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A Note from the Editor

 

**Content Warning for this Anthology**

MERMAIDS, IN FACT MER PEOPLE IN GENERAL, are much like humans in that some are the nicest, kindest, most caring beings anyone could ever hope to meet, while others… Well, let’s just say every good story needs a villain, shall we?

The seas run deep, and the deeper you go, the darker they get. There is a reason the phrase is “sinking into the depths of…”

This anthology contains some stories that go into the depths, literally and figuratively.

While I, personally, do not consider any of these stories to have gone too far into that dark abyss, some of them are tinged a bit blue, fading toward black. Some are a bit disturbing. Some deal with adult themes, and some are about violence, and some have curse words.

Most of these stories have mild language, but not all of them do. Most do not contain moral or ethical dilemmas, but some do. Most are not about terrible things, but some of them are.

Though I think the chances anyone will regret reading any of these stories are slight, I feel I should caution those who feel they need warnings.

If that is you, then, just as though you were getting ready to dive off of a cliff and into the sea, I suggest you indulge in careful consideration before you enter this anthology. Consider yourself warned.

If that is not you, if you already know you would jump… Well, you should consider yourself warned as well. There are often rocks at the bottom of the cliffs…and shipwrecks.

-Sam Knight

August 6th, 2022

 

 


[image: ]




Where the Wind Blows the Water

by

Matthew F. Amati

 

MER-MOPPETS WITH SEA-WET HAIR embraced their mother in a swirl of bubbles. “Tell us the story about Father! How did Father come to live with us?”

Their mother laughed. “Oh, children. Your father was not born of mer-folk. He comes from the far-off heights of Land!”

“And is there no water on Land? And do no schools of fish float by?”

“Your father hails from a human town. Isn’t that right, dear?”

Their father grinned, and the children knew it was true.

“And why did Father come to live with us?”

“He was lonely. Isn’t that right, my love?”

Father said nothing, only smiled.

“Well, children. Your father…
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...was a fisherman. He lived by himself, in a house grimy as a barnacle’s bottom. His fire was always going out. He ate his dinners cold with the eyes still on.

One day, a ship docked in the town. The Texarkana, westbound out of Southend. The captain hung handbills all over town.

LONELY MEN! FIND YOURSELF A SEA WIFE!

Your father was curious. “What,” he asked aloud, “is a Sea Wife?”

An old woman laughed.

“A Sea Wife? A woman of the waters, my friend. A spirit of the deeps, a phantom of the waves, a sweeper of coral-gabled caves. Tempt her to your boat, she’ll be your wife for life. Lovely as the dawn salt spray! Eyes like the maelstrom’s mystery! Hair like…”

“Like seaweed?” your father wanted to know.

The crone made a face. “Who would want that? No, her hair is like anyone else’s hair, once it dries a bit.”

The crone leaned close. Your father smelt her breath like rotten clams.

“Think about having your own Sea Wife, sir! A woman who would even love a brute face like your own. A woman to be yours forever.”

Your father imagined his Sea Wife. In his kitchen, frying sprats. On his doorstep, sweeping. In his bed, waiting, eyes languorous as the depths of tidal eddies…
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“Did he know his Sea Wife would be you, Mother?”

Their mother laughed. Bubbles whirled round. “Of course not. Not at that time. We hadn’t met. Had we, dear?”

Father smiled.
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Your father signed on board as coxswain, took his berth. The Texarkana sailed, in search of Sea Wives! Twelve crew, all rough as rocks, all lonely as guano-dotted crags. All looking to find their loves amid the foam-haired salt-sea spray. Just imagine, children!

Sea-life was hard. Weevils spawned in the ship’s biscuit. The biscuit was so tough, the men dissolved it in rum. They had to fight hard and bloody with drunk weevils.

The world of ships was full of unfamiliar words: spar, haws, gaffles, jub, burrmeister, flab line, spinnacle, cassowary, geep. What to make of a command like “Hard abaft the gubbins, men! Flay diligently the aft gumbuckle!” Your father didn’t have a clue. He spent the voyage hiding in barrels, reading castoff bibles that held dangerous misprints.

The Texarkana sailed past the 180th Meridian. It discovered a little-known 181st Meridian, and many more beyond that. As the crew sailed past where the world ought to have ended, clouds passed from the moon. The North Star set, a thing it had never done before.

As the fires of sunrise boiled World’s-End-Waters, the men demanded “Captain! When do we get our Sea Wives?”

“Now,” the captain told them. “Now! Your Sea Wives await.”

The men ran to the railings.

The captain raised a peculiar large shell to his lips. He called: “Maidens of the deep! I have returned with your Land Husbands!”
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“And did Father come to us then?”

“He did! Languorous, slender, persuasive arms pulled him over the port side, into the waiting waters. And your father found himself looking into my very own blue eyes, mysterious as the throats of whirlpools.

“And in the chambers of the sea we met. And under the waves we wed.”
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“Is supper ready, Mother?”

“Yes, my loves.”

“And will Father be having supper?”

Father stretched akimbo in a corner of the cave. His grin was fixed, as always. His jaw was bleached bone. Little fishes swam in and out of his empty eyes.

“Oh, my spawnlings. Your father takes his supper cold with the eyes still on. Of his bones are coral made.

“Pour him eternally his infinite draught of sea.”
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Matthew F. Amati was born in Chicago but was asked to leave soon after. He lives by a canal in Madison, Wisconsin and plays the 5-string banjo. Over 40 of his short stories have appeared in various online and print publications. His novel Loompaland is available from places online that sell books.
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Coquillages

by

Bridget Day

 

FINN HURRIED DOWN TO THE SEA AFTER SUPPER, still in his shorts and long socks. The left sock had a nasty tear in it that would send Mabel into a fit if she spotted it. He decided to hide this pair in the box at the back of his wardrobe, where he squirreled his treasures away, until he could dispose of them later.

There were several important items in Finn’s makeshift rucksack as he clambered down over the rocky coast. (Another thing that would make his governess wild with worry: her nine-year-old ward climbing this particularly treacherous path down to the shore by himself). The inventory of his precious cargo included three flaky rolls straight from the kitchen and two books that Finn had already read cover to cover, twice. The closer he got to the crash of the waves, the giddier he felt. The salt stung his cheeks, and he turned his face up into the wind to meet it.

His good indoor shoes were entirely wrong for this sort of spelunking, but Finn hadn’t had time to fetch his wellies from the far side of the manor before sneaking out. His opportunities were rare these days, between his lessons and Mabel’s overbearing eye.

The lighthouse winked in the distance through the gathering dusk.

Nearly to the shore, a few feet to the left, Finn found the gap in the enormous stones he was looking for. From his rucksack, he pulled out the handheld electric torch his mother had given him for his last birthday. He switched it on and slid carefully down into the cave.

The space wasn’t big, but it did stretch nearly ten paces beyond Finn, ending just at the far reaches of the light from his torch. The water slipped in for a visit there and then swept back out to the open ocean, carrying its leagues of secrets with it.

When he’d first discovered this spot, nearly ten months ago in the early fall, Finn had slipped on a particularly briny patch of seaweed above and slid his way right down into the cave. It had been, in essence, an entry into another world. He’d had bruises for weeks, but they’d been worth the discovery.

This evening he made it down without injury. He crouched on the foam-speckled rock and pulled the rest of the goodies from his bag: the rolls, the books, a shiny apple, a thermos of soup.

“Seashell?” The voice came from where the rocks met the water.

“Seaweed,” Finn said back with a grin. He turned the torch away from her face, but there was still just enough light to make her out, head bobbing in the water. Her hair glowed. Finn didn’t think he knew the word to describe its color.

“I brought more today,” he said, gesturing to the spread in front of him.

“More of what?”

“Food.” She was silent. “Books.” This won him the desired response: she laughed. She disappeared under the little lapping waves, a silver flash in her wake. When she reappeared, she placed her hands on the rocky ledge, coming as close to land as she dared.

“Thank you,” she whispered. Finn could hear her clearly over all the sounds of the sea.

“Two more Christies,” he said. Discovering that his new friend had a thirst for murder mysteries had been a bizarre thrill. Luckily, Finn’s mother kept her bookshelves thoroughly stocked. He didn’t think she’d miss these few. “This one takes place on a train,” he said, pointing. “It’s like a boat, but it runs on metal tracks on land. You can even sleep on them.” Finn did love to talk about trains.

“I’ve seen a train,” his companion said. “Down the coast, there’s one that runs alongside the water.” She tilted her head, considering the cover of the book that Finn was holding up to show her. “I’d like to ride one someday.”

Finn lit up. “It’s magnificent,” he said. “You can sit and eat sweets and watch the world go by outside your window and play cards for hours.” He added a rather daft thing, then: “Someday, I’ll take you on one.”

“Someday,” she agreed, her voice dreamy. “Now what smells so good?”
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Finn called her Seaweed, because the day he slid into the grotto and met her, she’d appeared like a beast from the depths, come to consume him. Once he’d regained his bearings and assessed the gash on his shin, the slimy green creature peering at him over the edge of the rock’s lip had been far scarier than the fall. His scout’s training made Finn feel a bit brave, however, so when the monster made no move towards him, he only squared his shoulders and said. “Hello. Would you like to see some shells I found?” His pockets were full of them.

So, Seaweed had peeled her camouflage off enough that he could see she was just a girl around his age — its own rather serious shock — and told him he couldn’t imagine the incredible seashells she’d seen. She called him Seashell from then on, anyway. Sometimes she brought him specimens he had to believe had come from the very sea floor. They shone with their own strange light from within.

He’d only seen Seaweed once again last fall before the winter came on; he’d happened to have a book in his bag and discovered her immense fascination with them for the first time. The rocks were near impenetrable once the ice set in, and he worried about how she kept warm out there. As spring melted into summer, he’d slipped Mabel’s tight lead and snuck more books and tasty morsels out to his new friend.

She always returned the books he brought her, if a little thicker from water and laden with tiny sea stars and sand dollar bookmarks. He couldn’t return them to his mother’s shelf in that condition, which rather thwarted his plan to swap them in and out a few at a time, so he hid them underneath his bed instead. It was starting to smell like the sea in there.

He made a bargain with the housekeeper, Eileen, that she could rest in his room whenever she wanted during the day if she didn’t clean under his bed for a while. So far, the accord was holding.

The summer was hot, the sea was a respite, and Finn was distracted all day from his lessons by the pull of the tide. And Seaweed. He’d never had a friend like her before.

She’d started finding him all over the shore. When he was collecting sticks to build out a fort in the forested spot on the edge of the land, Seaweed had appeared from around a rocky outcropping and floated him several enormous, water-logged pieces of driftwood for his project. She could only come so near, but in his roughest clothes, Finn waded out to catch hold of them once they drifted close enough.

Once, while taking a long walk with some visiting great uncle at the gentleman’s request, Finn had seen the silver flash amongst the waves gathering offshore that he knew — knew — was Seaweed. He stuck his tongue out in her direction while the man mused aloud about the terrible temperament of swans.

Another time, taking his lunch by the sea with Mabel knitting contentedly in her seat in front of him on the dock, Seaweed had started popping her head up, pulling faces behind Mable’s back. Finn laughed uncontrollably as she disappeared before the poor woman could see what was so funny, only to reemerge on her other side time and time again. Understandably, Mabel was rather cross with him all evening.

She was good at finding Finn wherever he went, so long as it was along the sea. Finn learned that she loved Hercule Poirot but didn’t so much care for Ms. Marple. He learned that her hair took on the color of the weather. He learned that she liked aged cheeses best of all the things he brought her to try, an opinion he wholeheartedly agreed with.

“I have food, Seashell,” she’d said when he expressed concern he wasn’t bringing her nearly enough. “I’ve a whole ocean of food. Delicacies you can’t imagine. It’s just that none of them taste quite like bread and cheese,” she added with a little sniff. Finn, brave as he was, declined her offer to try raw sea urchin next time they met.

That day, Seaweed had asked him to bring her a book of French words next. She’d taken such a shine to Mr. Poirot that Finn felt an odd pang of what might have been jealousy. Could one be jealous of a character from a novel? Finn thought he would make a fine detective himself, though he didn’t say this to Seaweed.

One day he’d solve a very famous crime, something that gripped the entire nation in its grisly clutches until he alone uncovered the final clue and revealed the perpetrator. (His gut had been right all along!) Then he would bring Seaweed the newspaper and show her the headline: BOY DETECTIVE NEW HEAD OF SCOTLAND YARD. No matter that he lived in Massachusetts. Seaweed would know that she had a friend even better than Hercule. Or at least as good as. Finn wasn’t entirely confident he would’ve been able to sort out that Orient Express mess himself.

“I’m going to invent an underwater train,” he told Seaweed one day. He was fishing off the dock, visible from the house. Mabel and Eileen were hanging the laundry out back on the veranda, but they would’ve had to come much closer to see his companion. She had streaks of sand in her hair, little green streamers dripping water onto her shoulders as she bobbed. Finn glanced at the silver flash in the water below her and away again.

Her eyes lit up at this suggestion, and she twirled around twice, giddy. “What a perfect idea,” she said. “Imagine your people, looking out the window and coming face to face with a whale!” Her laugh sounded like a crashing wave. Finn would’ve recognized it on any shore.

“Sleeper cars with seafoam mattresses,” he pitched. “Every drink will have bubbles in it. The seats will be made from enormous seashells.”

“Less comfortable than you’d think,” Seaweed countered. “You should see some of the interior decorating that goes on down here.” She wrinkled her nose a little. “Tacky, if you ask me.”

Finn couldn’t begin to imagine.
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As the cold rose again, Finn felt it creeping around his heart like a frost.

He hadn’t had many friends before Seaweed. An eclectic, homebody mother and absent father made him a poor social mark. Now that he mainly took lessons at the house, he had few other children to play with, aside from Davie and Maxwell at Scouts meetings. His mother took visitors, many elegant, studious-looking men and women — sometimes also in a chair, like his mother was — who came and were kind to Finn, but they weren’t his friends. Mabel and Eileen might’ve listened to him expound the intricacies of the newest diesel-powered locomotives, but they weren’t exactly his friends, either.

Seaweed was his friend, though. So long as he could keep her reading. The pile under his bed was getting rather large, and his minders were growing more suspicious as the weather turned crisp. When Finn snuck off to the craggy shore, any door he opened let in a chill gasp of air, tattling on his escape. Still, he found Seaweed whenever he could.

“Bonjour,” she greeted him. Her accent had gotten much better, once Finn had clumsily explained to her the little he knew of the language. He hadn’t told her the French dictionary and workbook he brought her had been his own, so now he was without. She hadn’t returned those to him yet. He didn’t mind.

“Coquillages,” she added, holding up a handful of seashells towards him in explanation. He knelt near her by the edge in the grotto and examined his gifts. In return, he’d brought her hot little hand pies, his mother’s favorite. They’d been so fresh he burned two fingertips swiping them.

“Merci,” he said, and when Seaweed smiled at him, he saw she was missing a tooth. They were the same, he thought, no matter what world they each went to sleep in.

“When are you going to take me on a train?” she asked as he left. She asked him this every time he left, now. The sun was already setting; he was sure once he climbed back up, he’d hear Mabel calling for him.

“Soon,” he said, just as he did every time she asked. He meant it. He really meant it. Scout’s honor.
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“Finn,” his mother said, tilting his face to hers.

Vera was shorter than him in her chair and had been for several years now, but he still felt her presence to be enormous. She was a busy woman, even though she rarely left home. She published work consistently under a pseudonym, which Finn couldn’t understand — he wanted everyone to know her brilliant work was by her. His mother took visitors, edited manuscripts for friends, and wrote an unbelievable stream of outgoing correspondence. The manor had been specially fitted for her wheels to maneuver through years ago, and she lived more easily here than anywhere out in the world.

The way she sat by the window and looked at the sea made Finn wonder sometimes if she longed for more. He couldn’t ask her such a thing, though.

“Finn,” Vera said again, and he met her eyes. She was unusually serious. It was a rare thing to have his mother angry with him. He bit his lip and shifted his weight.

“Yes, Mother?”

“Would you care to tell me what on earth has happened to my books?”

Finn’s eyes widened, darted behind his mother to the four inlaid bookshelves ringing her study. He thought he’d been doing a perfectly good job of rearranging things subtly every time he took a new volume, disguising the holes. He’d been fooling himself to think his mother wouldn’t notice.

“I’ve, uh, borrowed — a few,” he stammered. Vera only looked at him steadily. “To read,” he added, as though that might help. She raised one fine eyebrow.

“And why, I might ask, are they turning up like this?”

Alas, his agreement with Eileen had apparently come to an abrupt end. He eyed the stiff, faintly green copy of Little Women he’d stashed under his bed months ago now. Even fully dried, it smelled pungently of the sea.

Finn met his mother’s gaze again. She placed the book gently in her lap, like the grimy thing belonged with her. “Tell me, darling,” she said. Finn looked out the window behind her at the rolling, gray tide breaking against the rocks. He wondered where Seaweed would ride out the advancing storm.

“I made a friend,” he said.
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That night, once all the lights were out except in Vera’s study, she sat in her chair looking out the same window. It was dark, but she knew where the sea lay. Finn had fallen asleep on the sofa in her study hours before, but Mabel had at last come to fetch him for a bath and sleep in his own room. His room full of books from the sea.

Vera had noticed her shelves thinning for months; she was too keen not to. She would never punish her son for his hunger to read, even if she was curious about his secrecy.

She’d had no idea the strange, impossible tale he would tell her by way of explanation. He hardly seemed to believe it himself.

Vera’s body ached. She’d been in the chair for too long without a break today. She finished the few fingers of whiskey she’d poured herself and wheeled towards her bathroom, her enormous copper tub nearly full. It was her favorite part of the house, aside from that window. She peeled off the layers of blankets she always wore carefully tucked around herself in her chair one by one, sighing in relief.

Beneath them, her tail looked dull, nearly lifeless. It was cool and clammy to the touch. Vera winced. She’d pushed it too far today. Her son’s story had awoken a feral sort of longing in her that she usually held at arm’s length: a beautiful, perished creature, wings spread and secured under glass.

With a great, heaving sigh, Vera hauled herself from the chair over the edge of the tub, water splashing gleefully on the floor. Decades, and she still hadn’t figured out a smoother way in.

Under the water, her tail gleamed.
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The Shrinking Island

by

Read Gallo

 

BEFORE THE TAMING OF MAGIC, the island was shrinking. Some people said the cadassi, or as you might call them merfolk, were eating the shoreline. Fishers went missing, gnawed bones washed ashore shore and the coconut trees rotted where they stood.

Hunaisa did not care.

She picked up a dragon fruit and hurled it at the nearest palm tree.

Katango was a stupid vicious, stupid handsome, stupid waste of air and land, and Hunaisa was sorry she’d ever seen his face.

The dragon fruit slapped into the tree and rolled back to her feet.

Inviting her to dance at the prayer feast! She’d been caught off guard. She wasn’t from a powerful family. She wasn’t pretty. But she’d been flattered, and she’d stammered and flushed and accepted. Then he laughed.

Hunaisa picked up the dragon fruit again and threw it this time at a rock shaped like Katango’s head.

All his stupid, vicious friends laughed at her.

The dragon fruit splattered on the rock, spiky pink skin splitting and juice spilling.

She’d lost her temper and made a fool of herself. She ought to have cried beautifully into her cousin’s shoulder until someone chastised Katango for being unkind to a sensitive and lovely girl.

Hunaisa kicked half the dragon fruit along the path beside the bathing spring.

She ought to have kept her temper and smiled. “Oh, good. You were joking. I thought I would have to go through it and endure your stench.” Then tossed her hair and walked away swiveling her hips.

The dragon fruit rolled into the water.

But no! She’d lost her temper and punched his stupid, handsome face. The chief, who was also Katango’s uncle, had scolded her for causing trouble during a time of crisis. She’d been sent out of the village for the night, ashamed. If she hadn’t been so angry, Hunaisa might have been afraid. Her mother told her to beg for mercy and stay in the safety of the village—that’s what everyone did. But Hunaisa had been humiliated enough by Katango’s family for one day, and she didn’t care if she got eaten by fish-people or rotted like the coconut trees or washed out to sea because apparently even the land wasn’t behaving like it was supposed to anymore.

She growled and sat by the spring. She’d come there by habit, since whenever she left the village with the other girls it was to come here to fetch fresh water and bathe. She’d sat next to a pile of lemon peels that everyone used to make their hair shine.

Grandma said it was important to drink when you’d been crying and Hunaisa had been crying with her anger all day. So, she picked up a handful of the rinds and swam out into the water.

No one would notice the shine of her hair if she disappeared. No one would care if she disappeared. Mother would probably be happy she never had to beg for her stupid, vicious, not-handsome daughter.

Hunaisa thought maybe she wouldn’t go back to the village. She could live forever in the wilderness. Find a cave and be a mean-spirited magic-woman. She’d fish for herself and curse the town. More likely she’s get eaten by the cadassi, but Grandma also said it’s good to dream.

Hunaisa dreamed she’d got her own island as a mean-spirited magic-women and when the stupid, handsome boys glimpsed her from afar and she was so achingly beautiful that they would swim out to get closer to her. She dreamed that the vicious ones would drown or dash against the rocks.

Then she realized someone else in the water behind her.

“This counts as outside of the village, and I won’t leave until the chief himself forces me too!” Hunaisa shouted without looking.

“What?” The other girl had a softer voice and the kind of mushy, big eyes that made a woman look like a child if she didn’t glare. “Sorry!”

Hunaisa did not recognize the other girl, which meant the stranger had traveled quite far from her own home. Maybe the shrinking island was pushing the villages together and there would be a war, too. But a traveler might have a safe place to sleep at night, so Hunaisa softened her own face and smiled. “I said, hello, friend. I’m Hunaisa from Agana Springs. Who are you?”

The girl smiled and swam nearer in the purple-red water. “P…pleased to meet you. I’m Attau f-f-from Flower Lagoon.”

Flower Lagoon. Hunaisa had never heard of it, but this stuttering girl keeping her distance couldn’t be a threat. Her hair hung in a loose sheet, and it did not shine. “Are you far from home? Come here and I’ll plaid your braids and make them shine.”

“I am. I came with fishers, and I got lost.” Attau swam nearer. Her way of swimming, without really using her arms, was as funny as her way of talking. “I do like how your hair shines.”

Hunaisa flipped the braids over her hand, pleased with the silky smoothness. “It’s the simplest thing. Lemon peels.”

“Lemon.” Attau repeated as if she’d never heard the word and nodded.

“Where have you been sleeping?” Hunaisa asked. “I’ll share my food if you’ll let me stay there with you. If it’s safe. In the morning, I will take you to my village and our elders will help you get home.”

Attau relaxed and smiled. She had a radiant smile, and her teeth were like pearls. “I— Thank you. So much!”

“Of course.” Hunaisa crushed the lemon rinds in Attau’s dark hair. Her hair was tangled but salt-softened between her fingers.

“I’ve been staying in the grotto just under there. I’ve been too afraid to go far from it. I don’t know if the great fish will chase me again.”

“Great fish?” Where was this girl from? “Like a shark or a whale?”

“Yes. Only more so. More teeth. More size.” Attau flinched, embarrassed. “Sorry. I... I meant… The great fish is bigger than a whale and has more teeth than a shark. I’ve never seen anything like it.”

“It’s alright. I understand.” Hunaisa took her time squeezing the lemon and raking it through her new friend’s hair. There wasn’t a noisy crowd of people around demanding their turn or gossiping about stupid boys. “I’ve never heard of the great fish.”

A little fin brushed her leg as Attau spun around to face her. Hunaisa thought nothing of it. Fish were plentiful in the bathing spring.

“Your village isn’t troubled by the great fish!” Attau’s eyes brightened.

“My village has many troubles, but a fish isn’t one of them.” Hunaisa took the girl’s shoulder and moved her back into position. Her skin was…unusually soft, almost spongey. “You must stay still, or I won’t be able to get your braids straight.”

Attau relaxed again and let Hunaisa play with her hair. “I’d like very much to see your village. The great fish crushed our stores of crabs and clams. It tore up our kelp farms. It even broke one of our pipes.”

Hunaisa braided quietly and made noises as if she understood. But she knew by now
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