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“Do you think she remembers?” one of the Fairy Queen’s council asked. “She did seem a bit distracted when she promised us a tale.” 

“Doesn’t she always seem distracted?” the other one asked. “She is the Queen, after all, and Queen’s are supposed to have a lot on their minds.” 

“You may well be right about that”, the first one said. “But that was not my point.” 

“What was your point exactly?” The council was a bit distracted itself after having solved an issue regarding two fairies born with exact same coloration. As fairies loved to be unique, they both felt that their lives were ending. Settling the matter had involved many tears, which was almost unheard of in Fairyland, given that fairies rarely cried, a few bottles of sweet wine, and an unfathomable amount of pickled elderberries. Finally, the two fairies had decided to be the first ever person consisting of two separate persons. Having chosen a new name for themselves, they were now known as Narcissus. The Queen’s council feared the pair would soon return with another dilemma, perhaps one concerning personal matters such as taste in food and drink. They had noted a Narcissus-half grimacing over an elderberry particularly well pickled. That could indicate trouble was quickly brewing. 

“My point was...” the elder council paused to consider. 

“Forgotten?” the younger one tried to help. 

“No, no, I’m pretty certain I had it when I brought it up.” The elder council’s face wrinkled in a way that often worried the younger one. He looked like a prune left to dry for far too long. The fate of dried up prunes was not a pretty one, and the younger council was ready to do anything to save his beloved from a similar destiny. 

“Perhaps Shaula remembers”, the younger one said with confidence. “She’s good at remembering things.” 

“And being distracted.” 

“Just like a Queen should.” 

Pleased with themselves after having sorted out the challenge of resurfacing a thought lost and forgotten, the council stepped into the Queen’s audience room. They weren’t exactly invited, but as the Queen’s council, they rarely expected to be denied access to any part of the Queen’s court. Every door opened to them, either with or without a generous amount of persuasion. 

“Your Royal Highness”, the younger council said with an exaggerated bow. 

“Our blessed Queen”, the elder council echoed. 

“Have I missed an appointment with you two?” Queen Shaela asked, barely raising her eyes from the letter she was writing. Running a kingdom required much effort, even from one born for the task. 

The council rolled their eyes like the Queen had entertained them with a jest. “You most definitely have.” 

“Well, not exactly, we didn’t have a time set.” 

“But a day?” 

“Almost? She said ‘next time’, that I clearly recall.” 

“That is true, I also have that memory.” 

The council returned their attention to the Queen. “You promised us a story”, the older one said, and the younger continued. “After the battle. You said, next time, I’ll tell you a story of a mermaid.” 

“What was her name again?” The older council tapped a finger to his cheek. “I’m quite certain she had a name.” 

“Are you certain she was a she? One can never be certain these days.” 

“Almost certain, but still a bit uncertain.” 

“That might be the correct path here, yet a treacherous one.” 

“When it comes to gender, all paths are treacherous.” 

The council nodded their heads in perfect agreeance, unwittingly giving Shaela time to finish her letter. 

“A story of a mermaid?” she asked, folding the letter and sealing it with wax before giving it to a blackbird to carry off into a distant village. “I do have a faint memory of a promise, but does it have to be now?” 

“Yes.” The council waved their fingers, making a pink love-seat appear from thin air. On each end, a small, ornate table arrived carrying wine, cheese made from milk offered freely by a cow, and the freshest grapes. “We want a story. Now.” 

“And after, we’ll tell you a secret.” 

The younger council paled. “Are we going to tell her about the paintings?” he cried in terror. “I thought we were going to keep those to ourselves!” 

“No!” the older council cried, equally pale. “Those will remain a secret forever! I was going to tell her about Narcissus!” 

Color returned to the younger council’s face as relief swept over him. “Oh, Narcissus. Well that’s a juicy secret to share.” 

“What is this about Narcissus?” Shaela asked. She had also waved a finger to bring forth a soft chair. Unfortunately, fairy magic didn’t always work when she tried to use it. Instead of a pink sofa, she’d gotten a tree stump that would, given time, take root in the middle of her audience room and grow into a real tree. Shaela spoke a strict order in ancient s’man-tek like a human wizard, and the stump removed itself. Another order brought in a sofa she’d aimed at. 

“Well, turns out two fairies were born under the exact same color”, the younger council shared. 

“They were utterly distraught, but finally settled on becoming one person.” 

“As two persons.” 

“That is a juicy secret”, Shaela said. She didn’t have the heart to remind the council that she, as monarch, knew everything that came to pass in Fairyland. She knew of Narcissus, she knew where the tree stump went to take root, she even knew that her council had taken to painting lewd pictures of one another and planned to gift them to their friends. 

The council smiled brighter than the sun. “What about the story?” 

Shaela arranged her hems. The sofa was soft and pink and plush, but managing to be perfectly comfortable while wearing a dress fit for court was challenging. After a bit of pointless fidgeting, Shaela gave up. 

“I did make a promise”, Shaela agreed. The council settled in to listen, a cup of tea at hand, nibbling on pieces of well-cured cheese. “But where should we start?”, she pondered. “Perhaps the sorcerer.” 

“Oh yes”, the council took a moment to clap. “Magic is always a good place to start!” 
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“You have grown to be powerful in might”, teacher said, proud of her student. “There is nothing more we can teach you.” 

“I have felt this for a long time”, Marintha said. “But I wish to learn more, more than our books can show me.” 

“This knowledge you must seek for yourself”, teacher sighed. “I cannot help you.” 

Marintha nodded. It had been clear since the beginning that someday, she would leave the mermaid city to find what more the Universe had to offer. She had been blessed with a gift the likes of which her kind rarely saw. Might had chosen her from birth. There was little teachers could do to advance her skills. Under their tutelage, she had grown more disciplined and precise. Gone were the wayward ways of a child, replaced with the patience of a young woman older than her years. She had learned the responsibilities that came with great power. 

“I will leave come dawn”, she said. 

“I will speak of you”, teacher promised. Her name would not be forgotten. She would become legend among those who dwelled under the sea. 

*** 
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Her journey took her far and beyond. Having explored the ocean and all the secrets it held, she sighed. 

This world was sparse in might. It had little to offer her. Though her power had grown during the years she’d spent studying the sea, she was still not powerful enough to challenge those history would always remember. Compared to Ingold the Great, she was but a blundering novice. 

Age had made Marintha wise enough to settle for what she was. Instead of spending her years in a desperate chase of ultimate power, she forged a home for herself. There, she would dwell and help those who came to her. “I will be great”, she promised herself, “in guiding those who are lost.” 

The promise filled her with warm relief. Years spent searching had drained her, exhausted her. She needed to rest, to restore herself so she could be a soothing light in darkness. 

The city she came from was forged of crystal. Its streets sparkled with soft light, disappearing into the waters of the sea. She didn’t possess the power to force crystal to her will. That art demanded years of training. Instead, she chose to carve her home into stone. Elements of the earth were slow to change, but required less persuading than materials of magical origin. 

It didn’t take long for her to create halls wide and narrow into the stone that held upon it the entire weight of the sea. 

“Here”, she said, “I will remain. And here, I will help those who need me.” 

She sent word to her former teachers, not knowing that the message would never reach them. The sea was a dangerous place, especially for small creatures distracted by their duties. 

*** 
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Her life was peaceful, uneventful, even for a decade, perhaps two. Marintha studied, learned more than any mermaid before her, and grew powerful. Her might was strong: magic looked kindly upon her, granted her every request with no hesitation. The caverns she wanted it to dig deep within the sea bed grew wide and high as she decorated their walls with enchanted lights, and the books she wanted to study littered the halls, safe in their individual air pockets. 

She lacked for nothing, if not company. So when there was a knock on the door – 

*** 
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Shaela hesitated, paused for long enough for her council to become worried. “What is it?” they asked. “Are you not feeling well?” “Should we summon a healer?” “Perhaps a potion?” 

Fingers were waived, and as Shaela shooed away pink bottles of potions – restore health, cure disease, Pepto-Bismol – they worried even more. 

“I might have started from the wrong place”, she said. “For the mermaid sorcerer is not the main character of our story. We should start with the child.” 

“It always starts with a child”, the council sighed. “It is born, it grows up, it gets into all sorts of trouble.” 

“We do love our trouble, let’s hear more about that, then!” 

Trouble. 

Shaela sighed. Her mind was preoccupied with the relations between elves and fae-folk and the crisis regarding Narcissus. This interruption did little to lift her spirits. 

“The child was born to a mermaid who held high power under the sea”, she continued. “A councilwoman named Dorothea. As we dive under the sea to be a part of her tale, she is in the final stages of gestation, and ready to lay her eggs.” 

“Excuse us”, the council interrupted her. “Gestation? Eggs? Are they lizards?” 

“Or snakes?” 

“Actually”, Shaela replied, “they are more akin to fish.” 

“Cold blooded? Scaly?” 

“Do they have fins?” 

“How about gills?” 

“And what do they eat?” 

The council reached for the same pickled elderberry and ended up holding hands. 

“I’m sure we’ll get to their diet, eventually.” 

Having summoned another bowl of elderberries, the Queen’s council settled upon their pink love seat. “Anyone who doesn’t enjoy a powdered mint-leaf is a barbarian in our books.” 

“Should we?” Shaela asked, knowing the council would distract her until the ends of time if she let them. 

“Ah, yes, the story.” 

“Do continue, we so want to hear about life under water.” 
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“How many do you think there’ll be?” His hand was warm on her belly, curious to feel the shape of eggs. She shrugged. “Eight, perhaps nine.” 

“Will you name them this time? Before they hatch?” 

She shrugged again. Her hair, striped with purple and gold, floated around her like a cloud. “One or two, perhaps”, she said. The previous clutch hadn’t returned to them. The children in those eggs all had names before she returned to dry land to lay them. She wasn’t superstitious, but naming these children felt wrong, somehow. 

“I’d like one of them to bear your grand-mother’s name”, she said, “and one to share name with my aunt.” 

“One should carry a resemblance of your name”, he said, his voice and heart swelling with pride. Under the sea, women ruled. His mate was as powerful as she was beautiful, the colors of her hair repeating the shadows of the sea. She dominated both his destiny, and his life. 

“Perhaps”, she said, her voice dusty with worry. The water around her wanted to rinse dust away, but still, it lingered as she spoke. “We will decide later. Once they return to the sea.” 

He was wise enough to respect her decision. “They will return to us”, he promised, though it was not his promise to make. “How much longer do you think before we leave the waves?” 

Another shrug. “A week, perhaps two. These things are difficult to predict.” 

“Of course.” 

She flicked her tail to move to the window, away from his hands so curious on her skin. Sometimes, quite often, the stupidity of men irritated her. They were regarded as lesser beings, and treated as such. Men received no education in fine arts, no instruction in language or etiquette. All they knew was how to fight, and how to mate. Wealthier women had many, but she’d had to settle for one. She’d chosen him with care. Most times, she was pleased with her choice. He knew when to speak and when to leave her alone, understood when to admire the things she showed him, and was fully capable of protecting her from the perils of the sea. Still, he was a man, loud and crude compared to delicate females. 

“I could use magic”, she said, “to see what they’ll look like when they grow up.” She turned to face him, to challenge him. “If you’re curious.” 

His answer was delayed, as though he knew she wanted to test him. “My patience can withstand”, he finally said, “until it is time to see our children’s faces.” 

Her smile was twisted, cruel, somehow. She hadn’t asked to test him, but to offer herself an excuse to peek into a possible future. “Have it your way”, she said before turning her back on him. 

*** 
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“Kicked out again, father?” The children’s voices were light and bright. “Will she ever let you spend the night?” 

He turned to greet them with a smile genuine and pure. “Your mother is a noblewoman”, he explained, though the children knew well their mother’s origin. “And those noble enough need not share a bed with a snoring fool.” Laughing, he chased them to make them laugh as well. The sound of their happiness was like free and clear water to his ears. 

“We’ll have supper with auntie Blue tonight”, they declared. “All them men will be there, too. You should come.” 

Not all female mermaids treated their men like she did. Her sister was a kind woman, welcoming and warm. “I will come”, he promised, “but not before the day’s work is finished.” 

The children’s smiles didn’t fade. Their eyes sparkled with joy he could almost recall from his own childhood. “We don’t like work”, they declared. “We’d much rather play!” 

“Education is important”, he reminded them. “I’ll tell you what. If you go to school like good mermaids, I will take you with me come tomorrow.” 

“Where? Where?” Their screams were filled with happiness, accompanied by the sound of hands clapping. He whispered in their ears, and gained his reward as they frolicked in the sea, overwhelmed with joy. 

Taking them to see seahorses was a small thing that required little effort. Seeing them so joyful compensated the trouble by a thousandfold. 

*** 
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“My sister”, she asked, “is not coming?” 

“Mother didn’t say anything to us”, the children explained. Thanks to teachers and child’s maids, they were well-behaved and eager to chat. “But she does have her own schedules.” 

“Your mother is an important woman”, their aunt agreed, reaching a welcoming hand to him. Pleasantries were abundant here, in this home filled with light and laughter. He could hear men talking in the other room, their voices booming over the soft chatter of women. Eager to join them, he turned to excuse himself. 

Men and women rarely mingled during evenings like this. A dinner table was shared, but besides that, conversation was divided. Men talked of hunting and building in one room, while women discussed matters more important, such as marriage, disease, and death. Where the sweetest fish roe was served to the women, men indulged on fermented beverages. Quite often, many of them spent the night, waking up to a new dawn in unfamiliar surroundings, pale and nauseous from too much fun. 

“When is the new clutch arriving?” auntie Blue asked. Children were regarded a blessing under the sea. Their arrival was celebrated in many ways. Auntie Blue was understandably eager to start planning festivities for the new-borns. “And is all well with her?” 

“All is well. She is expecting to lay her eggs in a week, perhaps two.” 

“They will hatch come fall, then.” 

“When the waters turn colder and darker, yes.” 

Their conversation was cut short as she arrived. She swam to her sister with a warm smile on her face, a small gift in her hands. “It is good to see you well, sister”, she said. A container filled with small fish with fluorescent coloration exchanged hands. Containers like this had become popular during the summer. They were used as decorations and sources of soft light. Where some mermaids saw them cruel, most enjoyed their beauty. 

“And you, sister.” After kisses were also exchanged, she took her husbands hand, preventing him from joining the men. He allowed it with pride; it wasn’t common for a wife to cling to her husband’s company in public. He placed his hand to cover hers, which lingered on his arm, and was surprised to see her smile. 

*** 
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“What have I done to deserve this?” he asked her, his fingers lost in the forest of her hair. 

“I saw you”, she said, her head resting on his chest, her voice muddled with sleep. It was late, and she wanted to rest. “Playing with the children. I liked it.” 

He was wise enough not to continue. She fell asleep, her head on his chest, while he lay awake, listening to her breath while the ocean around them rested as well. 
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​Chapter Two


[image: ]


She awoke with a start. The sea was dark around them. She saw no danger, sensed no danger, and still, something was wrong. Unwilling to move, she pressed her hand against the swell of her stomach. Children lived there, sheltered by leathery shells. As she pressed to find them, she felt another spasm. 

She pushed her husband, not too gently. The last clutch had arrived quickly after the spasms had started; she didn’t want to waste precious time waking a man. “It is time”, she said. “We need to reach dry land.” 

He surprised her by waking up with ease and efficiency. He was up, reaching for a blanket before she could force herself out of bed. “The way is not long”, he said, “and I have the shortest route planned.” 

“When did you have time to do this?” she asked. Though signs of pregnancy weren’t as clear as they were with human women, it still made it difficult to move. He helped her up, and wrapped a blanket around her as he answered. “I’ve had weeks”, he said. “I wanted to make everything easy for you. To be ready to protect you when the time came.” 

Another spasm gave her an excuse to withhold an answer. “We have to move quickly.” 

“The last clutch was in a rush”, he said, bringing a shiver of fear to dance down her spine. The children she’d laid last year hadn’t returned home. She feared the same would happen with these. 

She had laid eggs four times in the past. It was a yearly event to complete the mating season. Though mermaids could mate at any given time, eggs only arrived once a year. If fertilized, they would be lain sixteen weeks hence. Children would incubate inside their eggs, buried in the soft sands of dry land. After three months, they would hatch, and return to the sea. 

“These ones are following their lead”, she said. 

*** 
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The sun had risen over the horizon as they arrived to the shore. It painted the sea white, blinded them with its rays. 

The sea was dark, yet clear. The eyes of mermaids had grown accustomed to dim light. Direct sunlight hurt like fire, and was avoided at all costs. She would have liked to remain underwater, where she belonged. A mermaid’s place was under the sea, not above it. 

The spasms came at faster intervals now. They were more demanding, more urgent. 

“Sun or no sun”, she said, “we need to go.” 

“If I could summon clouds, I would.” 

“I know.” 

It was as close as she had ever come to admitting to loving him. 

Though mermaids spent their lives in water, each of them was born to dry land. They left the ocean only to mate and to lay eggs. Once born, they returned to the waves. Their instincts were meant to guide them toward the scent of salty water, toward home. Sometimes, those instincts didn’t function as nature intended. Some children crawled out of their eggs confused. They chose to head for inland rather than sea. 

To prevent that from happening, mermaids buried their eggs on islands rather than coastal shores. The chances of finding oneself stranded on dry land were smaller when surrounded with water. 

New born mermaids were easy prey. Getting lost wasn’t the only threat they had to face on their way home. Predatory birds often lurked by hatching grounds, alerted by sounds of moving sand. Giant turtles and sharks waited in the water to turn a defenseless child into an easy meal. Even crocodiles had been known to eat the young of mermaids. 

Her previous clutch had been laid on an island much like this one. None of them had returned. Upon investigation, she’d learned that birds had found the children before they could hatch, dug them out, and eaten them all. This time, she had chosen more carefully. The islet she’d picked was small and secluded. It lay close to the shore, but she trusted her children’s instincts. The temperature of the sand was more important to her as the time to lay eggs drew closer and closer. 

The shore was gentle, easy for small ones to use to enter the water, she saw. A gently sloping shore also meant it was easy for her to rise out of the water. She didn’t need to reach up and pull herself to the ground. All she needed was to crawl. 

She lay on warm sand, and as the sun dried the scales of her tail, it separated into two legs bent and too weak to support her weight. As spasms forced eggs out of her, she buried each one into soft sand with caring, loving hands. 

The eggs would be left to chance. No-one would care for them, no-one would protect them. She had done all she could. 

As the last of the eggs had been buried, she returned to the sea. Her skin sighed of relief as she dove into the only home she had ever known, and her legs became a smooth, iridescent tail again. 

“Is it over?” he asked, his voice soft with worry. Dry land wasn’t safe for a mermaid, let alone a birthing female. She nodded, knowing words were in vain. He could easily see her changed shape. Where a human female required months to overcome the effects of bearing a child, a mermaid’s figure was restored in hours. Carrying eggs was easier, more effortless. Though her body prepared more than one child at once, the process was less taxing than human pregnancy. 

She frowned, but not over the fate of her children or the strain of carrying them. She frowned over a thought that had gnawed at her for months. Putting it into words had intimidated her. Though she held much power in her hands, she was a female who knew little of the ways of might. 

“Why is it”, she started. “Have you ever wondered, why we don’t use magic to shelter our young?” 

He knew less than she did of might and its ways. While mermaids studied and educated themselves, mermen learned to build and break. He was more curious than the rest, and had studied on his own. Might, however, was unknown to him. Most mermaids could control it to an extent. They could protect themselves when they were in danger, they could shield themselves from prying eyes when they wished to be left alone. Conjuring up things from distant reaches of the Universe or forcing might to watch over someone who remained at a distance was too challenging for most of them. 

“I have not”, he admitted. “Our children should be kept safe. Magic would be a practical way to do so.” He wasn’t certain he agreed with her, but was willing to speak a white lie to both keep her happy and help protect the coming generations. The doubts of one man shouldn’t stand in the way of research, not when it came to the safety of children. 

“I will ask the elders”, she said. “They will know more than I do.” 

They returned home in silence, knowing the coming months would be filled with worry. 

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Chapter Three 


[image: ]


A dr’chen-wife, heavy with child, another clinging to her leg, another following with sleepy eyes, limped to the temple. Her husband was away fighting some pointless war for a useless king. She would have settled the matter already, if not blessed with new life. With her mate gone, she needed to care for herself. 

Normally, she would have birthed in the safety of her own home. Women from neighboring houses would come to keep her company, to tend to her young, to make certain she was safe. This child had chosen an inconvenient time for its arrival. All them men were gone, and their women had gathered in a home far away to drink and dance. She had remained, unwilling to travel, trusting the child to stay inside for another week. 

She’d woken at dawn. A pain she knew well had torn at her, made her cry out. The child was coming. 

She wasn’t young, but not yet old enough to expect trouble. She could have managed alone. Women had birthed babies since the dawn of times. She had done it twice already. Her eldest was six, big enough to fend for herself. The one born two summers ago still depended on her. As the new life announced its desire to enter the world, she had to decide what to do with her other children. 

If she birthed at home, they would be frightened. They’d be left to fend for themselves. The girl could do it, but not the boy. And if something did go wrong... 

She banished the thought from her mind. The seers and healers would take care of everything. 

As dawn lit the world, she’d gotten up, woken her children, and set out to walk to the temple. It would be safe there. Her children would be safe, the one coming would be safe, and most of all, she would be safe. 

“No wolf can eat us here”, she said out loud. “The seers have magic.” The last word came out like she was describing a great mystery. “Their warriors use wards to keep enemies at large. And the healers... well, they’re just the prettiest things you ever saw.” 

The dr’chen didn’t look kindly upon magic. The only might allowed in their world was that of the toleen, a race that co-existed with hot-blooded warriors in harmony. While the dr’chen marched off to war with any lord willing to pay them enough, the toleen built a temple dedicated to healing and education. Few of the common people knew the secrets the Temple of the Crystal Halls hid, and even fewer cared. All they saw was a school to send their children to, toleen to sing them back to health when they were injured, and art to look upon when their minds were clouded with unwelcome thoughts. 

The temple was a safe haven not only to the dr’chen, but for other races as well. Though this world shunned
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