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  Part One

Kailani’s Tale

[image: ]

Beyond the shores of Tessagonia, beyond even the Outer Isles, the ocean is vast and dark. One could explore its depths for a lifetime and never get bored. But some born of the deep seek more. 
Kailani was one such creature. She swam companionably with her pod of sisters. Her crimson tail whipped behind her, propelling her through the dark waters. A dolphin darted by, whistling a message. 
Mermaids had no voices for everyday words—their throats were made for song, not speech. To one another, they spoke with their hands, a fluid language as natural as the currents they swam in. Sometimes they cooed or clicked like dolphins and whales, a background music of the sea, but these sounds carried no words—just comfort, warning, or play.
The dolphin saw ships ahead. Come check them out with me, Kailani signed to her two closest friends.
Chantara was thicker, her fat an insulation from the cold northerly seas where she was born. Her tail was icy white; her hair short and spiky like icicles. Ships could mean hunters. My mother was lost that way.
Aren’t you curious about those who live beneath the sun? Kailani asked.
Maeve, in contrast, was thin as a reed. Her tail was slender, like an eel. Her hair floated around her like seaweed, in texture and color. The dolphin also mentioned a storm. We should be warning the pod of possible turbulence, not sightseeing.
Kailani tilted her head. They all signed with quick, practiced movements, their expressions completing the meaning. 
The humans on the ship will be focused on the storm, not on us. It is a perfect time to observe.
Maeve caved in first. If you go, I will follow. I will not let you risk yourself alone. As a pod, we are strong. Alone, you are vulnerable.
Kailani turned again to Chantara. Two is not a pod. But three… She cooed a sweet pleading song until Chantara relented.
The three broke from the group and followed the dolphin up toward the surface. Storm clouds filled the sky in glorious blues and purples. Two large ships came in from the west, sails full, seeking to outrun the storm.
Chantara had eyes only for the sky. Kailani swam toward a ship as the waves grew higher. She watched the men scramble to keep the ship upright as the ocean tossed the vessel. One unfortunate soul glanced out to where three mermaids bobbed in the sea. He opened his mouth to call out, but Maeve beat him to it. She lifted her voice into true song—no mere croon of sisters, but the haunting, wordless magic that slipped past human ears and straight into the heart. The man swayed, rope forgotten, his body moving to music and storm alike, until the ship rocked violently, knocking him into the sea.
The waves kept Kailani from approaching too near the ship. But she could reach the man. She dove for him. Still entranced from the siren song, he did not struggle as he drowned. An amulet floated out from his neck. Kailani used a long, sharp fingernail to cut the cord. She reached out to touch his pale face, but arms pulled her back. Chantara and Maeve hurried her back to safety. Chantara gestured frantically. Lightning flickers. We must…
A thunderous crash came as lightning hit the ship above, the main mast breaking and falling into the sea. The mermaids dove deeper, away from the storm and the dying ship.
Later, alone, Kailani looked at the amulet she had retrieved. It was black and gold, engraved with a sun, on a golden chain. She noticed a clasp on the edge and dug a fingernail beneath until it popped open. A lock of hair had lain curled inside, now floating away. She wondered what might compel a person to keep a lock of hair. Was it their own or another’s? There was so much she didn’t know.
Kailani yearned to learn more about the world beneath the sun. In her current form, she would be hunted down. Only one person could give her what she wanted.

      [image: ]Kailani swam to the deepest trench, careful to avoid the scorching spouts of hydrothermal vents that lent both heat and light. The entrance to the Sea Queen’s cavern was veiled in a curtain of seaweed. Inside, the walls were carved into cubbies and shelves, holding glowing potions and various artifacts from above and below.
Velekai lounged in the center, her lower half a mass of octopus limbs instead of a fish’s tail. A coral crown rested upon her head. Instead of hair, slick black eels writhed and twined, their glassy eyes turning toward Kailani.
The Sea Queen smiled. Her lips did not move, but her voice filled the mermaid’s head. (My daughter. What troubles you?)
Kailani signed her request. I tire of the sea. I want to walk beneath the sun. Learn of Man and their customs.
(You may not like what you learn.)
That is the risk of any exploration or search for knowledge. You have never stopped us from exploring the sea or taking from those above. Let me gain firsthand knowledge.
(If that is truly your desire. But it will cost you. What do you have to offer me?)
Kailani removed the amulet from around her neck. This medallion of precious metals.
Velekai lifted one slick tentacle and plucked it from Kailani’s hands. (I sense this was valued by a man. His death gave it power.) She drew a cauldron to her and dropped the medallion inside. Other limbs uncoiled, stretching into shelves to gather jars and dried sea flora. One by one, she cast the ingredients into the pot, then grasped a dagger. (Spells take blood to bind. Hold out your hand.)
Kailani obeyed. The Sea Queen sliced across the fat of Kailani’s thumb, squeezing drops of blood into the cauldron. The magic pulled it under so that nothing drifted away. Then the Queen pressed the blade to her own skin, adding her blood as well. She stirred the brew with a wand of silver, gold, and diamond. (I call on Mahallaliel to give strength. Lend her the form of woman that you have so studied.) The cauldron glowed, swallowing light and sound as the medallion changed shape. When Velekai drew it forth again, the rayed sun had warped into curling arms of an octopus. (Put this on when you go to the surface. It will give you the form you desire, so that you may walk among the Realm of Dust. It will also grant you the ability to understand Man’s speech.)
Kailani bowed her head in thanks and turned to leave. But one powerful tentacle lashed out, curling in front of her like a warning.
(One more thing. A second gift.) The Sea Queen plucked a conch shell from a shelf and pressed it into her hands. (Use this to call your sisters if you are in need of help. You do not know the dangers of the world of Man.)
Kailani grabbed a rope to tie the conch around her waist and held the amulet tight as she swam to the surface. 

      [image: ]Kailani swam toward the rising sun, into waters where merfolk did not belong. The water tasted of oil and smoke as she entered the waters tainted by man. She reached a bustling island, its shores crowded with ships and its land alive with people. Wooden stalls and bright awnings lined the shore; nothing here was quiet or still. With so many travelers coming and going, she could watch unnoticed. Slipping past the docks, she searched for a secluded place to change. Beyond the planks, a narrow inlet of rock hid a small stretch of beach. There was no direct path from the docks, only a tunnel leading through the stone. It would serve.
She awkwardly pulled herself arm over arm onto the warm sand until her tail was completely out of the water. The sand scraped her skin, coarser than the soft sea beds she was used to. Her body felt heavier without the sea to buoy her, every movement dragging with strange weight. She sat up and wiped the sand off her arms, then put the amulet over her head. A sharp pain split down her lower body. Her scales fell off as the skin split in two, then shed flesh to reveal two slender limbs beneath. Her body felt flayed open, every nerve raw beneath the sun. These new legs were red with blood and throbbed with tenderness. Kailani regretted doing this on land as she crawled back to the soothing sea to clean herself off. On unsteady feet she stood. She noticed other changes as well. Her nails had shortened, her neck gills closed. She ran her tongue over blunted teeth. How would she tear into fish now? The sun felt hotter than she had expected. She wanted to dive back into the cool waters, but pushed herself forward, into the coolness of the rock opening ahead. Her bare shoulders rubbed against the rough stone. Her skin wasn’t so tough now, already bleeding from a mere scrape.
The tunnel opened into a wide cave with a spring. A familiar glowing fungus in shades of blue and green spread in the water, and crept up along the ceiling, providing a cool light.
Kailani’s mouth felt so dry, her skin raw. She drank from the pool of water. The sensation was strange—to drink water rather than breathe it in. Her lungs clawed for liquid in a way they never had for air, leaving her throat parched. Her skin ached, begging for the slick balm of the sea. Her stomach made a strange sound and gnawed at her. She had used so much energy in the change; she needed food. No fish swam in this pool. She would have to find some elsewhere. She turned toward the cave’s far passage and stopped cold. A fire glowed there, though moments ago the stone had been bare. A woman waited beside it, cloaked and still, with a deer skull at her feet, a bowl of fruit at her side, and a bundle of cloth the color of old sails.
“My child, I was told to expect you. I do not serve your queen, but for respect of all the old gods, I will do what I can to help.” She lifted the canvas cloth. “A simple dress to cover your nakedness.” Kailani removed the rope cord with the shell. The woman helped put the dress over her head, then tied the cord back around her waist.
Next, the woman grabbed the bowl. “Peaches to calm your hunger.” She demonstrated, biting into the soft red and yellow fruit. Kailani took one and rolled it in her hand. The fuzzy texture was not something she’d encountered below the sea. She noticed the woman’s teeth were also blunt yet had no trouble breaking the skin. Kailani took a bite. Her tongue searched for brine but found only sweetness, unnervingly rich, almost cloying, as liquid dribbled down her chin. She wasn’t sure if she liked it; it was so different. Her stomach eased though, so she took another bite. A third bite sent a bitter hardness shuddering through her teeth and she yanked back in horror.
The woman laughed and showed Kailani how to remove the inner pit.
More cautious this time, Kailani ate more until her hunger abated. She signed thank you to the woman.
“I do not understand your gestures. I have done what I can. From now forward, you are on your own. Welcome to Aloka-pasar.” The woman lifted and placed the deer skull over her face as a mask.
Kailani rinsed the peach juice from her face and fingers. When she looked up again, the woman was gone.
The path out of the cave opened onto a sprawling market. People swarmed through the aisles like schools of fish. She had never seen so many humans in one place. Everyone was talking. Vendors shouting about wares, only half of the words Kailani understood; customers haggling; families and companions walking and talking through the crowd. On land, every sound cracked sharp instead of carrying soft and fluid. The air stabbed her ears with shouts, laughter, metal clinks. Scents piled on top of one another—spice, smoke, sweat—confusing in their chaos. The sea never lied this way; one scent always led to its source. 
There were so many styles of dress (and undress) that no one looked twice at Kailani. The magic of the transformation granted her understanding of Man’s speech, though often without the weight behind the words. She could catch every syllable, yet not always the intent. What was a “boar”? Why would someone eat with a “fork”? She wandered from stall to stall, touching things when she could, marveling at the different textures, learning the true names of things. Some vendors spoke to her, but she mostly ignored them unless they were identifying their wares. The day passed as she wandered. The market seemed endless. She could stay here forever and never grow bored. A mirror enthralled her for some time. Her reflection fascinated her, seeing the changes in her face. She stuck out her tongue, opened her mouth wide to look at her single layer of blunted teeth. Her hair was silkier, so strange to see it
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      [image: ]Theodore,
I thought you had finally gotten some sense and settled down. I barely see you married, get the wonderful announcement that your wife is with child, and the next thing I hear is that you have abandoned her for that ship of yours. If you don’t get yourself back before that baby is born, your father is cutting you off. This will be your last sea trip. Get it out of your system, then get back to your family and be the father that child deserves.
Signed,
Your Mother
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