all the chairs. “There’s plenty of room here for that.”

      Bash doesn’t break our eye contact. “You don’t want to do this.”

      “You gonna let him tell you what to do?” a girl asks.

      A guy laughs.

      “Is he your new parent?”

      Bash’s eyes narrow.

      “It’s good enough for you, but you won’t let your girlfriend give it a try?”

      I move closer to him and put my hands on my hips. “You’ve tried it?”

      “How do you think I know how bad it is? Trust me.”

      “It’s my turn for some wild living. After everything I’ve been through, I think I deserve it.”

      His expression shifts, his eyes plead. “Not like this.”

      I straighten my back. “Yes, like this.” Then I move around him and hold my palm out to the guy with the bag. He pours a little on. “That’s it?”

      “You won’t need more, believe me.”

      Everyone watches me. Bash shakes his head, his jaw clearly clenched.

      I turn back to the other guy. “What do I do with it?”

      “Just let it melt on your tongue, and everything else will melt away.”

      “Sounds great.” I bring my palm to my mouth, and the powder trickles down onto my tongue. It doesn’t melt in the water, but does as soon as it touches my tongue. It’s salty, and in a matter of moments all my anger is gone. I don’t care that my parents lied to me and forced me to live on land. Or that my birth father gave me up so easily to be raised by the brother who tried to kill him. Or that I’m doomed to relive the ancient legend of a long-dead queen.

      None of it matters. And it feels great.

      Bash is still looking at me with that judgy look of his. I don’t know what makes him think he can judge me. He’s done so much bad stuff, he’s just one wrong move from being expelled from the academy. And he can’t shift into human form. I never do anything wrong. And after everything I’ve been through, I deserve a little time to let loose.

      Someone says something, but I can’t make much sense of it. I push my way out of the group and head for the house.
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      Earwyn and her dogfish are laughing in the kitchen. They stop as soon as they see me. She arches a brow at me. “Look who’s here.”

      “Yes, I am. What’s it to you?”

      Cove and Vanya giggle while Earwyn straightens her back. “Pardon me?”

      “I said, what’s it to you? You going to kick me out? Rub it in my face that you got what you wanted with my dad’s death? At my own hand, nonetheless.” I try to glare at her, but I’m not sure it works.

      She waves me off. “You’re high.”

      I ignore the comment and move closer to her. “Everyone knows you have a problem with me. But here’s the thing—I didn’t do anything against you. Ever. All the slights you feel, they weren’t my fault. I didn’t ask for the suite! I had no clue my dad tried to kill Tiberias. He set all his decrees on his own. None of it had anything to do with me! You should just give me a break. All I’m trying to do is make the best of the situation. You think it’s easy to adjust to life in Valora after living on land most of my life?”

      She starts to say something, but I cut her off.

      “It’s not! Everything’s different! Well, don’t get me wrong, there are plenty of snooty mean girls up there. But aside from that, it’s been the challenge of a lifetime. And I didn’t want any of it. I tried to stay on land, and I’m sure nothing would’ve made you happier, but my dad was so controlling and wouldn’t have any of it. So, if you choose to keep picking on me, just know you’re attacking someone who’s already down. And if you think that makes you better, you’re wrong. Dead wrong.”

      She starts to say something again, but I push past her. “I don’t want to hear it.”

      I storm out of the room and down a hall. There are groups of people making out, and I hurry past them. Everything seems to spin around me until I come to a staircase. Then the house hits me.

      No. Actually, I think I slam into the wall. Not sure how I managed that. I rub the side of my head and plop down on a stair. At least I’m away from everyone judging me. I’m away from everyone.

      I’m not sure why I felt the need to tell off Earwyn. I thought that powder was supposed to make me not care about anything. Maybe it was the after-effects of saying all that in front of her friends that I didn’t care about.

      I’ll probably care later. Or maybe I won’t. I don’t care now, and that’s all that matters.

      A few minutes later, everything stops spinning and my head doesn’t hurt anymore. Unless I press on the sore spot. Ow.

      I get up then follow the stairs. Laughter sounds and I follow it until I come to a group playing cards.

      “Hey, Marra!” says one girl. I really should know her name. She’s in one of my classes. “Wanna join us?”

      “I probably don’t know how. Loser who grew up on land, remember?” I laugh at myself.

      They laugh too, but at least it doesn’t bother me.

      The girl smiles. “It’s easy, and we could use a sixth player. Works so much better with an even number of players.”

      I shrug. “Sure.”

      As I sit and collect cards, they explain the rules. Seems simple enough. I lose the first round spectacularly but then manage to win the second one. Everybody congratulates me, and we begin a new round. We’re all laughing and having fun, and it nearly feels like we’re friends. Like some of these people weren’t protesting for my dad’s death not long ago. Except that he wasn’t actually my dad, and I killed him.

      People should love me. More than Earwyn, even. What has she ever done for anyone other than stick her nose up at them and throw decent parties?

      After a few more rounds, everyone heads downstairs. I tag along, and they don’t seem to mind.

      In the room where everyone is dancing, there’s a karaoke dance competition. A third-year from the Magic Arts School is facing off with a first year from the royals. Everyone is cheering so loudly, I can’t hear the music.

      Once the third-year is declared the winner, they set the mics down. Then a popular fourth-year from the Performing Arts School takes one and looks around. “Who dares to try and beat me?” Her gaze lands on me. “Marra Ayers. What do you say?”

      I swallow. Why me? I’ve only ever sung with Bash.

      “Do it,” urges one of the mermaids I played cards with. “Beat Ashlyn!”

      “Marra!” others agree.

      Why not? What do I have to lose? It’s not like anyone could like me any less than most of them already do.

      I make my way through the crowd and take the other mic. “Challenge accepted.”

      Some people call out my name while others root for Ashlyn. She turns to me and lifts a perfectly-manicured brow. “Ready?”

      “Bring it on.”

      Music plays, and I don’t know the song. I really didn’t think this through. Oh well, I’m already here. My opponent starts dancing, so I bust out some moves as well. If I’m not going to be able to sing along, I’m going to at least impress everyone with my dancing.

      If only my body would cooperate. I managed to pull myself together after injuring myself near the stairs, but now my arm isn’t doing what I want.

      “Sure you want to do this?” Ashlyn teases.

      “I’m just trying to give you a head start.”

      “Right.” Then she belts out some lyrics.

      I stumble into a table. Hard. It’s going to leave a mark. But I keep dancing. Someone hands me a song sheet. It has words on it. The letters look jumbled together but I manage to find where to jump in. I crash into a lamp and knock it over. At least it doesn’t break. The crowd roars with laughter but it doesn’t bother me. I find where we are again and sing out the lyrics. My words slur together though I do manage to stay in tune, even as I knock a few more things over.

      Finally, the music stops. Not surprisingly, Ashlyn is declared the winner. I congratulate her and pick up the stuff I crashed into.

      I’m about to place the mic back on its stand when Earwyn takes the other one from Ashlyn. She stares me down. “I challenge you, first-year.”

      “Shouldn’t you pick the winner?”

      She shakes her head slowly. “My house, my rules.”

      “Nice.” I straighten my back. “But I choose the song.”

      Earwyn smirks and gestures toward the songbook. “Have at it.”

      “Great.” I flip through it and stop at one I’ve sung with the band several times. “This one.”

      She takes a quick glance. “Fine by me.”

      At least I stand a chance this time. If I can manage to keep from breaking anything.

      Earwyn nods to someone, then a
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