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Chapter one
Buckley Gets to Port Metro


The bus ground gears and the brakes squealed as it pulled into the Port Metro bus station, a cloud of dust blowing in behind it. He stayed seated, letting the other passengers go first. The bus had filled up on its journey down from the Gray Hills where Camphor Buckley lived with his mother, Zephyr. 
He was nervous but excited to be in Port Metro to start his apprenticeship with Harry Porter. Harry was expecting him and should be waiting at the bus station.
When the bus was nearly empty, Buckley stood up, ducking his head so he didn’t whack it on the low-hanging overhead luggage rack. He helped a little old lady retrieve her luggage from the rack before taking his own duffle bag down. It was new and the canvas fabric was still stiff. His mother had given it to him when he had decided to apprentice with Harry to become a priest of the Arcane Arts. It hadn’t been a surprise to anyone that he’d chosen that career since most werewolves incapable of shifting became priests and left the Gray Hills behind.
He shuffled off the bus, the last one to step down onto the asphalt.
“Cam! Over here!” A familiar voice called.
Turning, he spotted Harry immediately. He hadn’t changed in the years since Cam had last seen him. He was wearing the official robes that Buckley remembered, and he was wearing his old-fashioned glasses. Harry was surrounded by a group of children asking for his autograph.
“How was the ride down?” Harry asked as Buckley walked over to him. Harry shooed the children away. “They think that I’m a wizard from a story. I humour them,” he said, explaining away the awestruck kids.
Buckley shrugged and rubbed his neck. “It was fine. I think I have a permanent crick in my neck from sleeping on the bus though.”
Harry laughed. “You’re young, the kinks will work out. Car’s this way.”
Buckley slung his bag on his shoulder and followed Harry through the bus station and to the parking lot where Harry’s old car waited for them, heat shimmers visibly rising from the surface of the dark car. Harry popped the trunk and Buckley put his bag inside.
“You could put a full-grown man in here with room left over,” Buckley said as he closed the trunk.
“I’ve had to. Part of priestly duties. Sometimes you’ll have to get a werewolf out of a jam and out of sight until they can shift. Been known to happen.”
They got in the car and Harry rolled his window down with the manual crank and started the air conditioner. It was the middle of summer and the black car had been sitting in the sun for a while. The bus was late thanks to running into construction.
“You hungry?” Harry asked as he backed out of his parking spot.
“I could eat,” Buckley said, his stomach rumbling in agreement.
Harry pulled out of the bus station and headed down the street. He drove across town and pulled into a busy diner.
“This is the best place in town. Pinkie Pie’s Dessert Bar and Poutinerie. You ever had a Poutine Pie?”
“No,”
“You are in for a treat.”
Going inside the diner, Buckley was surprised at how packed it was. It smelled delicious. French fries, gravy, hot coffee, and fresh blueberry pie. His mouth watered and his stomach growled again.
They stood in line until a pair of stools opened along the counter and Harry led Buckley over.
“Harry, good to see you. Friend of yours?” The waiter behind the counter said, automatically giving Harry a cup of coffee.
“New apprentice. Ben, this is Cam Buckley.”
“Everyone just calls me Buckley,”
“Nice to meet you. What’ll you have?” Ben asked as he wiped the counter.
“Poutine pie. He’s never had it before.” Harry ordered for them both.
“I’ll be back in a few minutes with it,” Ben said, pouring Buckley a coffee as well.
Buckley looked around the diner, taking in the stained glass windows, the green leatherette seats and admiring the old-fashioned charm.
“How come that booth is empty?” Buckley asked, noticing the booth in the back corner. A couple tried to sit there and a waiter kicked them out. Buckley’s keen hearing heard him telling them they could either wait for another spot to open or get takeout.
Harry looked at the booth Buckley was asking about. Ben was back with their pie and answered his question.
“It’s permanently reserved for Dave Whatsun. He saved my bacon. If it weren’t for him, I’d probably be out of business. Enjoy the Poutine pie.” He set the pies in front of them, topped up their coffee, and went off to look after other customers.
Buckley stared at the pie. It smelled amazing. He took a bite. The pastry was fluffy, crispy, perfectly flakey and the gravy was rich, smooth and delicious. The French fries were the best he’d ever had.
“This is amazing,” Buckley said.
“Told you. There are things to like about living in the city,” Hary told him.
They finished the poutine pie and then enjoyed a piece of the best blueberry pie Buckley had ever had before going to the Temple of the Arcane Arts, where Buckley would start his new life.




Chapter two
A Mermaid Meeting


“I demand to see the Wavemaster, Blushing Coral. You can’t keep me from him.” 
“I am not keeping you from the Wavemaster. He is not well and is resting. By his own orders, he is not to be disturbed. Dappled Water, under Turtle Log’s orders, is taking care of him as we speak.” Blushing Coral said, blocking the burly mermaid from pushing past her.
He was going to shove her out of the way, but a poke from Blushing Coral’s spear stopped him.
“Do not try me, Rip Tide. Wavemaster Still Waters is very ill. As you know, he was out all night trying to discover the source of the illness plaguing the water of Lake Sub Vectus. It would be a better use of your time to go out and locate Cross Current and Waving Fronds. They have not returned and no one has heard from them in days. I would go myself,” she said in reply to a frustrated growl from Rip Tide, “but my duties as Wavemaster Junior keep me here.”
Rip stopped his agitated swimming in front of her. “Tell me honestly, will Still Waters die?” 
Blushing Coral stared back at him, taking in the pinched, worried lines on his face. She wanted to say no, but she told him the truth instead. “I don’t know. Turtle Log and Dappled Water are at their wit’s end trying to figure this out. We have never seen anything like this, you know that. Deep Well is searching the archives, but without luck so far.”
Rip Tide stared past her and she was afraid he would try to dart by her but he said instead, “I will go searching for Cross Current and Waving Fronds. You will call me the instant anything changes.”
“Of course. Now, please, find Cross Current and Waving Fronds. I am worried something has happened to them.”
Rip Tide nodded and swam away. Coral sighed with relief. Although she was the Wavemaster Junior and she had every right to use force against him if necessary, she was glad she hadn’t needed to harm Still Waters’ son. Still Waters had commanded that no one, including Rip Tide was allowed in to see him.
“Blushing Coral?” Dappled Water called from the Wavemaster’s alcove.
“Yes?”
“The Wavemaster wants to speak with you.”
Coral felt dread weigh her heart down as she entered the alcove. She might be recalling Rip Tide from his search for Cross Current and Waving Fronds before he even had a chance to leave.




Chapter three
Buckley Learns Some Stuff


Buckley and Harry got up early the next morning and met in the massive kitchen in the house attached to the temple. Buckley didn’t have to ask why the table was so large. He already knew the answer to that. The massive kitchen and table doubled as an impromptu surgery ward if needed. 
“So, what’s the best way to counter the effects of silver?” Harry asked.
Buckley swallowed his bacon and said, “Don’t touch it in the first place. Avoid getting it in your system, it will poison a werewolf in no time. Kills them pretty much immediately in a horribly painful way. A non-shifter can recover from silver as long as they get treated in time, but even then it’s painful and they could die.”
“And what is the treatment?”
“A massive dose of nitric acid. It won’t harm a werewolf and it’ll dissolve the silver in their system, but it will kill a normal person.”
“Excellent. Wes told me you passed the test with flying colours.”
“I have been studying.”
“Good. Did Wes teach you anything about divination?”
“He only touched on the theory. Isn’t divination wizardry or witchcraft?” Buckley asked.
Harry shook his head as he cleared the breakfast dishes from the table. “No. It’s just a talent, like being able to witch a well. You either have it or you don’t. Maybe we’ll work on that this afternoon. For this morning, we have chores to do, starting with cleaning the kitchen and deciding what to have for dinner.”
“I thought you had a housekeeper?” Buckley asked, not looking forward to washing dishes or cooking.
“I did, but she went back to the Gray Hills to start a teaching job. She finished her degree at the end of this last semester. Being a Temple housekeeper was just a temporary job to help pay for school and she was homesick to boot. Don’t look so defeated, Cam. I’m not a complete barbarian. I do have a dishwasher.”
Buckley was more relieved than he was willing to admit to discover an industrial-grade dishwasher disguised to blend in with the kitchen cabinets. He hated washing dishes.
They spent the rest of the morning taking care of the daily chores. Cleaning the priest’s house and the Temple. The community hall in the basement needed to be vacuumed after a rowdy group of scouts had been there the evening before for a meeting.
“It’s not always like this. One of the kids had a birthday and someone brought cake and confetti.”
Buckley had just finished washing frosting off the ceiling and was climbing down the ladder. “Aren’t there rules about throwing cake?”
“Now there will be. Let’s go grab a sandwich and get started on your afternoon lessons.”
Buckley climbed the rest of the way down the ladder, then put it and the cleaning supplies away in the closet and followed Harry back upstairs to the kitchen.




Chapter four
Still Waters Passes the Torch


Blushing Coral called the assembly of all the mermaids. It took most of the day for as many mermaids as possible to arrive for it. She had called Rip Tide back the moment she finished her audience with Still Waters. 
Dappled Water nodded to her to begin.
Blushing Coral swam out in front of the crowd and everyone hushed and waited for her to speak.
“As you all know, our nation is in crisis. We are suffering from an unknown illness with no known cure. Deep Well is searching the archives in the library with her assistants and every available citizen is out searching for anything that may point us in the direction of a cure.”
“What’s going on?” someone yelled from the middle of the crowd. 
Coral looked behind her and saw Rip Tide and Dappled Water supporting the Wavemaster between them. She turned back to the crowd.
“Wavemaster Still Waters wishes to address you.” She announced formally, then moved to the side.
Dappled Water moved away, but Rip Tide remained where he was.
A gasp of horror rippled through the crowd at the sight of the Wavemaster. He looked every bit as ill as he was. Scales were flaking off and the metallic sheen was gone. His flowy fins were broken and ratty and he was thin, far thinner than he had been mere days ago when he first fell ill.
“My people, my time is limited, as I’m sure you can see. Dappled Water has been unable to find a cause or cure for what ails me, and many of you as well. This, unless a miracle happens, will be my final appearance before you.”
A moan of dismay waved through the crowd now.
“Blushing Coral will take my place as Wavemaster after my passing as our customs dictate. Until then, I place you in her capable hands. You will obey her as you would me until my end comes. You chose well when you chose her to be my successor.” Still Waters slumped against his son and Dappled Water swam back to them.
Blushing Coral moved closer and he whispered something only she could hear. She nodded, then Rip Tide and Dappled Water took the Wavemaster back to his alcove under the island.




Chapter five
Buckley Goes For a Run


Buckley spent the next few days learning about the temple and what it took to run it. Harry had been trying in vain to teach him divination, but it seemed he had no talent for it. 
In frustration, Buckley announced he was going for a run.
“Are you sure? The moon ceremony is soon and you need to practice the rites.”
“Now that we know I can’t do divination, we can devote that time to the moon ceremony. Besides, I’ve gone to them my entire life. I’m sure I’ll pick it up fast.” 
Buckley took his shoes and socks off, running his toes through the grass in the small yard between the temple and the house.
Harry looked at him thoughtfully. “I suppose you’re feeling cooped up. If I was younger, I would probably need to run too. Fine. Don’t be long and try not to get lost.”
Buckley smiled and without a backwards glance, took off in the direction of the harbour and the beach.
He ran barefoot along the grassy edges of the sidewalks until they ran out at the docks of the Port Metro harbour. The moon wasn’t quite full, but it gave off plenty of light for his sensitive eyes when the streetlights ended.
He jogged down the steps of the break wall and onto the sandy beach. To his right, the massive docks reached far out into Lake Sub Vectus. To his left was a long, uninterrupted beach. He turned and ran along the sand at the edge of the water.




Chapter six
Dappled Water


Dappled Water swam alone, away from the mermaid’s island in the middle of the lake. She was frustrated with her inability to really help anyone. She was only an apprentice healer. Granted, she had years of experience since mermaids lived long, long lives, but she was still just an apprentice.  
It wasn’t her fault she’d been abruptly shoved into the role of Second Healer when Electric Seal had died from the disease only two days before. The First Healer, Turtle Log, was sequestered on the island to protect him from the disease. 
Water was brought from the River Chafin in sealed watertight containers since the plague did not seem to be affecting the mermaids living upstream. None of the mermaids in the lake were allowed to leave the lake in case they infected the other mermaids. News of the Wavemaster’s Assembly had been passed on to the mermaids who weren’t living in the lake.
Dappled Water swam towards Port Metro to search for Cross Current. No one had seen or heard from her in days. Water Log told her to leave her duties tending Still Waters and do something else. There was nothing more any healer could do for the old Wavemaster.
She popped up through the surface of the water. Port Metro was farther away than it should be based on the depth of the water. She frowned at the city lights in the distance. It had been a while since she’d been this close to the city, but she should have been much closer.
A shore weed wrapped around her and she brushed it off. The weed made her think of Pond Weed, ironically the mermaid safest from the plague, thanks to the crime she had committed.
Pond Weed was in exile in a swamp for mate bonding with a human. The man had nearly killed himself when he attempted to join Pond Weed in the water, driven crazy by the bond.
Dappled Water had been part of the attempt to sever the mate bond with Turtle Log, Electric Seal, Turtle Rest, Still Waters and Blushing Coral. Even with the combined power of the healers and Wavemasters, they had failed to separate Pond Weed from her human.
Pond Weed was banished to a swamp, far inland, and all water sources in and out of the swamp were sealed by Still Waters and Blushing Coral. Pond Weed was trapped in exile in a large, stagnant pond. The only member of the mermaid nation completely safe from the water-borne plague.
Dappled Water shuddered at the thought and again marvelled at the irony.
She swam along the shore, not venturing closer, staying out where the water was still deep enough for her to hide easily if she spotted trouble.




Chapter seven
Buckley Finds Something


Buckley ran lightly across the sand, enjoying the feel of it on his bare feet. The gritty sand and the cool water, mixed with his pounding heart and throbbing lungs helped get rid of the frustration of feeling like a failure for not being able to get the hang of divination, even though he knew it was something you were born with or not. As a non-shifter, it would have been nice to have at least one natural-born talent. 
He slowed his pace until it became a leisurely walk and strolled near the shoreline, allowing himself to catch his breath. Just as he was about to turn back, he noticed something huge on the beach with his amazing night vision. It appeared to be a massive piece of driftwood from a distance. He was about to dismiss it until the smell reached his nose.
He’d heard stories about giant fish swimming in the lake. Maybe what he saw wasn’t a log, but some kind of dead monster. He ran towards it and stopped abruptly once he got close enough to identify what it was. It certainly wasn’t any kind of fish that he had seen before or even heard legends about. When he flipped the creature over, he was shocked to discover that it was a woman with the tail of a dolphin. 
He stared at the mermaid. She was dead, there was no doubt of that, and he guessed she had been for a couple of days at least.
He scanned the beach and the water but saw nothing that would help him. Pulling his phone out and he stared at it. He couldn’t call the police, they would ignore him as a crank caller. Looking down at the dead woman, he knew he couldn’t just leave her there, though. He called Harry.




Chapter eight
Harry Porter Calls a Friend


Harry was reading an ancient leather-bound book extolling the virtues of dancing naked under the full moon in the winter when the phone rang. 
“Hello?”
“Harry, how fast can you get down to the beach?” Buckley asked, not bothering with pleasantries.
“What’s wrong?” Harry asked, setting the book aside and getting up. He was already heading for the front door where his keys were.
“You will never believe this, but I’m looking at a mermaid. She’s dead, has been for a while and she was probably sick.”
Harry slipped his shoes on and had his keys in his hand. “A mermaid? Are you sure?”
“There’s no mistaking her for anything else. I can’t just leave her here. I thought you might know what to do about it.”
“Where are you? Exactly?”
Buckley gave him directions. Harry assured him he wouldn’t be long.
Harry hung up and stared at the phone. He hadn’t called Dave in a long time, but he knew Dave Whatsun would want to know about this.




Chapter nine
Dave Whatsun


“Listen, Dick,” Dave Whatsun, ZHPTF Agent, said to the man sitting across from him. 
“For the millionth time, my name is Richard, not Dick,” the man yelled at him. “No one calls me Dick! I have never been a Dick!”
“Beg to differ, Dick. Anyone who makes zombies is a dick as far as I’m concerned.”
Richard screamed, “My name is Richard! And I keep telling you, I didn’t make the zombie, she just showed up!”
“Yes, and then instead of calling me, the proper authorities, you locked her in your basement and put a muzzle on her. How long was she in there and where did she come from? And what exactly have you been doing with her?” Dave asked, leaning back in his chair and putting his feet on the table. “Dick.”
Richard screamed something incoherent and full of rage at Dave. He lunged towards him, but the shackles held him quite securely where he was. They were made to hold raging zombies. Dick was not a problem for them. He wasn’t going anywhere.
Unruffled by Dick’s outburst, Dave took a sip of coffee and ate a French fry. He stared placidly at Richard, then said after he ate a few more fries, “The more uncooperative you are, the longer you’ll be in here. Not that you’re ever going to be set free, of course, but at least you would be in a nice cell and not have to talk to me anymore.”
The door to the interrogation room opened and Dave’s interview partner came in with a cup of coffee, which he set on the table in front of Richard.
“The Director wants to see you,” Agent Chip Jimini told Dave. To Richard, he said, “I brought you a nice hot cup of coffee. Drink it. Relax. It’ll help clear the air,”
Dave barked a laugh as he swung his feet off the table and stood up to leave. “I doubt that. Glad I’m leaving.”
Richard glared at Dave while he took a large gulp of coffee. He set it down. “At least your partner has a sense of decency. You wouldn’t even offer me anything.”
“Here, have this lovely piece of chocolate. Chocolate and coffee just go so well together, don’t you think?” Jimini said as the door closed behind Dave.
Dave knew they were certainly going to make Richard go. He knew all about Jimini and his ‘special health coffee.’ That’s why Dave made his own and never let Chip make it for him. He checked the time. If Richard chugged the coffee and ate the chocolate, Dave gave his digestive system about half an hour before he spilled his guts. Literally.
Leaving the interrogation suite behind, he jumped on the elevator to take him up to the lobby of the Zombie Horde Prevention Task Force Head Quarters lobby and Director Orange’s office. It must be important if he was getting called away during a crucial interview.
They had gotten the tip about Dick a week ago, and it had taken them a while to confirm that he was indeed keeping a female zombie in his basement. The zombie had turned out to be a missing girl who had been reported as a runaway two years ago. Their zomobologist was working with her, trying to determine where she had been and how she was zombified. So far, there was nothing, and Dave doubted they would be able to get anything from her. She was too far gone. Had been a zombie for too long.
Not for the first time, he wondered if the ZHPTF had shown up just a little sooner if things would have been different for Vivian. He shut that thought down. He couldn’t afford to second guess what he had done that day. He had done the right thing, and he knew it, but he still hated it.
The elevator doors opened and he stepped out into the echoing lobby. He walked over to the glass cage that housed the Director’s secretary, Gatekeeper.
“Allister, I hear Bill wants to see me.”
Allister nodded. “You’re to go straight in. There was a call,”
“Why do I need a special meeting for a zombie call?” Dave asked 
“It wasn’t about a zombie. The Director has more information, and he’s waiting.” 
Dave’s eyes narrowed at Allister, but the Gatekeeper said nothing else. Dave turned and reached for the door. 
“Stop!” a shrill voice from somewhere around his kneecaps yelled.
“Grace!” Allister, mortified, said to the little girl blocking Dave’s way.
Dave waved for Allister to shush. He stared down at the tiny terror who glared up at him, hands on her hips. He didn’t envy Allister being a single father to such a feisty child, but he wondered every time he brought Grace to work what it would have been like if Vivian was still alive and they had a little girl of their own. Viv had wanted a large family. That would never happen now.
“Do you have an appointment?” Grace asked him.
Dave winked at her and answered seriously, “I have something better.”
“What’s better than an appointment?” she asked, not moving. 
“I have a summons from The Director himself. And,” he reached into a pocket, took something crinkly out and held it out to her.
Grace’s eyes lit up and she reached for the candy.
“What do you say, Grace?” Allister said.
Grace stamped her foot. “Dad! I was gonna say it! You didn’t give me a chance. Thank you, Agent Dave.”
Dave smiled and gave her the candy. He usually kept some in his pocket. It was useful for calming people down when he went to a zombie attack. Gave them something else to focus on. Distracted by the candy, she moved out of his way and he went into the office.
“The Gatekeeper’s protege give you a hard time?” Bill asked as Dave closed the door.
“I paid the toll. Allister said there was a call, but it wasn’t a zombie?”
“Sit down, Dave.”
Feeling intrigued and apprehensive, Dave sat in a chair across from Bill. “What is it?”
Bill tapped his fingers on the desk, then said, “Harry Porter called. He wanted to speak with you directly, but Allister sent the call to me instead.”
“Well, I was kind of busy interviewing the creep in room ninety-seven.”
“How is that going?”
Dave checked the time. “Well, if Jimini’s treats have done the trick, he should be getting full disclosure any minute now.”
Bill laughed.
“What did the dodgy old priest want?”
Bill was about to reply when the door opened and another agent came in.
“What’s going on?”
“Marty, take a seat. I was just about to tell Dave,” Bill said, then went on, “Harry has a new apprentice and he was out for a moonlit run along the beach. He found a woman.”
“I’m not sure what an apprentice priest’s romance has to do with us,” Dave said.
“She’s dead. There’s nothing romantic about it,” Bill said bluntly. “At least, I hope not.”
“Does Harry think she’s going to become a zombie?” Marty asked.
Bill shook his head. “No. They found a mermaid.”
“A mermaid?” Dave asked.
“Really?” Marty asked, his eyes lighting up with excitement the same way Grace’s had when Dave gave
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