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Chapter 1
Ri’s eyes slid past her father’s palace and beyond the forest of seaweed. Above, a school of fish turned in unison and shot toward the top of the ocean. Sunlight sparkled and twisted on the surface, waning as it descended until it crested the coral palace’s top spires.
“Are you even listening to me?”
Ri blinked, returning her attention to her grandmother. “Uh, yes?”
The older mermaid shook her head, her long gray hair slowly following the motion through the water. “It’s like you’ve already got your land legs.”
“Grandmother.” Ri flicked her tail, moving closer. She reached a slender hand out to touch her mother’s, mother’s shoulder. “I’m ready for this. You’ve been preparing me for months.” Ri lowered her voice, speaking in a familiar cadence. “‘Pay attention in class.’ ‘Don’t commit to anything on the first day.’ ‘Keep your options open.’ ‘Try not to provoke the orcs, watch out for the faerie folk, and be nice to your roommate.’ ‘Don’t flaunt your beauty, because your sisters won’t like it.’” Ri threw her most dazzling smile. “See, I listen.”
“Child, you are going to be the death of me,” Ri’s grandmother muttered.
Ri opened her mouth to retort, but spotted her father and his foreign diplomatic advisor—Ri’s oldest sister’s husband—over her grandmother’s shoulder.
Her father, Triton, swam straight and tall. His shoulders reached an impressive spread for a merman his age. A golden crown sat atop his brow, and streaks of white shot from his temples and through his mane of hair.
People always said that Ri’s hair was an even more beautiful shade of red.
Triton’s tail shimmered as he approached, catching the light from above and sending a rainbow of colors off his scales. Even the oysters attached to his caudal fin shimmered. Ri knew he’d trained himself to reflect the light while he swam. It had taken her a year to master it.
Next to Triton, her sister’s husband looked scrawny. Instead of wide, he was tall. He cut a fine figure, but in a slender way. He’d drawn his dark hair into a piece of seaweed at the base of his neck. The scales on his tail reflected a dark red. Unusual, and very fashionable right now.
The two mermen inclined their heads together, talking.
Ri leaned around her grandmother, willing her ears to catch their conversation.
“The humans have always been reluctant to meet with us,” Karel said to the king.
“I must speak with their king,” Ri’s father said.
“I have asked multiple times, but they either do not respond, or they tell me their king is out of the capital.”
Triton snorted. “We know where he’s been.”
Karel held up a finger. “We think we know where he’s been.” He leaned closer. “Perhaps one of your daughters could speak with the prince at the school.”
“They don’t like him,” Triton said. “You know that.”
Ri’s eyes narrowed. The human prince? He was a student at the Academy? Neither of her sisters had said a word about him.
A peal of laughter sounded behind the two mermen, and a tiny, red-tailed mermaid shot between them, leaving a trail of bubbles leading right to Ri.
“Auntie Ri!” The young blonde-haired, blue-eyed mermaid approached with her arms out. The blue eyes went wide when she discovered she was headed for Grandmother.
Ri smiled, moving to catch her niece. The little mermaid’s hands closed around Ri’s neck, and Ri turned in a circle to slow her down.
Karel sighed.
Triton grinned.
Ri held her niece out where she could see her. “What are you doing, Gail?”
Gail’s entire round face pouted. “You’re leaving.”
“Just for a little while.”
“For a long while.”
Ri patted Gail on the shoulder. “I’m going to school. Just like you have classes.”
“But they’re on land.” Gail scrunched her nose. “It smells funny up there.”
Ri laughed. “Yes it does, but if I want to be a real princess then I need to know as much as I can.” She looked hard at Gail. “You know you’re going to be a princess too, right?”
Gail nodded.
“Well then, you’d better keep track of things down here for me.”
The blue eyes went wide. “Really?”
Ri leaned in. “Someone has to watch out for Grandpa, Great-Grandma, and your parents. You know how adults are—they get too serious.”
Gail’s head bobbed up and down.
“Don’t let that happen.” Ri poked Gail in the stomach, which drew a giggle.
“Gail,” Karel said in a stern voice, “you’re supposed to be with your mother.”
“I was,” Gail said, “but I escaped.”
“That’s my girl,” Triton said with a wink. Then he turned his eyes on Ri.
Ri braced herself.
One of the king’s eyebrows rose as his gaze traveled to Ri’s fin. “Interesting choice in oysters.”
She had attached eight oysters to the end of her fin, four on each side. It was tradition that the royal family wear them, and Ri had spent hours picking these out. They would, in time, produce unique and valuable pearls that would go to her children when she died. She rose and flapped her tail. “Do you like them?”
“They’re a bit showy.”
“Daddy,” Ri said before he could get going, “I’m the princess. Aren’t I allowed to be a little showy?”
Triton’s eyes traveled to her torso. “And you’d better be wearing more than that when you transform.”
The form-fitting—and even, Ri had to admit, slightly revealing—top had been her latest purchase from the market. It fit her perfectly. The blue-green color matched her eyes and complemented her hair. It clashed a little with her orange and green tail, but once she had legs, no one on land would know.
“It rolls down into a dress,” she said.
“And a jacket?”
Ri was surprised her father knew what a jacket was. It wasn’t like they ever needed them in the ocean. “Of course.”
Technically she was telling the truth. She had a jacket, just not one she was going to put on after she transformed.
The look on her father’s face told her he knew as much, but she smiled and swam toward him. “Oh Daddy, I’m so excited.” She turned on her big eyes and her best expression of wonder. “You know I’ve wanted to go to the Academy since I was Gail’s age.” Ri reached out, and her father sighed and took her hands. Ri bent down and kissed his ring. “I promise to make you proud.”
“All my girls make me proud.”
Gail, who had gone to Grandmother, squealed. Triton gave her another wink, then turned back to Ri. “Remember, you’re a princess of the merpeople. My daughter. Your duty is to bring honor to our name, learn everything you can, make friends, and do not make me come up there for any reason.”
“Of course!” Ri said.
“And don’t forget: two of your sisters are already there. Do not be afraid to ask them for help.”
Ri waved her hand. “I won’t need any help from them.”
“You might.”
“I won’t.”
The deep vibration of a horn thrummed in the water.
A thrill ran from the tip of Ri’s tail up through the top of her head. Her insides churned, but her smile grew wider. “It’s time.”
“My baby, going off to school,” Triton said.
“Please don’t cry, Dad,” Ri said. “You promised.”
When her father—the king—spoke, his voice caught in his throat. “Your mother would be so proud.”
Ri had to keep from rolling her eyes. She moved forward and embraced her father. His strong arms wrapped around her, and for a moment panic pushed at her calm. He’d always been there, just a short swim away. And now she wouldn’t see him for many moon cycles.
But she couldn’t show weakness. If she did, he might change his mind and keep her under the sea for another year.
She pulled away, shooting a grin at Kalel. “Take care of him while I’m gone.”
“We’ll do our best. Shiari said to wish you luck. She’s struggling.”
“That’s what happens when you two go at it all the time.” Ri winked.
Kalel had the decency to blush, but then he grinned. “Good luck.”
“You too. Send me a message when Gail has a little sister.”
“Or brother.”
“With our family’s luck? It’s a girl for sure.” Ri gave her grandmother one last hug, showered Gail with a flurry of kisses, then turned her attention upward.
A dark shadow had moved right over them.
“Are you ready?” Grandmother asked.
“I’m ready.” Ri squared her shoulders and rose.
“Bye!” Gail said.
“I love you, Ariel,” Triton said. “Remember who you are.”
“I love you, too,” Ri said over her shoulder, and without another look back, she rose to the water’s surface.



Chapter 2
She’d been to the surface hundreds of times, but always with the threat of death in the back of her mind. A mermaid or merman could live outside the ocean for a little while, but without a spell to alter their lungs, they would only last an hour or two. Any more than that and important things would wilt and die.
Right before she breached, Ri shook her head to make sure her long hair streamed behind her. She’d wanted to jump out of the water and make a big show, but her oldest sister had talked her out of it. “Be a bit mysterious. People will take you more seriously.”
So she came out of the water head first, her hair trailing behind in a manner she’d practiced for a week. She flicked her tail, which pushed her top half into the air.
A tall, thin ship rose before her. Twin sails billowed in the wind, and the wood creaked as the water moved under it. A smaller boat swung from ropes securing it to the ship’s side.
The sunshine warmed Ri’s skin. The smells—so disgusting to Gail—filled Ri’s nose, and she breathed every one of them in. The salty air. The ocean. The wood of the ship. The canvas of the sails.
“Mermaid!” a man’s voice bellowed. “Port side.”
Ri glanced up at the deck and found two sailors and one woman looking over the rail. A neat hat perched atop the woman’s head, and a fitted, black blouse with white lace trim covered what Ri could see of her.
“Do you have your things?” the woman asked.
As if on cue, three large bubbles with ropes trailing behind them surfaced next to Ri.
She pointed.
One of the men poked his head back over the side. “We’re going to lower the small boat.”
Ri nodded. She grabbed the three ropes and pulled her luggage away from the ship.
The smaller boat began to move immediately. It hit the water with a splash, and Ri saw two more men in it.
Only these were younger. Maybe her age.
One of them was short and stout, with darker skin and black hair. The other sat a head taller than the first, his light skin a nice contrast to his companion. Neither wore shirts, and both obviously took the time to take care of their bodies.
“Can you swim over here?” the taller one asked.
Ri almost snorted, but remembered that these boys had probably never seen a mermaid before.
Well then, she could give them a little show.
Ri kept the ropes in one hand, and swam forward. She let them have a good view of her back before she dove under the water, allowing her tail to catch the sun.
Swimming right below the surface of the ocean always brought Ri a surge of delight. The sun’s warmth hit her skin and her tail. The light played games with the water, providing a tantalizing array of colors and shadows. She stayed there until she got close to the smaller boat, then she came back up, once again rising out to the top of her tail before sinking back down.
The looks on the boys’ faces gave her an immense amount of satisfaction.
The shorter one recovered first. He stood, keeping perfect balance in the boat, and gestured toward her luggage. “Can I take that for you?” 
In the water the bags weighed almost nothing; out of it, they would be heavy. Ri pulled them next to the boat, and the boys hauled them in. Neither one complained.
Once they got the bags settled, the boys turned back to her. For a moment the short one said nothing, just stared into her eyes.
The taller one cleared his throat. “I’m Sam, and this is Tayle. We’re here from the Academy.”
Ri smiled.
Sam frowned as though he was offended.
Tayle shot Sam a look of irritation. “She can’t talk out of the water.”
Sam shrugged. “Are you ready to come in?”
Ri nodded. She unhooked her skirt and let it fall to the middle of her tail.
Both boys held out a hand, but Ri swam to the little boat, grasped the edge and gave a great flap with her tail. Both boys moved to the other side to stabilize it as she turned and, as gracefully as she could, slid her tail over the edge and into the boat.
They had a wet blanket lining the wooden surface.
“Here you go,” Tayle said as he gently set another on her tail. “Hopefully that will be more comfortable.”
She smiled.
He smiled back.
His dark eyes danced, and his skin shone in the sunlight. His broad shoulders reminded her of her father.
“We’ll get you up there fast,” Sam said, setting a hand on her bare shoulder.
Tayle almost rolled his eyes before he sat down. 
A few minutes later they were in position. The little boat lifted off the water. Sweat broke out on both boys’ faces and chests as they pulled on the ropes. 
This was it.
They rose to the ship’s rail. Six sailors stood ready to assist her. The woman and two robed figures—wizards—hovered nearby. Next to them, a strange circle had been burned into the deck. Geometric patterns ran through the middle of it.
As soon as her escorts had stopped tugging, the other sailors rushed forward.
“They’ll take you for the spell,” Tayle said. “Let them help you.”
Ri forced a smiled. Each breath took a little more moisture out of her lungs, and a tickle had started in her throat.
It felt strange to have humans putting their arms under her. Each touch sent tingles through her body, and the warmth of their skin sent shivers racing up her spine.
“Easy does it. Make sure you’ve got that tail,” one man said. “Don’t let the end hit the ground. Those oysters’ll put a hole in the deck.”
He must have been an experienced seaman.
“That’s right, lift her out of there. Move together. Get her into the middle.”
The two wizards moved to opposite sides of the circle and squatted down. They put their palms onto the wood.
Tayle gave her nod of encouragement.
Sam winked at her.
The sailors lowered her to the deck, right in the middle of the circle, and then everyone except for the wizards moved back.
Ri’s mind screamed at her to jump over the rail and back into the sea.
The woman with the black blouse stepped forward. “Ariel, I’m Miss Telly from the Academy. These wizards are going to perform the spell to turn your tail into legs, and then they’ll give you an enchanted amulet so you can speak.”
Ri nodded, sitting up straight and tall just as her father did.
“If you are ready, we will begin,” Miss Telly said.



Chapter 3
Ri kept her head up and nodded again.
The wizards began to chant, and the circle beneath Ri started to glow. She had expected it to be hot, but instead the wood turned cool beneath her.
She’d never done this before, but all six of her sisters had. They’d all said that the only thing that hurt worse than the actual spell was the first day after the transformation, when every step felt like walking on sharp stones.
The cold seeped through Ri’s scales and into her core. A shiver ran through her body. The air around her constricted, and Ri had to clamp her teeth together to keep from crying out.
Once, Ri and her sisters had played so rough that their game had caused a minor rockslide. The others had been old and wise enough to get out of the way, but little Ariel had not. The initial sensation had hurt, which made sense because her tail was being smashed. Then adrenaline kicked in and her tail had gone numb, but in the strangest way. Somehow her mind had sent the pain elsewhere, but Ri had known that there was something terribly wrong. She’d cried and cried until her father and his guards had come and moved the rocks.
The doctors had done their best to stitch Ri’s tail back together, but there had always been a tiny piece missing. It was a reminder to steer clear of rockslides, or to learn to swim faster. She’d always covered the scar with an oyster.
The cold continued to numb Ri’s tail, and even though she shouldn’t have felt the tear when her tail separated into legs, she did. Not pain, but pressure. And panic.
Ri fought to keep her breathing steady as part of her ripped in half and transformed into something else.
At some point she had closed her eyes. Now Ri forced them open and looked down at her body. Her tail had shrunk, and sat in two pieces. The scales sank from the surface, giving way to…legs.
The transformation continued. Ri knew she should close her mouth, but she couldn’t. She watched as thighs appeared, then knees, knobby and somewhere between hideous and beautiful. Then calves, and then feet.
The bones—still numb—changed, fusing into a new configuration. The oysters at the end of her tail shrunk, and toes appeared. Four on each foot.
As her sisters had warned, the cold wore off, replaced by a searing pain that reached from her newly formed toes up into her spine. Ri wanted to scream, but settled for a little moan.
Then people were around her. Someone put a blanket over her, while another spoke softly. “It’s okay. It’ll pass.”
Ri had expected it to be the woman, but it was Sam. She opened her eyes and saw the young man kneeling next to her with his hand on her back.
Her unwavering sense of pride kicked in, and despite the pain, Ri lifted herself and sat up.
The shorter wizard approached and knelt. She held an orangeish, twisted seashell dangling from a strip of leather.
“Now that your lungs have changed, I’m going to put this on you.”
Ri nodded.
The wizard leaned forward and put her hands behind Ri’s neck. She whispered a few words before she clasped the necklace and let the shell drop. It hit right where Ri’s collarbones met. Heat pulsed from the shell, and it began to glow. Something in her throat changed. The orange light faded, but did not disappear.
“Can you speak?” the wizard asked.
Ri swallowed, then cleared her throat. A noise came out. It sounded rough. Raw. Nothing like her voice under the water. 
Ri took a breath and answered the question. “Yes.”
“Say a few sentences.”
Ri looked the woman in the eye. “Thank you for performing the spell. I can breathe and speak.”
“What’s your name?” Sam asked.
“Ariel, but everyone calls me Ri.”
“Ri.” He said the name as if trying it out. “It’s good to meet you.”
“Thank you.”
Miss Telly stepped forward, beaming. “Welcome to the surface, Ariel. We are here to escort you to the Academy, where you will spend the next four years getting an education.”
“It is nice to meet you, Miss Telly.”
The woman shooed the others away. “Leave us.”
Sam gave Ri a crooked grin before he went below deck. Tayle followed, his smile replaced by a frown.
Miss Telly watched until all the sailors, the wizards, and the two boys had left for other parts of the ship. Then she moved to Ri, offering her both hands. “Can you stand?”
Moving her tail came naturally—all merpeople could swim from the moment they were born—but these legs felt alien. She flexed the muscles that had controlled her tail. Each leg moved, but not exactly as she had pictured.
“Get your feet underneath you,” Miss Telly said unhelpfully.
It took Ri a few seconds of concentration to get her legs to cooperate. Each bend of her knees sent a dull throbbing through her body, and each turn of her ankles felt like seashells crunching together. She grit her teeth and did as Miss Telly had said. Then the woman reached down, grasped both of Ri’s hands, and pulled.
Ri rose. Her legs scrambled to keep up, and a moment later, Ri was looking at the world as a land-dweller. Both of her legs shook, but they held. Ri had to let go of Miss Telly with one hand to keep the blanket around her shoulders.
“Come inside,” Miss Telly said. “You can change. By the time you are finished, we will be at the dock where your sisters are waiting.”
Ri took a tentative step. Then another. Her sisters had not exaggerated. Each time her smooth feet made contact with the rough wood, it felt as if she were walking over sharpened obsidian. The sensation ricocheted up through her knees to her waist and ended where her tail used to start.
The pain took her breath away, and Ri was grateful that Miss Telly didn’t require her to speak. They slowly made their way to a nearby door leading to a small cabin. Inside sat a chair, a bed, and a table. A little oval mirror with a wavy surface hung on the wall. Light poured in from a slit of a window. Someone had stacked her bags in one corner.
“Do you need help with your clothes?” Miss Telly asked.
Ri shook her head. “I’m fine, thank you.”
“Excellent. Then I shall be waiting right outside. Knock or call out if you need anything.”
“I will.”
The moment the door closed, Ri moved to the bed and sat. She wiped moisture from her brow. Sweat.
She gave herself a moment before standing again. The pain didn’t wane, but this time she was prepared. She moved to her bag, retrieved the outfit she wanted to wear, and changed into it. Putting one leg at a time through the skirt proved more challenging than expected, especially since the ship chose that moment to roll to one side and then back.
Once Ri had finished with the clothes, she surveyed herself in the mirror. Her skin looked paler than she would have thought, but it did contrast nicely with her deep red hair. Ri reached up and touched a section of her hair that had begun to dry. It felt strange. Fuzzy.
Here again she’d been practicing, and she had a plan. It took a few minutes, but when she stepped from the cabin, her hair lay in rolling layers held up by pearl hair pins.
“Ready?” asked Miss Telly, who had been standing like a sentinel outside the door.
“Yes. Should I bring my bags?”
“Someone else will do that. Come.”
Ri followed Miss Telly up a set of stairs and found herself staring at the harbor. Small and large ships bustled back and forth. Men shouted, and a strange contraption sat on one dock, lifting crates of goods off the largest ship.
They had pulled up along the pier, and the sailors were just setting the gangway in place.
Ri squinted against the light. Two tall, slender figures waved from the end of the wooden dock.
Her sisters.
“How are you feeling?” Sam asked.
Ri turned and found the young man dressed in blue trousers, a white shirt with a red jacket. She raised her eyebrows.
“What?” he asked. “You don’t think I go to school like that, do you?”
“I guess not,” Ri said.
“You look great, by the way,” Sam said.
Tayle appeared. He’d also changed his clothes. He also wore a uniform, but Ri noticed his shoulders filled out his shirt in a pleasing manner. “How are you feeling?” Tayle asked.
“It’s going to take a little getting used to,” Ri said. “But I’m looking forward to it.”
The sailors finished with the gangway, and Sam stepped forward and offered Ri his arm. “May I?”
A strange heat rose up Ri’s neck and to her cheeks. At this moment, she was grateful her father had forced her to learn as much as she could about the land-dwellers. She linked her arm with Sam’s and put her other hand on his arm. “Thank you.”
Tayle turned away to speak with one of the sailors as Sam led Ri down to the dock.
“You’re going to love it here,” Sam said.
“You think so?”
“Well, I hope you love it. I love it.” He smiled at her again. 
Ri fought to keep her expression neutral. “I’m excited to see and do as much as possible.”
“I’m so glad.”
Ri cleared her throat. “So you go to the Academy?”
“Sure do,” he said with a twinkle in his eye.
Ri wanted to keep watching him, but had to concentrate on putting her feet in the right places. Each time she faltered or leaned, Sam tightened his grip.
“Your sisters are here,” Sam said.
Ri risked a glance up, and saw her sisters at the end of the gangplank.
Marian, the older of the two, looked as if a strong breeze would pick her up and carry her away. Long, blonde hair cascaded down her back to her waist. She made the school uniform look good. The knee-length blue skirt hugged her slender curves, and the white blouse tied with a blue and red plaid scarf. A flat, pink shell on a silver strand sat at the base of her throat. She gave Ri a little wave.
Kyla, the sister two years older than Ariel, had pulled her light red hair up into a bun. A few tendrils had come loose, giving it a messy look. Unlike Marian’s conservative garb, Kyla wore her blouse open low. And instead of a skirt, tight blue trousers covered Kyla’s legs. A green shell hung around her neck. Ri felt Kyla give her outfit the once-over. Then her eyes landed on Sam, and they widened.
“Ladies,” Sam said as they approached, “I believe this delightful creature is your sister.”
Marian’s eyebrows drew together, and Kyla’s expression went cold.
Marian recovered first. She smiled—she had the best smile of all the sisters—and gave a little bow. “Yes, Your Majesty. Thank you for going out to meet her.”
Sam laughed. “It was my pleasure.”
Ri glanced back and forth between them. Your Majesty? Who was Sam?
Two men armed with spears and dressed in uniform approached. They bowed to Sam. One of them spoke. “Your Majesty, your father requests your presence.”
Sam sighed and turned to Ri. “Thank you for allowing me to help you. I look forward to seeing you at the Academy.” He gently let go of her arm.
“The pleasure has been, and will be, mine.” Ri bowed as low as her sisters had.
That glint hit Sam’s eye again, and he gave her a wink before turning and leading the guards away.
Kyla stepped close and took Ri’s arm. “What are you doing?”
“What? Is the skirt too short?”
Kyla snorted. “No. I mean what are you doing with him?”
“Him who?”
Marian crossed to Ri’s other side. “That’s Prince Samuel.”
Ri’s breath caught in her throat. “The Prince Samuel?”
“That’s him.”
“He’s not the nicest person,” Marian said.
“That’s the understatement of the year,” Kyla said.
“He seems nice,” Ri said.
“Stay away from him,” Kyla said. “He’s trouble.”



Chapter 4
Ri’s sisters spent the ride to the Academy asking Ri about home. Ri answered as best she could, but each turn they took through the city showed her more wonders. Buildings soared above her head, and she saw more people than she thought possible. They passed vendors selling their wares, and the tantalizing smells of new spices. She wanted to take it all in.
They followed the prince’s carriage until it turned just before the city wall, and then went through the gate and out into the countryside.
Rolling hills of yellow and green spread as far as the eye could see. A windmill sat in the distance, just like a painting Ri had once seen.
The carriage went over a bump, and Ri grimaced.
“The pain will go away in a day or two,” Marian said.
They spent the rest of the time talking about family and friends. By the time she was thirteen, Ri had asked her sisters every question about the Academy she could think of, so there was no need to pester them.
The ride didn’t last long, and Ri recognized the Academy’s tower as soon as it came into view. Tall and round, it rose from the earth like a living thing. It stood sentinel over the rest of the campus, which consisted of half a dozen low buildings for classes, one larger gymnasium and performance stage, and a row of dormitories.
She would be in the dorm farthest from the school, which was the first of many punishments for being a first-year.
“Are you excited?” Marian asked as the coach took them through the spindly gates shaped like birds.
“You know I am,” Ri said.
Kyla glared at Ri’s legs. “Your skirt is too short.”
“Not too short for school code,” Ri said. “I checked.”
“Father had no idea you were going to wear that, did he?”
Ri met her sister’s gaze. “Does he know that you wear pants?”
“I can wear whatever I want,” Kyla said.
“Then so can I.”
Marian shook her head. “Will the two of you stop?”
“No,” they said together.
The carriage turned toward the dorms. As they approached the last one, Kyla looked hard at Ri.
“What?” Ri asked.
“Just wondering how much I need to remind you about being a princess.”
Ri rolled her eyes. “Please, Grandmother just lectured me for an hour.”
“Well, remember it. You not only represent yourself here, but more importantly, you represent the entire kingdom.”
“I know, I know,” Ri said, waving a hand. “And anything I do could be taken as an affront by someone from another kingdom. I do listen.”
Kyla continued glaring. “Well, put some effort into actually doing it, will you?”
Ri sat up as straight as she could. “Oh don’t worry, I won’t be an embarrassment to you, if that’s what you’re worried about.”
Marian interrupted. “I found out who your roommate is. Her name is Su’la. She’s human, and a gifted spell caster.”
“My roommate is a wizard?” Ri asked.
“She is. Her family is fairly prominent in the kingdom, so don’t offend her.”
Ri gave Marian a flat look. “Do you think I’m going to go around offending everyone?”
The carriage stopped.
Marian sighed. “Just try to behave like a lady.”
Ri didn’t bother to answer as she allowed the coachman to help her out. Two others were already unloading her bags. 
Another woman dressed like Miss Telly appeared. “Ariel, so glad to have you here. I will show you to your room.”
Ri gave her sisters one last wave—although it may have been construed as a shooing motion—and followed the woman inside.
Behave like a lady? What did her sisters think she was going to do? They were obviously jealous that the prince had come to meet her.
Why had he come to meet her?
The woman led Ri up one flight of stairs to her room. “Your roommate is Su’la. She is new as well. Your schedule is on your bed, along with a map, and you should have a full set of uniforms to wear for classes. Your room has been specially hydrated, so you shouldn’t feel dry as long as you sleep here each night. If you do feel dry, please contact the campus doctor.”
The woman stopped and pointed to a closed door. “This is it.”
“Thank you,” Ri said in her most respectful voice.
“You are welcome. Now I have three more students coming. Please, make yourself at home. Orientation begins in a few hours, and you’ll need to be at the auditorium five minutes before.”
“I will.”
And she was gone.
Ri turned to her new home. An uninteresting wooden door barred her way. The tarnished knob felt smooth beneath her fingers, and it turned with a quiet click. Ri pushed the door open. It let out a light squeak, and she peered inside.
A small hallway led to the room, which was larger than she had expected. A bed sat on the wall to her right, and another on her left. Modest dressers stood at the head of each bed, and desks occupied the space at the foot. A large window made up most of the far wall. The curtains were open, giving her an unobstructed view of the beautiful countryside.
The right half of the room was already occupied. Books covered the desk, and potion jars filled the shelf above. Clothes and blankets lay heaped upon the bed, and two other chests sat with their lids open, ready to spew forth even more stuff.
A clunk sounded from the closet, and Ri jumped.
“Hello?” a voice asked.
“Hi,” Ri said, looking around the corner.
A short human girl with dark skin, spiky black hair, and a little extra weight on her frame stood trying to push a wooden box onto the top shelf of the closet. Despite her curves, the girl had excellent taste in clothes. A dark shirt clung in all the right places, and her long black skirt left little to the imagination.
“Here,” Ri said, “let me help.”
The short girl turned and held up a single finger, her other hand still trying to get the box to her goal. Her almost-black eyes glittered. “Do not touch my stuff.”
“Uh, okay,” Ri said, taking a step back and holding her hands out.
“I use all these things for spells. If they are tampered with in any way, I will know.”
“Will anything turn me into a toad?”
“It depends on my mood.”
“No touching your stuff. Got it.” This was not going as planned. “I’m Ri.”
“Su’la,” the other girl said as she jumped and finally got the teetering box far enough over the shelf’s edge to stay. She eyed it for a moment, as if daring it to come back down, before returning her attention to Ri. Her eyes traveled from Ri’s head, pausing at the shell necklace, down to her toes and back up.
It didn’t feel the same as when Sam had done it. Not at all.
“Siren?”
“Excuse me?” Ri asked.
“Are you a siren?”
“Mermaid,” Ri said between clenched teeth.
“Ah, that explains the four toes and the voice box.”
“Are you always this cordial?”
Su’la took a breath and closed her eyes for a moment. When she reopened them, she spoke in a voice that Ri knew all too well, only it usually came from her frustrated grandmother. “Look, I’m here to learn as much as I can. I’m not here to make friends or to party.”
“Okay,” Ri said. “Can I at least ask you a few questions?”
The expression on Su’la’s face told Ri she wanted to say no. “Go for it.”
“Where are you from?”
“My family lives a few hours from here.”
“Do you have brothers and sisters?”
“Yes. Do you want to know my favorite color?”
“Black?” Ri ventured.
“Purple. Anything else?”
“Not yet.”
Su’la turned away. “I keep strange hours. Just to warn you.”
“I consider myself warned.”
 
Ri spent the hours before orientation unpacking, and most of that went to organizing the closet. She caught Su’la’s disapproving look over the amount of clothes she’d brought, but ignored it. Ri loved clothes, and had been collecting them for years just for school. She’d dreamt about the day she would be able to do more than just cover her breasts. This land body gave her so many more possibilities.
The time for orientation came, both girls donned uniforms, and Su’la reluctantly agreed to walk over with Ri.
They passed through the center of campus, where most of the students were lounging. In one corner of the middle green, a group of centaurs played a game with a ball and bats. Three petite girls splashed in the main fountain, and a mixed group of satyrs, an orc, and several humans sat at a table, talking and laughing.
The satyrs watched as Ri and Su’la passed, their eyes following the two girls. Ri smiled and gave one of them a wink.
“Don’t encourage them,” Su’la said. “They’ll be after you all year.”
“Would that be so bad?”
“Have you heard how they court?”
“Uh, a little.”
“Trust me, just stay away.”
Ri made a mental note to learn more about satyrs.
As they approached the auditorium, Ri slowed. With each step pain shot up her legs, and she eyed the stairs with dread. Until she saw a familiar figure.
Sam—Prince Samuel, Ri corrected herself—stood outside the main doors, greeting the first-years as they entered. He spotted her and gave her a huge smile.
“Ri.” He spread his arms and walked down a couple of steps. “How are you? Did they get you settled in?”
“Yes. Thank you, Your Majesty.” One side of Ri’s lips twitched.
“Someone ratted me out, eh?”
“My sisters.”
Sam laughed. “I’m sure.” He reached out and patted her on the shoulder. “Go find a seat. We’re going to start in a few minutes.”
She nodded.
Sam’s expression faded. “Su’la. Good to see you.”
“Your Majesty,” she said in a tone that would have turned the fountain into an ice cube. She pushed past Ri and went into the building.
“What’s that about?” Ri asked.
“She’s an old family friend,” Sam said.
“Doesn’t sound like it,” Ri said.
“It’s complicated,” Sam said. He stepped closer. “She had a little crush on me when we were kids. I think she’s embarrassed about it.”
“Ah,” Ri said.
“Don’t tell her I told you.”
Ri put a finger to her lips. “Your secret is safe with me.”
“Good.” Sam took her fingers, raised them to his lips and kissed the back of her hand. His blue eyes bored into hers. “I hope to see you later.”
Ri’s heart beat wildly in her chest. The warmth from Sam’s lips lingered as she climbed the rest of the stairs and followed Su’la into the auditorium.
The picture of the auditorium in Ri’s mind had been spot on. Rows of chairs—some modified for centaurs, satyrs, and others with unusual limbs—fell away from the back door toward a wooden stage. Pillars carved with vines and flowers rose from each side of the stage up to the ceiling far above. Iron chandeliers—probably enchanted—let out more light than their few candles should have. Rich red curtains hung closed.
“Please go to the front,” an usher said. His voice hissed, and Ri wasn’t surprised to find one of the undead standing well away from the sunlight.
Ri followed his instructions, making her way forward. She wanted to grimace with each step, but she kept her head high and her eyes open.
Older students occupied the first two rows. They craned their necks to watch the first-years come in.
Ri decided to sit in the fourth row. Not too ambitious, but not in the back. Su’la had positioned herself as far away from the stage as she could get without looking stupid. Ri sat between two elves. They said hello, but not much else. That was fine; Ri was more interested in Sam, who was making his way up onto the stage with a short—but somehow handsome—goblin. Sam leaned down to speak to the smaller creature, and they both laughed.
“Who’s that?” Ri asked the elf on her right.
“Prince Samuel?” he asked.
“No, the other one.”
“Rakar. Last year’s student body president.” He must have correctly interpreted the confused expression on her face, so he went on. “Prince Samuel will take over for him in a week’s time, at the ball.”
“Ah,” Ri said. Maybe she should have tapped her sisters for information before orientation.
The goblin, Rakar, gave a wave. “Greetings.”
The older students waved back and said, “Greetings.”
“I said greetings!” Rakar said more loudly.
The first-years repeated it, and Rakar nodded. “Good.”
Ri’s eyes slid from Rakar to Sam, and she found him watching her. He wiggled his eyebrows once. Ri looked away.
Rakar went on, talking about how happy he was to have them all there, and about the great opportunities that lay before them.
Ri tuned him out. Instead, she thought about Sam. The prince.
Sure, he was older, but only two years. He’d already shown some interest in her, and she had to be honest: it wouldn’t be at all painful to get to know him better. She didn’t understand what her sisters’ problem was, and she didn’t care. He was obviously interested, and she was going to explore that. If she could get an in with Prince Samuel, then maybe she could convince Sam to convince his father to meet with her father.
“Ariel.”
Ri blinked, turning her attention to Rakar.
Rakar squinted into the crowed. “Ariel? Are you here?”
Sam pointed. “She’s right there. Come meet your mentor.”
Mentor? How long had she been daydreaming? A quick glance around showed others moving toward the front, so she rose from her seat and made her way to the aisle. The slope threw her balance off, and she gained more speed than she had planned. The stage grew closer, the slope grew steeper, and her top half began to outdistance her clumsy legs.
Ri winced. Face-planting in front of all the mentors and first-years had not been on her to do list.



Chapter 5
So it was a good thing that Tayle was there to catch her.
He stepped out from the rows of older students, turned and put his hands on her arms to stop her momentum. “Easy.”
“Tayle,” Ri said. 
His touch sent a shiver through Ri. He looked into her eyes and grinned. “You okay?”
She caught her breath. “Where did you come from?”
“Right there,” he said, pointing. “Come on.” He steered her by the elbow.
“Where are we going?”
“I’m your mentor.”
“You are?”
“Weren’t you listening?”
“Uh…”
“Never mind. They’re pairing one of us with one of you. We’re going to show you around campus and answer any questions you have.”
“Oh. Right.”
Tayle laughed. “You weren’t listening.”
“I got distracted.” Ri’s eyes flicked to Sam, who stood above them on stage.
“Ah, I see.” Tayle’s expression fell.
“What?”
“Don’t worry, I’m used to it,” Tayle said. “You’re not the first girl to be completely distracted by him.”
“What? No, it’s not like that.”
Tayle waved a hand. “Come on, I’ll show you around.”
They followed other pairs through the side door and back outside. The clouds had grown heavy, looking as if they would burst any minute.
“What do you mean you’re used to it?” Ri asked.
“The prince and I…grew up together. People always pay attention to him.”
“You grew up together?”
“Sure did.”
“What was that like?”
“It’s pretty hard to get into trouble with guards around you all the time.”
So Tayle and the prince were lifelong friends. Good to know.
“This is the arts building,” Tayle said. “We do painting, sculpting, music, and a few things I can’t pronounce.”
“Do you do any art?” Ri asked.
“I sculpt. What about you?”
“Not really.”
“Your sisters sing,” Tayle said.
“Believe me, I know.”
“No, I mean they sing up here.”
“They do?”
“Yeah, they’re set to sing at the ball at the end of the week.”
“They never told me that.”
“Maybe it’s a surprise. Don’t tell Kyla I told you—she’ll skin me alive.”
Ri snorted. “It sounds like you know her a little.”
“We’ve had some classes together.”
They walked through the arts building and into the language building.
“With so many different kingdoms here, they have us learn the basics of everyone’s language,” Tayle said. “With the exception of a few.”
“Like mine.”
“Pretty hard for us to speak underwater.”
Ri waved a hand. “Now you’re just making excuses.”
“Yeah, that’s it.”
“And how many have you mastered?”
Tayle looked at her. “All of them.”
He put his hand on her back when they went around corners and through doors. A flutter began, and Ri felt like eels were swimming in her stomach.
He led her into the next building. “This is where your history class will be. You’ll attend every morning, first thing.” Tayle opened his mouth to say something, but closed it again.
“What?” Ri asked, slowing.
“I should probably warn you that the history teacher can be a bit blunt.”
“Blunt how?” Ri had only heard whispered rumors about history class.
Tayle scratched the back of his head. “Well, last year we talked about the Bloody War.”
“The war between the humans and almost everyone else?”
He raised his eyebrows. “That’s the one.”
“So you talked about it. So what?”
“Well, the teacher went into horrible, graphic detail about what the humans did to prisoners during that war.”
Ri wrinkled her nose. “Trying to cure them of their magical ailments, if I remember right. Ripping off wings, cutting centaurs in half.”
“We went through it all.”
“Okay, that’s gruesome. But it’s history.”
Tayle cleared his throat. “The prince’s great-grandfather started the war. My grandfather was his master-at-arms, and my grandmother a witch, which means he did most of the heavy torturing.”
They kept walking down the hall. Ri waited.
“The teacher told everyone in class. Not to be cruel. There were plenty of times that others had their ancestors or their races called out for something horrible they’d done.” Tayle forced a smile. “Just know that she doesn’t hold back.”
They exited the building and walked into the sunshine.
It took a strong person not to balk at something like that being told to everyone. There were plenty of conflicts in the merpeople’s past that had started or ended with her family spilling blood. And they’d sunk plenty of ships from the other races over the years. Ri’s father was trying to make sure it didn’t happen again, which was why he needed to speak with the human king.
“Every race has a checkered past,” Ri said. “The question is, what are you going to do differently?”
Tayle looked at Ri, his dark eyes searching hers.
“The races have lived in relative peace for over fifty years,” she said. “There has been some strife here and there, but nothing that couldn’t be resolved with open talks. As a human, do you plan to keep it that way?”
“Of course,” Tayle said. “War is a necessary evil, but it is a last resort. A peaceful solution is always preferable.”
Ri was surprised he’d answered. So many her age hated to talk politics. Ri loved it. “Says the warmongering human,” Ri said, giving him a little push.
Tayle raised his eyebrows. “And how would you answer your own question, my little mermaid?”
Ri sighed and twirled a red curl around her finger. “My father is trying to cultivate peace with all the races. Obviously we have a much stronger presence in the sea than most, and we’re by far the most powerful race in the ocean, but my sisters coming to the Academy opened their eyes, and therefore opened my father’s eyes.” She looked at Tayle. “I believe we are stronger together. Always.”
Tayle grinned. “Well said.” He winked. “For a girl.”
Ri gave him her most predatory gaze. “They’ll never see me coming.”
Tayle laughed.
They’d walked quite a ways, and Ri’s legs were beginning to tire.
“You want to sit before we go back?”
“I’m okay,” Ri said.
“Your sisters made me promise to be nice.” He gestured to a stone bench facing the fountain.
She opened her mouth to protest.
Tayle sat. “Well, I’m tired.” He held out his hand.
Ri took it and settled in next to Tayle. “If you insist.”
“I do,” he said. He let go of her hand, but their shoulders touched. An electricity she’d never felt with any merman jolted through her.
Ri looked around. “Where did everyone go?”
“They’re getting ready for the parties tonight.”
“Parties?”
“Sports teams, art clubs, science clubs, and even a few more prestigious parties. It’s a good way to reconnect after the summer.”
“What about first-years?”
Tayle looked at her. “First-years have to be invited by third- or fourth-years.”
“Ah, so we’re expected to sit in our dorms and go to sleep?”
“It’s good for you to be rested before classes start tomorrow.”
“Right. Rested.”
Tayle scratched his cheek. “But if that doesn’t sound like fun to you, you could come with me.”
Ri’s heart skipped a beat. “With you?”
“Sure, to the prince’s party.”
Ri sat up. “Are you serious?” She could get to know more about Tayle and spy on the prince at the same time.
“I’m serious. If I go alone I’ll never hear the end of it.”
“You? Going alone?”
“It’s hard to catch most girls’ attention with the prince around.”
“Then I’d love to come.”
He blinked. “Really?” 
“Yes.”
“Great. It doesn’t start until late. Can I pick you up at nine?”
“What should I wear?”
“Something fun.”
“I can do fun.”



Chapter 6
It took Ri four outfit changes to find just the right thing. In the end, she settled for a blue-green, off-the-shoulder top that accentuated everything good about her upper half, and a knee-length, off-white skirt that flared like a flower when she turned a circle.
Su’la came to the room to pick up a bag of spell items and then left. She barely looked at Ri.
Ri’s sisters had all gotten good roommates. It figured that she would end up with the grouchy one.
By the time Tayle arrived, Ri had been ready for an hour.
When Tayle knocked, Ri smoothed her blouse before opening the door.
Tayle wore a relaxed fit, button-down orange top with blue pants. A couple of the buttons on the shirt were open, revealing a hint of what Ri had seen on the boat.
“Hey,” he said.
“Hi.”
“You look nice,” he said, motioning her into the hall.
“You too.”
He offered her his arm, which she gladly took. The warmth of his body relaxed Ri, and he kept the pace slow for her. 
Ri asked about the other races, and Tayle kept up a steady stream of interesting information. A few others were headed in the same direction, and most of them said hello to Tayle. He introduced Ri, and often referred to her as Kyla’s sister.
“You’re going to make everyone afraid of me,” Ri said.
“You’ll thank me.”
The far dormitory was larger than the others; the entryway took up at least a third of the bottom floor. A row of tables laden with food sat on one side of the room. Chairs occupied on the far end, grouped together so people could talk. The middle lay open, and a band was almost ready to go in the corner.
The place was already packed. Students from every realm were there, including a siren. A few people said hello to Tayle as he came in, and more than one took a second look at Ri.
She smiled. She’d totally picked the right outfit.
Her smile widened when she spotted Sam. He stood at the far end of the dance floor, talking to Rakar and a group of other students. Instead of his formal silk outfit, he wore a more casual ensemble, one that drew out the blue of his eyes and accentuated the taper of his shoulders into his waist.
“Come on,” Tayle said. “Let’s get some food.” He looked at her. “You do eat, right?”
“I’m starving,” Ri said.
Tayle led her to the tables and handed her a heavy white plate with a golden border. The spread of food was impressive, to say the least. It started with breads and cheese, progressed to little rolls of meat, and then to delicious-looking sweets. Ri had only tasted samples of human food, and she had been looking forward to this.
“Where do I start?” she asked.
“I usually start at the other end.”
Ri’s heart leapt, and she turned to find Sam standing next to her.
“Thanks for getting her here, Tayle.”
Ri glanced over at Tayle, who gave her a sheepish grin.
“See you guys later.” Tayle gave Ri a little wink. “Hopefully we can continue our discussion about politics another time.” With that, he walked away.
A tiny bit of Ri panicked. Tayle had brought her here and now he was leaving her? With the prince? She’d had one idea about the evening, and now she’d need to change it. “What is this about?” Ri asked.
“I asked Tayle to invite you. I thought we could spend a few minutes together.” Sam took her plate in one hand and set the other on her back. “Come on, this is the best part.”
He propelled her toward the far end of the table, and began stacking desserts on her plate.
So he wanted to spend some time together. Ri adjusted her expectations. “I could use something besides sweets.”
Sam raised his eyebrows. “Oh, so you know what these are.”
“Some of them.”
“Fine.” He stopped and narrowed his eyes. “This might be an offensive question, so please don’t call the dean on me, but do you eat fish?”
Ri laughed. “I live in the ocean, and we’re not what you would call vegetarian. So yes, I eat fish. It’s not like they hang around and talk to us.”
“Well, this is the best.” Sam continued to fill the plate. When he was finished, he nodded at the chairs. “Let’s go sit.”
“Okay.” Ri’s stomach did a little flip. She was pretty sure it wasn’t a hunger pang.
Once again, Sam put his hand on her lower back and gently guided her through the crowd. Like Tayle, but differently. A thrill ran up her spine, and she shivered.
“Are you cold?” Sam asked as they got to the chairs. He gestured for her to sit.
“No. I’m fine.” She frowned. “This might be a dumb question, but am I supposed to wait for you to sit?”
“No,” Sam said. “A human should, yes, but not you. You’re a princess—you hold the same rank as I do.” He sat after he was satisfied she was comfortable. “Besides, much of that blurs here. We’re all friends.” He waved his hand at the swelling crowd.
Sam handed her the plate.
“What should I try first?”
“Do you want sweet or salty?”
“Um, salty.”
“Okay, bread or meat?”
“Uh…”
Before she could decide, Sam retrieved one of the small pieces of rolled up meat and held it out toward her lips. “Try this.”
She eyed him.
“I’m serious. Try it.” Sam inched the meat closer.
“Okay,” Ri said. Her stomach flipped again, and she leaned forward and gently nibbled the end off the meat.
An explosion of flavor erupted in her mouth. The salty brine hit first, but was quickly overcome by a smoky undertone. Spices she had never tasted before tantalized her tongue, and she closed her eyes as she chewed and then swallowed.
“You like it?” Sam asked.
Ri slowly opened her eyes. “Delicious. Is it chicken?”
“You got it.” Sam popped the other half in his mouth. “One of my favorites. Now, what about bread?”
“Any of them,” Ri said. “I’ve only had bread once.”
“We’ll start with this one.” Sam once again offered it to her. 
With a quick glance around, Ri noticed a couple others looking at them with disapproval. So she reached out and took the bread from Sam’s hand, ensuring that their fingers touched. 
Sam watched her every move as she took a bite. “Well?”
“Mmm,” Ri said, savoring the almost-sour flavor. “I like it.”
“Good.”
They continued on, working their way through the plate. Ri kept her eyes moving; more people were taking notice of them. “This is your party. Shouldn’t you be hosting?”
Sam sighed. “You’re probably right. I don’t know if anyone told you, but I’ll be student body president this year. My reign, if you could call it that, starts in a week. I’m trying to avoid extra responsibility until then.”
“I heard. That’s great.” Ri jerked her head at the crowd. “Go mingle.”
“You’ll be okay?”
“I’ll be fine.”
Sam leaned forward and put a hand on Ri’s knee. “I’d like to see you again. Soon.”
“Would you?”
“Very much.” He stood. “If you’re available tomorrow night, I’m going to head back into the city to get a few things at the market. Would you like to join me?”
“The market?”
“Yes. For food, clothes, and other wares.”
Ri did her best to hide the excitement on her face. However, the expression faded when a figure appeared behind the prince.
“Your Majesty,” Kyla said in a cold voice.
Sam kept his eyes on Ri. “Well?”
Kyla turned her glare on Ri. 
Ri swiveled her attention back to Sam. “I’d love to.”
“Wonderful,” Sam said. “I’ll pick you up at six.”
“Great.”
To her surprise, Sam reached out and brought her fingers to his lips again. As he lowered her hand, his eyes bored into hers. “Until then.”
“Until then.”
Sam turned. “Kyla, thank you for coming. It’s always an honor to have the mer-princesses attend my little parties.”
Kyla let out a humph.
Sam gave her a nod and moved into the crowd.
Ri braced herself and looked at Kyla. “What?”
Kyla sat down, picked half a brownie off the plate and ate it. “Look little sister, you’re in over your head with that guy.”
“I have no idea what you’re talking about.”
“What’s he asking about?”
“Nothing.”
“What’s he picking you up for?”
“We’re going to the market.”
“Why?”
Ri leaned forward. “Why do you care?”
“I care because he is not a nice guy. He dated an elf girl all last year, then dumped her in front of half the school.”
“Do you know why?”
“Because he’s a jerk.”
 “So you say, but I say different. He’s been nothing but a gentleman.”
Kyla opened her mouth to argue, but Ri stood. “I know the mermen think you’re all that and a bundle of coral, so it must kill you to think that some guy might pick me instead of you, but you’d better get over it.”
“Ri, this isn’t about before,” Kyla said. “Listen to me.”
“No. Not this time,” Ri said. She took a step toward Kyla and lowered her voice. “Stay out of my business.” Before her sister could retaliate, Ri sped away her and walked back into the night.



Chapter 7
The next morning, Ri woke to the first rays of the sun. She rose on wobbly legs and moved to the window. To her satisfaction, walking now felt like stepping on gravel instead of spears. When she reached the curtains, she pulled them back.
Orange and red streamed across the low clouds, and sunlight raced from the horizon through the window and onto Ri’s skin.
The fight with her sister from the night before was forgotten. Warmth filled her, and she laughed.
“What are you doing?” Su’la demanded as she threw the covers over her head.
“Enjoying the sunrise.”
“No one enjoys the sunrise. Go back to sleep.”
But Ri couldn’t; energy like she’d never felt before coursed through her. Excitement. Anticipation. Joy. It was all of those and more. It overflowed and bubbled out, and Ri began twirling in circles, flinging her arms wide.
“There is seriously something wrong with you,” Su’la said.
 
The space between buildings quickly filled with students. Ri kept glancing out the window, amazed to see how many races sent their children here to be educated. Ri took her time in the shower—a device she quickly decided might be her favorite—and then got ready. 
Su’la had rolled out of bed and gotten dressed in the time it took Ri to do her hair.
“Where were you last night?” Ri asked as she pushed the last pin into her hair.
“None of your business.”
“I’m just trying to be friendly,” Ri said.
“Try less.”
Kyla had given her plenty of experience with grouchy people. Ri knew just where to poke them. “We should walk together this morning.”
“Why?” Su’la asked in a cold voice.
“Because we have our first class together.” Ri smiled sweetly. “It’ll be fun.”
“I highly doubt that,” Su’la muttered.
“Oh come on, at least try to be civil.”
“I am trying.”
“Try harder.”
“You are really obnoxious.”
Ri grinned. “Oh, I know.”
In the end, Su’la relented, and the two of them walked across campus together. Ri kept up an unending stream of question, and Su’la finally started answering some of them.
“What kind of magic do you use?” Ri asked as they passed the science building.
Su’la sighed. “Earth magic.”
“So ley lines, potions…stuff like that?”
“That is correct.”
“Do you have any brothers or sisters?”
“I have two brothers. Both older.”
Ri concealed the triumph she felt as Su’la gave her more information than she had asked for. “Have they attended the Academy?” Ri asked.
“Yes, both of them.”
“What do you hope to do with your spell casting?”
Su’la frowned. “What do you mean?”
“Well, earth wizards can do all sorts of things. They work for the king, or private companies, or freelance for the highest bidder.”
“You seem to know a lot about wizards.”
“I didn’t want to come up here unprepared. I learned as much as I could.”
For the first time since they’d met, Su’la looked impressed. “What about you? What do you hope to become, since you’re the sixth daughter of the king?”
Ri blew air out of her mouth. “Well, I’m thinking about going into our ministry. Maybe trade or relations with the other races.”
“Oh?” Su’la raised one slender eyebrow.
“Sure. I’m good with people, and my father needs someone he can trust. Kyla is uh…a little too much, and Marian is too timid for negotiations.”
“What about the others?”
“Well, the oldest will rule, along with her husband. The other two are both working with my father on internal policy. Keeping the kingdom from collapsing in on itself.”
There was more to it, but Ri kept it simple. For instance, if Su’la—a spell caster—found out that Ri’s middle sisters had found a way to keep most of those who manifested sea witch powers from going crazy, she might not like it. Most people distrusted sea witches more than any other kind of spell casters, because no matter their original race, their eventual transformation into a sea creature almost always left their minds scarred and unstable.
Su’la let out a humph.
They reached the history building and followed a handful of others inside. The elf from the day before walked perfectly straight, his gaze studiously forward. A gnome had to jump out of his way as he went by.
Ri led them to the classroom and dragged a protesting Su’la up to the second row of desks. There was one centaur with a clear space and a tall desk in the back, a couple of gnomes, and three tiny faeries that settled into miniature desks at the front.
Ri pulled some blank parchment and a pencil from her bag and set it in front of her.
Su’la shook her head and slumped back in her chair.
Just as the last goblin arrived, their teacher walked through the door. The woman—an elf—stood at least a head taller than Ri, and walked as if gliding on water. Her long blonde hair drifted out behind her and framed her oval face, drawing attention to her almost-lavender eyes.
“Good morning,” the elf said. “I am Bo’ab, your history teacher. Some of the other teachers will have an orientation today, but we’re getting right into it.” She eyed those who weren’t ready to take notes. Suddenly there was a flurry of activity, and a lot more desks had parchment on them. Even Su’la pulled out paper and a quill.
“We’re going to start with today, and work backward,” Bo’ab said. “Who can tell me why we have this Academy?”
One of the human boys raised his hand. “Because the realms are trying to cultivate peace and understanding instead of war.”
“A memorized answer, but adequate.”
Su’la rolled her eyes.
“You have a different answer, spell caster?” Bo’ab asked her.
Su’la didn’t bother to sit up. “We’re here because our parents want us to get to know one another. They’re counting on that personal knowledge to keep us from going to war.”
“Isn’t that what he said?” Bo’ab asked.
“Sure, I guess.”
“But?”
Su’la shifted in her seat. “We’re also here to spy on one another. To find out little things about the other races. Dig for weaknesses. So that if war does come, we have more information for either fighting or negotiations.”
Ri couldn’t have said it better herself.
Bo’ab raised her slender eyebrows. “Very astute.” She turned her gaze onto the rest of the class. “Would anyone disagree?”
A dead silence answered. Bo’ab waited until it was uncomfortable before she spoke. “Good, then my job isn’t going to be as difficult as it was last year.” She began to pace back and forth. “What year was the school founded?”
Ri began scribbling notes. Most of this she already knew, but it was interesting to get a fresh perspective. Tayle had been right about this teacher.
 
The rest of the day went by in a blur of classes and new people. Ri made an effort to introduce herself to as many other first-years as possible. She started making connections in her mind about the alliances their families had, and how they intertwined with the other kingdoms, and most importantly with hers.
By the time she was finished, Ri’s mind swirled with new ideas and possibilities, but it still wasn’t enough to keep her from thinking about Sam and his promise to pick her up at six. She had to turn down three dinner invitations with other students because of it. She hoped she’d made adequate excuses and hadn’t closed any proverbial doors.
Ri rushed back to her room where Su’la had laid an array of crystals on her bed. The largest measured the size of Ri’s hand, and the smallest a single digit of her little finger. The colors ranged from clear to red, blue, pink, orange, and everything in between.
“Those are pretty,” Ri said. “Especially that heart-shaped pink one.”
“Touch any one of them and I won’t be responsible for what happens to you,” Su’la said.
“Duly noted,” Ri said. She got to work changing her clothes and fixing her hair. She could feel Su’la’s eyes on her.
“What are you doing?”
“Changing.”
“I can see that. Why?”
Ri turned and let loose her brightest smile. “Because I have a date.”
“A date?”
“That’s right.”
“It’s the first day of school.”
“He asked me last night.”
Su’la made a face. “Who is he?”
“Prince Samuel.”
Ri had already seen Su’la’s irritated expression, and perhaps her mildly angry expression. This was different. Su’la’s eyes went hard, and her lips drew into a tight line. The air around her seemed to cringe back, and a dark aura filled the room. “Prince Samuel?”
“Yes. Is there a problem?”
As fast as it had come, the change in Su’la departed. The other girl shook her head and turned back to her crystals. “No, of course not. Have fun.”
“Don’t you even want to know what we’re doing?”
“No.” 
There was a finality to the words that kept Ri’s mouth shut. Apparently Su’la did have some sort of quarrel with the prince. Ri checked her hair one last time, took a small bag with money and a scarf, and went out the door.
Su’la said nothing as she left.
Stairs—of which she had two flights to contend with—were still painful, and Ri grasped the rail as she descended. Once she reached the bottom, she took a deep breath of relief and started toward one of the couches.
Ri stopped in her tracks when she saw Sam already sitting there. He was back to a silk shirt and dark trousers. Tall boots rose to his knees.
He stood as if the couch had bucked him off. His eyes fastened on Ri, and he smiled. “Hey.”
Ri’s legs threatened to turn to jelly. “Hey. You’re uh, early.”



Chapter 8
“I know,” Sam said. He held a cap in his hand. “I uh, got here early.”
The notion of the prince of the human realm being nervous around her brought a smile to Ri’s face. “Does that mean we get to leave early?”
“We can go now.” Sam came forward and offered his arm.
Ri took it, grateful for the extra balance, and followed as he led the way outside and into a small carriage. A coachman held the door, while two guards stood nearby.
“We’re trying not to draw too much attention today,” Sam said as he helped her up.
“What do you usually ride in?” Ri asked as she settled in. Dark leather lined the seats, and rich curtains had been pulled back from the windows. Sam took the bench across from her, and the footman closed the door behind them.
“A much bigger carriage, along with six or more guards.”
Ri stared at him.
“What?” Sam asked.
“It’s just strange. My father always has guards, but no one else.”
“You mean you can just go where you want?” Sam asked. They both leaned as the carriage moved forward.
“Yeah, I guess. I mean, there are places we aren’t allowed to go, but that’s because of the other things that live there, not the merpeople.”
“Other things? Like kelpies? Or the Kraken?”
Ri waved a hand. “Kelpies don’t bother us. They only like human blood. The Kraken, however, is dangerous.”
“From what I understand, his domain is huge. And treacherous.”
“Yes.” The Kraken was the one thing even Kyla was afraid of.
The thought of Kyla brought Ri back to the night before. To her accusations that the prince was only using Ri.
“I heard a rumor that a ship had to have mermaid blood on the hull to get through the Kraken’s waters.” Sam’s face oozed innocence.
Ri narrowed her eyes. “Those rumors are highly exaggerated.”
Sam let out a single laugh. “I thought so, but we still go around. Our sailors are terrified of the Kraken’s waters.” He gestured out the window. “How do you like our countryside?”
Ri breathed a sigh of relief at the change of subject. “It’s beautiful. I love the bright colors.”
“Don’t you have bright colors under the sea?”
“Of course, but it’s different. Everything here seems crisp around the edges.”
Sam laughed. “I think it would be wonderful to see your world. I bet it is soft and beautiful.” He leaned forward. “Mysterious, even.”
“It is beautiful, but I may be biased.”
“As am I about my country.”
Ri took the opportunity to press him a little. “I’m dying to know more about your country. I know my father has had some communication with your father, but he’s always tight-lipped about that sort of thing.”
Sam waved a hand. “I try not to get involved. Foreign policy is something I’m going to have to deal with every day for the rest of my life after I get out of the Academy. The last thing I want to do is waste what little freedom I have left worrying about something I have no control over.”
Ri shot him a dazzling smile. “I can understand that.” She looked out the window. “Why do some of the trees have green leaves and some have red?”
“You ask such difficult questions,” Sam said.
“Okay. Well then, tell me about your court. Do you have musicians?”
Sam warmed up to that topic, and they spent the rest of the journey talking about the differences between their two worlds.
Once inside the walls of the city, the carriage only took a few turns before halting between two buildings. All Ri could see were stone walls.
“Here we are,” Sam said.
The footman opened the door, and Sam got out first and offered her his hand as she traversed the swaying steps.
A tingle of pleasure rushed from Ri’s fingers into her stomach.
Sam bowed, still holding her hand. “Princess Ariel, please allow me to show you our market.”
Ri bowed back. “I would be honored, Prince Samuel.”
Sam once again took her arm and led her to the end of the alley.
How one wall could hold back so much noise and bustle Ri would never know. The moment they rounded the corner it hit her like a blast of bubbles from a dying ship.
The smells came first: exotic spices, and the almost-sour odor of too many bodies in the same place. Then Ri blinked, and she tried to look at everything at once.
Rows and rows of wooden stalls filled with all manner of things led away from the alley. Food—most of which she could not identify—and dishes, and lace, and cloth, and ribbons, and more things than she had ever imagined could be in one place at one time. People shouted and laughed and talked. The whole scene felt more alive than anything Ri had ever seen or felt.
Sam leaned down and whispered in her ear. “Do you like it?” His breath tickled the hair on her neck. 
She looked at him. “I love it. Can we see everything?”
Sam threw back his head and laughed. And for a moment, Ri saw the real Sam. She knew a little something about being royalty—no matter how much you tried to be yourself, duty and protocol always seemed to hide the parts of you that were you. Sam was no different, and the brief glimpse into his inner self left Ri feeling lighter.
“We only have a few hours until it gets dark. So no, we won’t be able to see everything. But if you tell me what you like, I’ll make sure we see it.”
“I have to choose?” Ri stuck out her bottom lip.
“I’m afraid so.”
Ri thought about it. “Clothes, jewelry, and food.”
“In that order?”
“Order doesn’t matter.”
“Then this way.”
Sam led her into the marketplace. The two guards flanked them, with another out front. A few vendors waved in greeting, and Sam addressed each of them by name. The crowd parted for them, and soon they stood in front of a booth that looked as if a cloth explosion had occurred inside. Ri wasn’t sure how they kept the bright colors clean until she saw a magical crystal hanging from the center of the booth. The green gem glowed slightly, and Ri watched as a speck of dirt that settled on the cloth disappeared.
“Prince Samuel!” a round, dark-haired woman said from the bowels of the booth. She curtsied. “We are grateful for your presence.”
“Sally, stop.” Sam waved for her to stand. “Don’t make a fuss.”
The woman looked at Ri and winked. “One must make a fuss over a prince.”
A sly look entered Sam’s eyes. “Sally, this is Princess Ariel of the merpeople.”
Suddenly the woman’s intense, searching gaze swept right through Ri. She curtsied again. “Your Majesty, so pleased to meet you.”
Ri bowed in return. “The pleasure is mine.”
“Oh, I like her,” Sally said to Sam. "What can I do for you?”
“Ri has never been to the market before, and she asked about cloth. And since you’re the best vendor in the kingdom, I thought I would bring her here.”
“Dear child,” Sally said, “you do know how to flatter an old woman.”
“It’s not hard when you’re the best,” Sam said.
Sally cackled and turned to Ri. “Watch out for this one. He’s got a silver tongue.” She rubbed her hands together. “Now, what do you want to see?”
 
Hours later, after the guards had been laden down with several bolts of fabric, two new tops, three pairs of shoes, and after Ri could barely walk for having eaten so much, she and Sam made their way back to the carriage.
“I thought that man at the fish shop was going to fall apart when I said you were a mermaid,” Sam said.
Ri laughed. “As I tried to tell him, it would be like you eating chicken.”
Sam chuckled. “Still, I thought he was going to apologize until he fainted.”
“And he wouldn’t take my money.”
“You mean my money.”
“Either of ours.”
“Don’t worry, I’ll make sure someone compensates him tomorrow.”
When they got back into the carriage, Ri sat on her own side. Sam had been holding her arm the entire evening, and she felt suddenly vulnerable without his warmth next to her.
Much to her delight, when Sam got in he pointed next to her. “May I?”
“You may.” Ri slid over.
Sam sat, and took her hand. He raised her fingers and gently pressed his lips against the back of her hand, a gesture she was beginning to like. Then he looked into her eyes. “I had a lovely evening.”
“I did, too. Thank you for bringing me here.”
Kyla’s words once again plagued Ri’s thoughts. She opened her mouth, then shut it again.
“What is it? Did we miss something you wanted to see?” Sam asked.
“No, nothing like that.” Ri steeled herself. She may as well be honest. What did she have to lose at this point? She looked into Sam’s eyes and said, “Can I ask you a personal question?”
Ri recognized the veil of wariness that fell over Sam’s face. “I suppose.”
She swallowed. “My—my sisters warned me away from you. Kyla said you dumped an elf you had been dating in front of everyone at the end of last year.”
Sam’s lips pressed together. “Did she?”
“She also said you were likely using me.”
Irritation shot through Sam’s eyes. He sighed and shook his head. “She would say that.”
“What do you mean?”
Sam once again started to stroke Ri’s hand. “I did date an elf girl last year. I thought I loved her…until I figured out she was using me to get to my father.”
Ri’s stomach tightened. “Using you how?”
“The elves wanted a new trading contract, and she lured me in until I wouldn’t say no to her. By the time I figured out what was going on, I was furious.” He lowered his eyes. “So yes, I did dump her. In front of a lot of people. She hurt me, and I was angry.”
The pain in his voice caused Ri to wrap her hands around his. “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have brought it up.”
“No, it’s okay.” Sam met her gaze and gave her a small smile. “I’m a little ashamed of it. Kyla and the elf girl were friends. I can see why she would warn you away from me. I understand if you don’t want to see me anymore.”
“I didn’t say that,” Ri said. “I’m sorry to bring up a bad memory. I just wanted to know.”
“Better to have things open between us. Yes?”
Ri sighed in relief. “Yes.”
“Good.” Sam settled back in the seat. “How are your legs?”
“Tired.”
“What about your neck?”
“Why would my neck be tired?”
“After all that time spent looking at things, I thought you might want to rest it on my shoulder.”
Ri’s heart began to gallop, and she swallowed. “Maybe it is a little tired.”
“You’d better rest for a bit.”
“Good idea.” Ri snuggled in, and Sam drew her closer. She lay her head in the crook of his shoulder, and to her delight, they were a perfect fit. Her ear pressed against his chest, and she could hear the beating of his heart.
Sam rubbed her arm.
Ri had been interested in a few mermen. She’d even dated one for a while, but in the end they hadn’t been the right fit. Some couldn’t handle that she would always have a higher rank than them. Others only wanted to get close to her because of her rank.
Sam was different. He was the crowned prince, and she a sixth daughter. But none of that mattered as she listened to the beating of his heart and thought about what a nice time they’d had together. And he’d been honest with her. No pressures of court. No talk of trade or treaties or anything else. Just two young people getting to know one another.
Could this be more than her wanting to help her father?
The carriage slowed as they got to campus, and long before Ri was ready, they pulled up in front of her dorm. She was loath to sit up, but did so anyway. She found Sam grinning down at her. He helped her out of the carriage and walked her to the door. The guards followed, carrying all the things she had bought.
Sam took both of her hands in his. “I want to see you again.”
“I’d like that.”
“Soon. What about tomorrow?”
Ri made a face. “I have extra classes tomorrow. What about the next day?”
“Done.” Sam stepped forward. “Thank you for this evening.”
“What do you mean?” Ri asked.
“I mean I feel like I can be myself around you. It’s refreshing.”
Ri nodded.
Sam stepped in again. He stood mere inches from Ri. Her breathing sped up. 
He looked down at her with fire in his eyes. “Ariel, if it’s not too forward, I’d like to kiss you.”
“Hmm,” Ri said. She reached up and laced her hand around his neck and into his thick, blond hair. She stepped forward and the space between them disappeared. He wrapped his arms around her, and slowly bent his head until their lips met.
It felt like a thousand fish brushing at every part of Ri’s body. She softened her lips and stood on tiptoe. If not for gravity, she surely would have floated off the ground. Ri thought—and hoped—that the moment would never end. But someone behind her cleared their throat.
Ri and Sam jumped apart as if their mothers had caught them doing something naughty, and looked away from one another.
“Can I get by?” Su’la asked with venom in her voice.
“Oh, sorry,” Ri said as she moved aside.
Su’la gave the prince a look that would have melted an iceberg, then walked through the doors.
Ri looked at Sam, who scratched his head.
“Uh, I should be going.”
“Yeah,” she said.
“Listen, there’s a big ball at the end of the week. It’s when I take over as student body president. I was wondering if you would accompany me.”
“Me?”
“Well, we did just kiss.”
 An uncontrolled giggle escaped Ri. She stifled the rest and swallowed. “Yes, of course. I would love to.”
“Wonderful. You’ll need a gown.”
“With this fabric, I think I can make that happen.”
“Good.” Sam took her hand and kissed it one more time before he ushered her inside, had the guards take her purchased items to her room, and then left.
Ri watched the carriage until it was out of sight. Her fingers brushed her lips, and she wondered if her plan to get close to the price for political purposes had just taken a drastic, though not entirely unwelcome, turn.



Chapter 9
The next two days of school dragged by like a sea snail crawling along the edge of a reef. By the time Wednesday afternoon arrived, Ri had been to all her classes and met all the other students her age. She’d been to lunch with a handful of them, and had learned things like how strawberries made male faeries a little bit frisky, and that every centaur loved a good joke.
Wednesday night Sam took her to a nearby village where they ate in a pub, walked along a river, and saw a dozen kinds of birds Ri had never seen before. Ri’s skin still burned when she thought of Sam’s hands gently caressing her back, and his lips on hers.
With thoughts of Sam filling her mind, classes proved more difficult than they should have been.
Bo’ab’s history class, which Ri had every morning, turned out to be her favorite. She found she loved learning about what had happened to make things like they were now. Tayle had been right about her blunt manner: she spoke of wars, massacres and other unsavory topics as if discussing the weather. More than one student had squirmed at their desk as Bo’ab described some horrible thing their people had done in the past.
Sculpture, her art class for the first half of the year, had opened her eyes to a whole new world. The teacher had taught her how to find the figure in the medium instead of forcing her ideas into the material.
The first day they’d started with a bar of soap, which had dried Ri’s hands out so badly they’d had to find her some gloves. She’d studied the fist-sized block and had found within its depths a shell. And while many in the class had more recognizable objects, hers felt special, like a part of her she’d just discovered.
Between that and thoughts of Sam, Ri had a difficult time concentrating in science and math.
Thursday, her fourth day of sculpture, she found a nice surprise. Instead of their teacher, Tayle sat at the front of the class. She’d only seen him in passing since the party.
She walked up to him and folded her arms across her stomach. “So, you flirt with me, get me to go to a party with you, and then ditch me?”
Tayle scratched the back of his head. His dark eyes pleaded for forgiveness. “Yeah, sorry about that. The prince asked me to get you there, so I did.”
“You guys are friends?” Sam hadn’t mentioned Tayle.
Tayle held up a finger. “We grew up together. He’s my ruler. I never said we were friends.”
Ri’s stomach did a little twist. “Oh, sorry.”
“Besides, once you were with him, you didn’t look too sorry to see me go.” His eyes sparkled as he spoke.
Ri put a hand on the table and leaned forward. “Every girl wants a prince charming, right?”
Tayle put both of his hands out, palms up. “And here I am, helping you out. What a guy.”
“What a guy,” Ri repeated.
She’d seen a few moments of the real Sam at the market, but it seemed that Tayle was genuine all the time. He certainly brought her more feisty side out. She liked it.
“So are you our teacher today?”
“That’s right.” He wiggled his eyebrows. A deep dimple creased one cheek. “You have to do what I say today.”
Ri leaned forward until their faces were only a few inches apart. “I’m looking forward to it.”
Tayle’s eyes danced, but he broke the gaze and stood. “Good morning, everyone.”
A murmur of greetings answered. Ri heard a couple of girls giggle as she took her seat at the front.
“My name is Tayle. I’m the senior sculpture student. Today your instructor has left me in charge.” Tayle’s eyes returned to Ri. “Does everyone have their soap blocks from last time?”
Ri retrieved hers from her bag and set it on the table. Even the next day it didn’t fail to amaze her that she had made this thing, discovered it in the soap.
“Good,” Tayle said as he stood and looked over Ri’s head at the others. He walked to the table behind him and swept off the cover. Underneath sat two rows of soap blocks twice as big as the day before.
“Same exercise: come pick a block and sculpt. Don’t forget to use the techniques you’ve learned. I’m going to come around and talk to each one of you.” He clapped his hands together. “Get to it.”
Ri rose and got to the table first.
“How are your legs?” Tayle asked quietly.
“Fine now, thank you,” Ri said as she weighed the options before her.
“Good. Which one are you thinking?”
Ri’s hand hovered over a chunky pink block, but her eye was drawn to the yellow one next to it. She didn’t even like yellow, but her fingers closed around it, and she hefted it off the table.
“Interesting choice. What do you have in mind?”
Ri closed one eye and tilted her head. “Not sure.”
“Good girl,” Tayle said, patting her on the shoulder. “Let those creative juices flow.”
Ri took the block back to her table. She donned her thin gloves and picked up her tools.
First off, it was too thick. It need to be thin and tall, so Ri slowly cut away the outside layer. Soap shavings curled and dropped to the table as she worked. They were pretty in and of themselves, but Ri kept her attention on whatever was inside, waiting to be freed.
 Once the width felt right, Ri began to draw a shape out. Curvy, like an hourglass, but with a slender bottom half. Symmetrical, unlike the shell. She smiled when she realized what it was.
“And why are you smiling, my young mermaid?”
Tayle’s voice made Ri jump. She glared up at him. “You’re lucky I wasn’t cutting.”
Tayle crossed his arms over his chest and grinned. “Oh?”
“My father wouldn’t want the top spire of his palace maimed.”
“That’s what you’re sculpting?” He leaned down and studied it.
“That’s what’s in there.”
Tayle turned his attention back to Ri. “I wish I could help you, but I’ve never seen the merman palace.”
“Not many have.”
Tayle pulled up an empty chair and sat. “What do you miss about it?”
Ri shrugged one shoulder. “Sometimes everything. Other times nothing.” She shaved off a bit of soap before continuing. “I do miss my father, but don’t tell him that.”
“What about your other sisters?”
“Them too. And my niece—she’s adorable.”
“How old is she?”
“We reckon time differently under the sea, but she’s about four years old by your standards.”
“I can tell you really love this place,” Tayle said.
“How?”
“Because you’re barely looking at it while you sculpt.”
Ri blinked. He was right.
“That’s the sign of a real sculptor. However, you’re using that tool like a peeler. It’s more than that. Let me show you.”
Tayle reached over and took her hand in his.
Tingles raced up Ri’s arm.
“Put your fingers like this.” He manipulated her hand until he nodded. He did not let go. Instead, he stood and came around behind her. She could feel his breath on the side of her neck and the heat of his chest on her back.
The tingles whirled inside Ri like a school of crazed krill. Unlike the blatant attention that Sam gave her, this felt different. Somehow more personal.
“Use your wrist to control it, and then your fingers at the end.” Tayle guided her hand through the motion, shaving a line of soap so thin that it barely had substance. “Can you feel that?”
“Yes.” The word barely came out, a reverent whisper.
“Good. Keep going.”
“What’s this?” an amused voice asked.
Ri felt Tayle tense. He let go of her hand and straightened. “What are you doing here?”
Ri turned and found Sam standing behind her.
“Hi.” She smiled.  “Look what I made.”
Sam’s eyes flicked to the sculpture, then back to Tayle. “Where’s your instructor?”
“I’m the instructor today.”
Sam glared.
The muscles in Tayle’s jaw jumped before he added, “Your Majesty.”
“Where is the instructor?” Sam asked again.
“He’s not on campus.”
“I need to leave a note for him.”
Tayle pointed. “You can leave it on his desk. I’ll be sure he gets it.”
Sam shot Tayle a smug look. “Get me parchment and pen.”
Tayle ducked his head once before retrieving both items for the prince.
Sam sat and began scribbling a note.
Tayle gave him one last tight-lipped look before he moved to the next student.
Ri swallowed, and her eyes darted to Sam. He didn’t look up, so she went back to her sculpting. Only now her hands were shaking, so she closed her eyes and took a couple breaths.
The chair beside her screeched as Sam stood. A hand brushed hers and deposited a small piece of folded paper into her palm.
Ri waited until Sam had left the room before she pulled the paper to her chest and opened it. There were only four words on the page.
Can’t wait until the ball.
Footsteps sounded, coming toward her. Ri re-folded the paper and tucked it into her bag.
Tayle walked by. He didn’t look at her, and he didn’t say anything else to her through the rest of class. When the chime sounded, Ri put her mostly finished sculpture back on the table with the rest. She tried to catch Tayle’s eye as she left, but he refused to look at her.
A strange tightness settled into her chest.
It got worse when she saw both of her sisters leaning against the wall outside the door.
“Hi,” Marian said, forcing a friendly smile.
Ri grit her teeth. “Hi.”
“How has your first week been?”
Ri’s eyes darted to Kyla, who stood with her arms crossed over her chest and a frown on her face. “What do you two want?”
Marian’s normally serene face contorted into an expression of concern. “We’re just checking on you.”
“No you’re not,” Ri said as she kept walking.
Her sisters followed. She could practically hear the silent conversation that passed between them. 
They almost got to the doors that led outside before Kyla grabbed Ri. “Fine, you want it straight?”
Ri turned, jerking her arm away. But Kyla stood directly in front of her, and kept coming until Ri’s back was up against the wall.
“Kyla,” Marian said in a low voice.
Kyla leaned down to look into Ri’s eyes. “No, she wants it quick and dirty. So here we go.” Kyla held up a finger. “Stay away from Prince Samuel.”
“Why?” Ri asked. “Just because he doesn’t like you?”
“No, because he’s not paying attention to you because he likes you. There’s some other reason.”
A flash of anger washed over Ri. “Is this about your friend the elf? Because I asked him about that, and he told me the truth.”
Kyla flushed. “He’s always got an angle. He’s using you.”
Ri pushed Kyla away and stepped away from the wall. “You don’t know him.”
Marian stepped in. “No, Ri. Listen, she’s right. He’s not…good.”
Ri pointed at Kyla. “He’s been kind to me. He was there when they pulled me out of the water. He’s made sure I have everything I need. We’ve been out a few times. Just because a boy doesn’t like your friend because she was manipulating him, or pays more attention to me than you or Marian, doesn’t make him evil.”
Kyla opened her mouth to retort, but Ri pushed her aside. “I don’t want to hear it.”
With that she joined the remains of her class as they walked outside.
Once again, Ri’s hands were shaking. Her insides felt hot and cold at the same time, and all she wanted to do was scream.
Their father had always been overprotective of Ri. Her mother had died when she was little, and he’d never fully gotten over it. Instead, he’d taken it as his personal duty to make sure Ri was a good girl. That she got everything she needed. Her sisters had always been jealous of his attention toward her.
Ri had been hoping that the Academy would be different. That she could become one of them. But obviously that wasn’t going to happen.
They hadn’t told her they were in a band. They kept telling her not to see the prince. What did they know? They hadn’t even bothered to ask what her plan was. That yes, she liked the prince, but she’d started seeing him to strengthen the relationship between kingdoms. Apparently they’d built some sort of wall that Ri might not ever be able to break down.
The world blurred, and Ri blinked. A single tear ran down her cheek. Ri wiped it away and shook her head. Now was not the time to cry.
“Hey,” a voice said from behind.
Ri took a steadying breath, wiped her eyes again and turned to see Tayle jogging after her.
He saw her face and frowned. “What’s wrong?”
“Nothing,” Ri said. “What do you need?”
“Uh, well, I saw your sisters talking to you.” He reached up and scratched his head again. “Actually, I heard what they told you.”
Ri grit her teeth. “And?”
He softened his voice and put his hands on her shoulders. “They’re right.”
“Are they?”
“About the prince. You should stay away from him.”
Anger flared to life. “You’re the one who brought me to his party and left me with him.”
“Yeah, because I thought he wanted to get back at Kyla.”
Ri shrugged out of Tayle’s grasp and stepped back. “So now you’re not only out to put me in a bad spot, but my sisters, too?”
Tayle let out a huff. “Look Ri, I like you, and I don’t want to see you get hurt.”
“Is Prince Samuel into hurting girls?”
“Well no, but he’s—”
Ri slashed the air with her hand. “I’m not sure what position you’re trying to play here, but stay out from between Sam and me.”
Tayle’s face darkened. “Why, because he took you to the market and spent money on you?”
A growl almost escaped Ri’s throat. She sneered. “No, because if you cared in the first place you wouldn’t have left me with him at the party. You missed your chance.”
A look of hurt crossed Tayle’s face.
“Go back to your rocks, Tayle. Leave me alone.”



Chapter 10
Ri didn’t talk to her sisters or Tayle for the rest of the week. When they passed in the halls or on campus, Ri kept her eyes forward. Sam slipped her two more notes, coming into classes for other things. She had all three in her pocket, and whenever she felt like she was going to fall apart, she would caress the paper with her fingers and remind herself that she was going to the ball with the prince. Didn’t every girl want that?
She’d found a seamstress on campus who had made her a beautiful gown in green and blue with shells and pearls. It had cost her a fortune, but Ri didn’t care. Her father had given her plenty of money; she might as well use it.
The cut of the gown was in fact called the “mermaid style.” It stayed tight until just below her hips, where it flared out like a mermaid’s tail. Her back, neck, and shoulders were bare. Shells and pearls garnished the top section in a crisscrossing pattern. The shimmering skirt billowed as she walked. The color of the dress made the shell around her neck look striking. Ri twirled once in front of the mirror to get the full effect.
Sam was coming to pick her up early so they could dine before the ball. He was afraid that, once his position was official, they wouldn’t get to spend any time together at the party.
Su’la, who had been eerily quiet all week, looked at her and said, “Nice dress.”
“Thanks.”
“Have a good time.”
Ri narrowed her eyes. “Why are you being nice to me?”
“My brother said I should try to make friends.”
“Got it.”
“You’re going with the prince?”
“That’s right.”
Su’la opened her mouth, closed it and cleared her throat. “Don’t stay out past midnight.”
“Why?”
Su’la shrugged. “It’s a fairy tale thing.”
“I don’t know that one.”
“You’ll have to read it.”
Ri checked her hair one last time. A knock came at the door, causing her pulse to quicken. She grabbed a shawl and threw it over her shoulders.
“Have fun,” Su’la said again.
“Thanks.” Ri straightened everything and moved to the door. She opened it and found Sam on the other side.
Whoever had picked his wardrobe had been spot-on. He wore an off-white jacket with a blue shirt and a green vest. Black trousers hugged him in all the right places, and instead of boots, he wore soft leather shoes.
Ri looked at him and found his jaw hanging open.
“Hi,” she said.
His lips moved, but nothing came out, so he shut his mouth, swallowed and tried again. “Uh, hi.” Then he stared some more.
“I’m ready to go.”
Sam shook his head. “Oh, right. Yeah. Great.” He gestured for her to go first through the narrow hall and then down the stairs. As soon as they got outside, he offered her his arm.
He had a carriage waiting.
“You really look beautiful,” he said as he helped her inside.
“Thank you. You look very nice as well, your Majesty.”
“Stop that,” he said as he ducked his head and climbed in.
Ri’s heart skipped a beat when he sat next to her and took her hand.
“I hope you’re looking forward to this as much as I am,” Sam said.
“How could I not be?”
Sam smiled. It wasn’t like his other smiles. This one was different: not quite his true self, but not the man around campus. No, there was more to it. Triumph.
A moment later, Ri understood why. He took her chin in his fingers and drew her to him. Their lips met, and Ri’s mind reeled. He tasted like fruit. One hand stayed at the base of her neck, causing pinpricks of excitement, and the other moved to rub her bare back. Sam’s fingers pushed the edges of her dress as if he wanted to explore.
Ri parted her lips and drunk him in. Sam stiffened, then pulled her closer.
Reality left, and Ri felt as if she were flying like the birds she had spent hours watching as a child. Free, gliding, weightless.
Then the carriage lurched into motion, and they almost fell off the seat.
They broke apart, and Ri laughed. It felt good to laugh. After the past few days, she needed to be herself, needed someone to support her. Love her.
Ri looked at Sam, expecting to find him smiling or coming in for another kiss—which was her preferred of the two—but instead she found his eyes darting around her face, his lips pressed into a tight line.
“Sam?” Ri asked.
“Are you feeling all right?”
“I’m fine.”
“You look a little pale.”
Ri laughed. “Your kiss wasn’t that good.”
Sam didn’t smile.
At that moment, a weight formed in Ri’s head. She blinked, and suddenly the coach shifted. Or the world shifted. Everything spun, and she reached out to Sam.
“Whoa, there we go,” he said.
“What’s happening?” Ri asked.
“Maybe you should close your eyes,” Sam said. “You look like you’re going to throw up.”
“No, it’s not that,” Ri said. She shook her head to try to clear it, but some unseen force pressed in from every direction. The air burned her lungs, and her legs began to throb. Had the spell to make her human worn off? Maybe she hadn’t spent enough time in her room. “I think I need to go to the doctor.”
“Of course,” Sam said. “We’ll go there right away.”
The carriage slowed.
How had they gotten to the doctor so quickly?
Dark splotches formed in Ri’s vision. She blinked, but they didn’t go away. “Sam?”
“Lay down,” he said.
“But.”
“Just lay down.” His voice had lost its usual kindness; he sounded as though he was ordering her like a pet.
Ri fought to stay upright, but pain shot through her abdomen. Something inside her rippled, and Ri cried out.
“Shh,” Sam said. “We can’t have anyone hearing us.”
To Ri’s horror, Sam reached out and pulled the shell from her neck.
Ri tried to grab the necklace, but Sam held it out of reach. She tried to talk, but nothing but raspy, hissing noises came out.
“Don’t worry—once I have what I want, everything will be fine.”
More pain churned, and it felt as if Ri’s legs were on fire. She looked down and saw that her shoes had come off. Her feet were changing. Elongating. Thinning. Turning back into a tail.
Ri’s eyes shot to Sam.
He smiled. “I need something, and you’re going to give it to me.”
Ri tried to push herself away, but pain sapped the strength from her limbs.
The door of the carriage opened behind Ri, and before she could turn, something hit her on the back of the head. The dark splotches combined, and she passed out.



Chapter 11
The cold woke Ri. A hard surface without warmth lay beneath her. The air bit at her skin. And her tail.
Ri forced her eyes open. She lay on a tile floor. The pain from her legs had ceased, but a single glance told her that she was once again a full-fledged mermaid—still wearing a mermaid dress. Her orange and blue scales looked lackluster, and the edges of her fin were already wilting.
How long had she been here? She forced herself onto her hands. She lay in a square room made of white stone. A single door without a handle stood along one wall. There was no light source, and yet she could see. The room must be enchanted.
What little strength she had waned, and Ri collapsed. Her tail barely twitched when she commanded it to, and her body felt like rocks.
She opened her mouth to cry for help. When nothing came out, her hand rushed to her throat.
Sam.
The prince.
He’d done this.
But why? Was it a sick joke? Something the human prince played on a first-year? Would he show her to all his friends?
No, that didn’t seem right. But neither did the alternative: that he’d turned her back into a mermaid and left her here to die.
His lips had tasted like fruit, a common cover for poison.
The question was, why?
Ri wracked her brain. She went over every moment she and the prince had been together. Had he given her any indication of betrayal?
Surely he knew that her death by his hand would mean war between their kingdoms. And surely he knew that while her father would be angry, she was not his sole heir. Killing the sixth daughter didn’t seem like a political play.
Tears formed and pooled in the corners of Ri’s eyes. She blinked them away and wiped her cheeks. She did not have moisture to spare.
People would notice if she just disappeared. Su’la knew that Ri had a date with the prince. So unless Su’la was with him, or he’d somehow silenced her, he wasn’t planning to kill Ri.
However, as the dry air leeched her lungs and her tail continued to wilt, Ri wondered what his plan might be. Why else would he do this?
Ri didn’t have to wait long for her answer. A click sounded, and the door swung open. The breeze caused bumps to spring up on her arms. More light poured in, silhouetting the prince.
“Oh good, you’re awake,” the prince said as he stepped into Ri’s prison. He still wore the outfit for the party, which sent a wave of relief through Ri. It hadn’t been that long since he’d thrown her in here.
Ri drew on every bit of courage and strength she could muster to straighten and stare him in the eyes. She did her best to convey “What is the meaning of this?” without talking.
The familiarity in Sam’s face had disappeared, leaving a haughty expression behind. He came and squatted down in front of her. He reached out and patted her on the head. “Don’t worry, Princess. This won’t take long. I just need a few things, then I’ll get you some salt water and you’ll forget this ever happened.”
The prince stood, and two other humans entered. A sick feeling began in her stomach when she saw one of them was a wizard from the ship that had brought her up. The other’s shoulders were almost as broad as Ri’s father’s.
“Hold her tail still,” the prince said to the muscle-bound man.
He came and knelt next to Ri.
Her eyes widened, and she shook her head. The man’s large arms reached out and pinned her tail in place. Her scales were thick, so it didn’t hurt, but it did feel like she was being smothered.
Normally Ri would have been able to throw him across the room, but now only the tip of her fin twitched. The prince knelt and put his hand on her fin, rendering it useless.
“How many do you want?” the wizard asked.
“Five,” the prince said.
The wizard drew a large pair of metal pincers from her robe.
Ri’s heart raced. He wanted five of her oysters? All this was for profit? Maybe he’d promised them to a neighboring kingdom in exchange for something more.
The man holding her down grunted as her tail began to respond. Ri tried to pull herself away, but her arms weren’t strong enough.
“It will hurt less if you don’t struggle,” the prince said as he patted her scales.
Ri shot him a withering glare and kept struggling. But she wasn’t making progress. Without something to hold on to and her strength, she would not be able to overpower the three humans.
The wizard put the pincers on the oyster second from the end of her fin.
Tears sprung up in her eyes. They rolled down her cheeks when she tried to blink them away.
No! No! No! Ri screamed in her mind, but nothing except a rasp of air came from her lips. Her breathing came in great gasps, and she tried one last time to pull away.
Too late. The pincers fastened around the oyster. The wizard muttered a few words. Heat like Ri had never felt pulsed in her fin and then up into her tail. The wizard yanked.
The heat became burning, and her entire body arched in pain. She fought to keep her eyes open, and watched as the pincers came away with the oyster, along with five of her scales. Mermaid blood—almost clear—flowed from the wound.
Scales. Her eyes darted to the prince, who smiled a sickening smile.
He wanted her scales to get past the Kraken.
He’d known.
He’d used her.
That single thought channeled Ri’s blinding pain into fury. She flexed her tail, throwing the man who had been holding it down across the room.
Ri pushed herself up and flung her tail at the wizard. Two of the seven remaining oysters hit her, and bones crunched. The wizard cried out and flew back, hitting the wall hard.
“Ri!” the prince cried out. “Stop.”
Ri turned her attention on him.
He was close, just a few feet away. But he didn’t look concerned. Instead, he smiled. “If you hurt me, you’ll die here.” He drew a crystal out of his pocket, and Ri froze.
It was the pink, heart-shaped crystal that Su’la had had on her bed.
Su’la was the only person who knew where Ri was. That she had been with the prince.
Ri grit her teeth and lunged.
But she was clumsy, and he jumped away like a nimble animal. Then he darted in and dropped the crystal around her neck. It dragged her head to the ground like a stone and held her there. What little strength she’d had evaporated, and Ri’s body shuddered.
The prince squatted down again. “Now Princess, that crystal is going to keep you from moving until I get back. Don’t worry, you won’t die. But you’re going to be very uncomfortable until I can find another wizard to replace your memories.”
Ri glared at him. Her cheek lay pressed to the floor and her arms shook with the effort of trying to rise.
“I see you’re still deciding.” The prince rose to his full height. “Well, you have some time. I’ll be back after the party.”
With that he turned and walked out the door. The other two followed, the man helping the wizard who cradled one arm in the other. 
They each disappeared, and the door shut behind them with a final thud.
 



Chapter 12
Ri closed her eyes, and the tears broke free. A great sob wracked her body, and Ri pounded the floor with her fist. Of course nothing happened, but it masked the pain throbbing in her tail and the emptiness in her heart.
Her sisters had warned her not to get involved with the prince. So had Tayle. Even Su’la had given Ri the impression that the prince had been up to no good. But in the end, Su’la had been helping him.
And now he had her scales. The oyster was just a bonus for him. He probably already knew there was an abalone pearl inside. Rare, beautiful, and worth more money than some of the kingdoms represented at the Academy. Only royal merpeople produced them.
Maybe the prince thought she was stupid enough to think the pearl was his goal, but she knew better.
Ri snorted and gritted her teeth together.
He was going to pay.
The tears kept coming. And it should have been because she’d just lost a bigger chunk of her tail, but it wasn’t. It was because now everyone would know her shame. Everyone would see her mistake. Everyone would know that she’d been duped by a handsome face.
She’d been prideful. An idiot. More absorbed in her own little conquest than willing to listen to the people who loved her.
If she lived through this, Kyla would kill her.
Another sob came from her belly, and she squeezed her eyes shut.
No one was coming for her. She was at the prince’s mercy, and from what she’d just seen, there wouldn’t be much of that.
Every bit of her body began to dry out. Not to the point of cracking, but to the point of being itchy. The air running through her throat caused her to choke as her gills begged for water. Which they were not going to get.
As the prince had promised. She wasn’t going to die, but it felt like it.
Ri forced herself to stop crying. She wasn’t sure how long she lay there, shivering and gasping for air. It couldn’t have been long enough for the party to be over, so when the door clicked, something between fear and fury sprung to life.
“Ri?”
The voice came garbled to Ri’s ears. She tried to push herself up, but the heart-shaped crystal kept her neck pinned to the ground.
“Oh, Ri.”
That didn’t sound like the prince.
Feet appeared in front of Ri, and she swiveled her eyes up.
Instead of the prince or the muscle man, Ri found Tayle standing there. His gaze traveled from her tail up to her face, and when their eyes met, he fell to his knees.
He reached out and touched the skin on her back. The warmth of his hand sent a shiver of hope through Ri.
Tayle’s voice came out as a growl. “I’m going to kill him. Can you move?”
Ri’s head barely twitched as she shook it.
“Can you breathe? Blink twice if you can breathe.”
Ri did so. She fought back more tears.
Tayle stroked her hair. “Can you talk?”
Ri blinked once.
“Okay, okay,” Tayle said as he looked her over again. “Where’s the crystal?”
He knew about the crystal? Ri pointed at her neck.
Tayle gently moved her hair, exposing the gem. His fingers left lines of warmth along her skin. “I’m going to get this off you, but it will probably feel like I’m ripping your throat out. It will be fine once it’s off. No lasting damage, but it’s going to hurt.” He studied her eyes. “Are you ready?”
Ri blinked twice.
Tayle didn’t wait. Ri felt the strap around her neck move, and then Tayle pulled.
If she thought having her tail split apart had hurt, it didn’t compare to this.
It felt like he was trying to rip her spine out through the front of her neck. Muscles burned. Bones groaned. If she could speak, her screams would have been heard in the city. 
She’d closed her eyes. Ri forced them open and found Tayle red-faced and leaning away. The muscles in his arms bulged.
He let out a yell of frustration and put one last infusion of strength into it. Finally the leather strap gave way.
Tayle flew back, landing on his butt and almost hitting the wall.
Ri’s body arched as what felt like lightning crackled inside her. But as quickly as it had come, the pain dissipated. She rolled onto her back and put both hands over her face.
“Ri?” Tayle said. “Ri, move your hands.”
She did, and she found a small vial in Tayle’s grasp.
“I need you to drink this. You’ll be able to breath and talk. Can you do that?”
Ri nodded. She fought with shaking hands and twitching muscles to get her top half upright. 
Tayle moved closer. He put one knee behind her back and knelt on the other. One of his hands cupped the base of her neck. He pressed the vial to Ri’s lips, and she took a sip of the thick, cold fluid.
The moment the liquid hit the back of her throat, the muscles in her mouth seized up and she spit it back out.
“Whoa,” Tayle said.
Ri doubled over and started to cough.
“Easy,” Tayle said. He drew her to him and rubbed her back.
Ri clung to him as convulsions charged through her body. His warmth spread through her, and his steady hands kept her from flying apart.
“It’s okay. You’re okay,” Tayle said. “She said that might happen.” Tayle cupped her chin in his hand and drew her eyes to his. “Listen, I’m going to pour it into my mouth, then I’m going to kiss you and give it to you. That should work.”
Ri gave him a confused look.
“I know it sounds strange. Will you trust me? Or is kissing me that bad of a prospect?” He tried, and failed, to pull off a lopsided grin.
Ri swallowed, then nodded.
Tayle poured the liquid into his mouth, then he moved his hand to her cheek and leaned down.
Ri’s lips rose to meet his. A tingle ran through into her mouth. Magic.
He inhaled through his nose, and then his lips parted.
Ri did the same, pulling the liquid from his mouth to hers.
This time her throat didn’t reject the offering, and the fluid ran down. It took two swallows to get it all. 
Tayle pulled away, but kept his hand on her cheek. His eyes studied her.
Cold slid through Ri’s body. But not just cold. Also moisture. Her lungs stopped burning, and she took a great breath.
“Did it work?” Tayle asked.
Ri swallowed, then cleared her throat. A noise came out. She tried to speak. “I…I think so.”
Relief washed over Tayle’s face. “Thank goodness.” He turned his attention to her tail. “How bad does that hurt?”
She didn’t look. “I’ll live.” In truth, it hurt so bad she wanted to scream.
Tayle shook his head. “This is all my fault. I’m so sorry. He used me to get you to his party. I never suspected he would do something like this.”
“No,” Ri said. Little by little, moisture filled her body. Her strength returned, the pain ebbing enough to let her think. Her anger boiled. “No, this isn’t your fault. I didn’t listen to you or to my sisters. This is my fault—I fell for his games. I didn’t even see this coming. How long is this spell going to last?”
“A few hours at most. We need to get you to the wizards.”
Ri shook her head. “No. One of the wizards who transformed me was here with the prince. I can’t trust them.”
“Then who?”
Ri bit her lip, but she knew what she had to do. And since Tayle would need a wagon to transport her anywhere, she only had one option left. “I need you to find my sisters. Tell them the prince took my scales, and bring them here.”
 



Chapter 13
Tayle found a wet blanket and wrapped it around Ri’s shoulders. He gave her a peck on the cheek and said, “I’ll be back soon.”
He left the door open, and while Ri could have moved, she decided to conserve her strength.
Each sound from outside caused Ri to jump, but she did her best to stay calm, and by the time Tayle returned with her sisters, she hadn’t cried in at least ten minutes.
Kyla ran in first. She wore a bright blue sequin dress that hugged her body and went halfway to her knees, and crystal heels. She took one look at Ri and said, “That piece of kelp. I’ll kill him.”
Marian came next. She wore almost the same outfit, and her blonde hair cascaded down her shoulders in large curls. When she saw Ri, her hands flew to her mouth, and tears sprung to her eyes.
Kyla knelt next to Ri. “Are you okay?”
“More or less,” Ri said.
“Your tail,” Marian said, sinking to her knees next to Kyla.
Ri pushed past the pain to speak. “Prince Samuel took it, but I don’t think he was after the oyster. I think he was after my scales.”
“So Tayle said,” Kyla said with narrowed eyes.
“For the Kraken,” Ri said. “At least, that’s my guess.”
Marian’s gaze turned to ice. “That was unwise of him.”
“I knew he was a jerk, but I never thought he would do something like this,” Kyla said.
Ri looked between her sisters. “I’m sorry I didn’t listen to you.”
Marian teared up again.
“Apology accepted,” Kyla said. “How did he think he was going to get away with this?”
“He said he was going to have a wizard replace my memories.”
Marian snorted.
“Where’s Tayle?” Ri asked.
“He’s gathering a few things for us,” Kyla said. “We think Marian can reverse what he did.”
Ri blinked and looked at her sister.
Marian ducked her head. “I may have taken a few spell casting classes.”
Kyla snorted. “A few?” She leaned toward Ri. “It’s more like she’s the most powerful wizard in her class.”
Ri’s jaw hinged open. “Really?”
“I haven’t told anyone at home yet.”
A clatter from the hall sounded, and both Marian and Kyla stood and turned. Marian’s palms began to glow.
“Just me,” Tayle said as he came through the door. “Sorry, I dropped some stuff.”
Marian moved toward him. “Did you get everything?”
“I got it all, just like you said.”
“Perfect. Ri, give me a few minutes. We’ll have you back in your land legs in no time.”
 
Ri knew what to expect, but that didn’t make the process any less painful. By the time Marian had her up and walking again, Ri wanted to cry at every step. Not only had she lost an oyster, but she’d lost a toe as well. It threw her balance off, and Marian stayed at her side.
Instead of weeping, Ri grit her teeth and kept walking around.
“You okay?” Tayle asked.
“I’ll live,” Ri said. “What time is it? Has the party started yet?”
“Not yet,” Tayle said.
“We should have about thirty minutes,” Kyla said. “The band is probably going crazy wondering where we are.”
Ri glanced at Kyla. “I think we should go to the party.”
“What?” Kyla and Marian said together.
Tayle held up a hand. “That’s a terrible idea.”
Ri took a breath. Then she told the others how Prince Samuel had threatened her.
Marian’s grip tightened around her arm, and a vein pulsed in Tayle’s temple. Kyla’s expression promised murder.
“People need to know what he did,” Ri said.
“Unfortunately, it’s his word against yours,” Tayle said between clenched teeth. “It will be difficult to persuade everyone else that he’s done something wrong. While I know what he is, and your sisters saw through him their first days here, most of the rest of the students love him. Plus, we’re in his kingdom.”
“I flung mermaid blood on him and both of his lackeys. It doesn’t wash off.”
Kyla gave her a dazzling, wicked smile. “That’s my baby sister.”
“What do you mean, doesn’t wash off?” Tayle asked.
“No water or soap will remove it,” Marian said, nodding her approval. “There are microbes in the ocean that digest it, but nothing else. If it’s anywhere on his skin or clothes, we’ll be able to see it.”
“But no one else can see it,” Tayle said.
“The sirens can smell it,” Ri said. “How much do they like the prince?”
“They don’t like anyone,” Kyla said. “They’ll back us.”
Marian eyed Ri. “I bet you could fit into one of my dresses.”
Kyla nodded. “I like where this is going.”
“Where is it going?” Ri asked.
Kyla smiled, showing all her teeth. “How would you like to debut with the band tonight?”
“Me?”
“You.”
“But I haven’t even tried to sing up here.”
Marian waved her hand. “It’s actually easier. We’ll bring you in for one number. You sing a few lines, then you get to sit back and see what the prince does when he sees you.”
“I’ll make sure he doesn’t run,” Tayle said.
Ri snapped her fingers. “We need to watch out for Su’la, too.”
“Your roommate? Why?” Marian asked.
Tayle took a step back.
“Because she gave the prince the crystal that Tayle pulled off me.”
“You’re sure?” Kyla asked.
“Positive. I saw it on her bed earlier this week.”
“I can take care of her,” Marian said. “She’s got a lot of talent, but she’s not very experienced.”
“This is a great plan,” Kyla said. “I can’t wait to see the look on that bastard’s face when he sees you.”
Marian gave Ri’s arm a squeeze. “Are you up for it?”
“Ready and willing.”



Chapter 14
Ri tried to scratch her back where the sequins met her skin.
“Stop fidgeting,” Kyla said.
“The dress is a bit tight.”
“Marian doesn’t have a chest. You can live with it for an hour.”
Ri sighed. She could.
Her foot and leg still ached, but thanks to a healing spell from Marian the pain had dulled. She stood backstage with her sisters and their band.
“Rakar is about to go on,” the piano player reported from the curtain’s edge.
“Get ready,” Kyla said. She looked hard at Ri. “Remember, you sing the first couple lines of the second song, then we’ll take it from there. You wander out into the audience, and go to the prince. See if you can get him to crack.”
“Got it,” Ri said.
“Can you handle it?”
“I can handle it.”
Marian slipped in the back door and came to them. “The sirens are ready.”
Applause broke out as Rakar made his way to the stage.
Ri inched toward the curtain and looked out.
Round tables filled the gym floor. Students dressed in their finest occupied every chair surrounding the tables. The ceiling had been enchanted to look like clouds, and the walls bore windows overlooking a fake landscape. Rakar, the prince, and a handful of others were seated at the table closest to the stage. Tayle had made certain that the sirens were nearby.
Ri leaned farther until she finally caught a glimpse of Prince Samuel.
He must have noticed the blood on his jacket collar, because he’d changed into a black suit with a red shirt underneath. It wouldn’t matter—he had blood on his hands and neck. Next to him sat one of the most striking students Ri had seen: pale, perfect skin housed dark eyes and dark hair piled atop her head. Her lean face and pointed ears gave her away as an elf. The gown she wore was cut low, revealing a flat stomach and concealing what had to be very small breasts. A misshapen pendant hung on a gold chain. The muscles of her arms slid under her perfect skin as she plucked her glass off the table and took a drink.
Ri withdrew. “Who’s with the prince?”
“Tall? Reed thin? Dark hair?”
Ri nodded.
“Se’wh,” Kyla said. “She’s the fey king’s daughter. She and the prince have been on and off since they started at the Academy, but she didn’t get here until yesterday. Something about a cultural ritual.”
Rakar’s voice boomed through the room. “Greetings.”
“Greetings!” the crowd replied with enthusiasm.
“Ladies and gentlemen, beasts and beauties, today I step down as your student body president.”
A few disappointed boos sounded.
“Never fear—we’ve got someone extra special to replace me. I think you all know who it is.”
A smattering of clapping preceded an outburst of cheers.
“But before that, we have a couple special treats for you. Here to serenade me off the stage are the mersisters, Kyla and Marian!”
A roar of cheering exploded.
Kyla looked at Ri. “Remember, you come out after this song.”
“I’ve got it,” Ri said.
Marian patted her on the shoulder as the rest of the band went on stage. “Good luck.”
“Thanks.”
Ri leaned on the wall, keeping as much weight as possible off her injured leg.
The crowd continued to applaud and whistle.
Kyla waved her hands, and the audience settled down. “While we’re sorry to see Rakar go, we’re excited for Prince Samuel to take his place. Not replace him, because no one could replace this little guy.” Kyla winked at Rakar, who wiggled his huge eyebrows and ears at her.
Kyla snapped a few times, counting backward from three.
The band began to play, and Ri listened. Singing had been a love of hers since she’d been little, but she had given it up after all her sisters made it a focus of their lives. Ri had wanted to be different.
As soon as Kyla began to sing, Ri wished she’d had more time to practice. Her sister’s low, alto voice filled the air like a perfect current. The words washed over the crowd, and they swayed to the music.
When Marian joined her, several students jumped to their feet.
Not only were her sisters beautiful, but they held the audience in the palm of their hands.
They sang of leaders and battles and triumph and tragedy. Ri didn’t recognize the song, but the students did, and they loved it.
When the music faded, everyone jumped to their feet, the applause thundering like a storm.
Both Kyla and Marian bowed, and they motioned to the band.
Rakar came over and gave Kyla a kiss on each cheek. Kyla had to bend over, but she didn’t seem to mind.
Then Rakar hugged Marian before heading for the stairs.
A guitar strum sounded. Ri’s cue.
She took a deep breath, trying to keep her hands from shaking. Her stomach kept seizing up, and part of Ri wanted to run and hide. But that wasn’t going to happen. Not after what the prince had done to her. So she squared her shoulders and walked out on stage.
Kyla came and put her arm around Ri. “Everyone, this is our little sister, Ariel. She’s the newest addition to our band. You’re going to love her.”
To Ri’s surprise, she got almost as much applause as her sisters.
The one person who didn’t smile was Prince Samuel. He sat ramrod straight with his hands clasped together. His eyes went wide, and then shifted back and forth, as if expecting an attack.
Ri gave the crowd a wave and waited for the moment she was supposed to sing. The words came out easily, just as she’d practiced. She only had the first few lines before she moved to the stairs and walked down them.
Each step burned, but Ri didn’t let it show.
Rakar had taken his seat, and Ri went to him, trailing a finger along his shoulder as she passed. He smiled and winked.
Then she moved to the prince.
Kyla took the melody and Ri only had to ooh. She put on her best smile as she walked behind the prince.
He sat tense, his eyes following her every move.
Ri trailed her finger along his shoulders, and then draped an arm around him and leaned down to look at him.
The elf next to him seemed amused. She laughed at his discomfort, and clapped when Ri gave the prince a kiss on the cheek.
The prince laughed too, but it was forced.
As Kyla had instructed, Ri pulled the prince to his feet and wove her arm through his. She led him to the stairs and then up.
He leaned over and whispered to her. “What do you hope to accomplish with this?”
“You’ll see soon enough.”
“Are you threatening me?”
Ri shot him a dazzling smile. “I don’t threaten.”
The song ended, and Ri led the prince to Kyla, who took his other arm. Ri felt his muscles tense under the black jacket.
“Now, Your Majesty,” Kyla said, “we have a few get-to-know-you questions from the audience.”
Laughter broke out.
Kyla pulled a stack of small papers from the bodice of her dress, winked at Rakar, and turned back to the prince. “Here’s the first one. Prince Samuel, are you seeing anyone?”
Kyla eyed him.
The prince chuckled. “Why yes, I am. That beautiful creature I was seated next to, Se’wh, is my girlfriend.”
Kyla let out a tutting nose. “Sorry ladies and gentlemen, he’s taken.”
A groan sounded.
Rakar climbed on the back of his chair. “But I’m available.” He turned to Kyla. “For now.”
More laughter.
“Okay, the next one reads, ‘Didn’t I see you with Princess Ariel at the market earlier this week?’”
The prince took it in stride. “Why yes, you did. I took it upon myself to show Ri around our kingdom. Our merpeople neighbors have always held a special place in our hearts.”
“So true,” Kyla said. She flipped to the next paper. “What is your stance on forcing someone to do something they don’t want to do?”
This time Prince Samuel frowned. “Of course I don’t condone that kind of behavior. Even if it’s Rakar trying to take the centaurs’ beer.”
That drew a peal of laughter from the back corner.
Rakar pointed in that general direction.
“What about theft, or bodily harm?” Kyla asked.
“Is that on a card?” the prince asked.
“No, I’m just curious.”
“No, of course I don’t condone theft. Or bodily harm.”
Kyla’s smile faded. “Then why did you hurt my sister?”
Silence settled over the crowd.
“Hurt your sister?” the prince asked. “I don’t know—”
“You turned her back into a mermaid and ripped off one of her oysters. You left her to die.”
The prince unhooked his arms from the girls and stepped back. “I think this joke has gone too far.”
Kyla waved the siren forward. “Ri says you have mermaid blood on you. It doesn’t wash off.”
The siren moved onto the stage like the seductress she was. Every eye rested on her. She approached the prince and circled him once, inhaling and closing her eyes.
Ri clenched her fingers into a fist.
Kyla leaned forward.
The siren’s eyes shot open, and she gave Kyla a little shake of the head.
“What?” Kyla asked.
“He’s clean.”
Prince Samuel sighed. “Security, come get these girls off the stage.”
The prince’s guards must have been closing in, because a second later strong hands clamped around Ri’s upper arms, and they were dragging her down the stairs.
“How did you do it?” she demanded.
“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” the prince said. “Maybe you’ve had too much to drink.”
The guards continued pulling her, and Ri barely caught a glimpse of Se’wh. Her eyes were drawn to her necklace.
“Wait!” Ri yelled.
The guards paused. Everyone paused.
“Take her,” Prince Samuel growled.
“No!” Ri said. “Se’wh, where did you get that pearl?”
The fey’s fingers brushed the dark, misshapen pendant. “The prince gave it to me.”
Ri grinned. “When?”
“Tonight.”
Ri turned back to the prince. “That’s from my oyster. Those pearls are rare, and even rarer is one with an orange tint to it. I’ve only had them on my tail for a few weeks, so the tint hasn’t had a chance to penetrate. I can’t believe you took it out.”
The muscles in the prince’s cheeks flexed as he ground his teeth.
Rakar stood. “Prince Samuel, is this true?”
“Of course not.”
Kyla shook off the guards. “Of course it’s true. Have Ri take off her shoe. She’s missing a toe. Yesterday she had all of them.”
“This is ridiculous,” the prince said. “Take them away.”
“No!”
Everyone turned toward the sound of the voice. Tayle stood by the far door. “She’s not lying. Take off her shoe.”
The guards looked back and forth between the prince and Tayle.
“My father is your commander,” Tayle said to the guards. “If I’m wrong, he’ll punish me. But if I’m right, this is an international incident, and it needs to be resolved. Now. Your loyalty is to the crown, not the prince.”
“Do it,” Kyla said.
“Miss, do not move,” the guard on Ri’s left said. “If you try to run, we will harm you.”
“I understand,” she said.
The guard let her go and knelt. He slipped her shoe off, and frowned.
“Well?” Rakar asked.
“She is missing a toe,” the guard said. “The wound looks fresh.”
All eyes, including Ri’s, turned toward the prince.
“Why would I harm the princess?”
“To steal my scales,” Ri said.
“Why would I need your scales?”
“To get your father’s troops past the Kraken and into the faeries’ land.”
A murmur rose from the faeries.
Se’wh stood, her eyes blazing. A soft, red glow began to gather around her. She reached up and yanked the pearl free. “Explain,” she said to the prince.
“I bought it from our royal jeweler.” Prince Samuel waved a hand. “I bought the necklace, and I don’t have any mermaid blood on me. Someone else did this horrible thing, and we need to find out who.”
The murmur grew in volume.
Tayle made his way across the room and stopped a few feet from the prince. He pointed at Ri. His voice shook as he spoke. “I found her in an enchanted room. Alone. Wounded. Dying. You put her there. You did this to her.”
Prince Samuel smoothed his face. “You are mistaken. Perhaps someone has put a spell on you.”
“No one has, and you know it.”
Prince Samuel leaned close. Ri barely made out the words. “Back off now, or I tell the world about your sister.”
Tayle’s nostrils flared. His hands balled into fists. “Leave her out of this.”
A gleam of triumph shone in Prince Samuel’s eyes. “Back off. Now.”
Tayle’s eyes darted from the prince, then to Ri. “Guards, arrest him.”
The prince took a step back. “Everyone, Tayle’s sister is a sea witch. They concocted this together.”
Another gasp ran through the crowd.
Before anyone could stop him, Tayle punched Prince Samuel.
The shock on the prince’s face, as well as the blood that spurted from his nose, filled Ri with a sick sort of happiness.
The guards rushed forward and pulled the two boys apart before the prince could retaliate.
“She’s a sea witch!” Prince Samuel said again.
“Yeah, yeah,” a new voice said.
Su’la walked in, her voice amplified so all could hear. “I’ve decided that being a sea witch is better than being your slave.”
All eyes turned to her.
Su’la’s eyes met Ri’s. “I’m sorry. He forced me to make the crystal and the poison. I didn’t know what his plan was.” She turned to Rakar. “He also forced me to take the mermaid blood off him.”
“This is ridiculous,” the prince said. “Let me go.”
The guards didn’t budge.
Rakar spoke. “You’re not going anywhere.”
The prince turned on the goblin. “What are you talking about?”
“This is an Academy incident. Your title means nothing in this case. Neither does anyone else’s. You’re here until we figure out what happened.”
For the first time, anger flashed on Prince Samuel’s face. His pale skin turned red, and his nostrils flared. “Rakar, allow me to pass.”
“I can’t do that.”
“This is going to cause an incident,” the prince said through clenched teeth.
“It seems we already have an incident. I’ve summoned the dean, and no one is leaving until we figure out who is responsible for maiming the princess of the merpeople.”
“It’s my word against theirs.”
Rakar waved a hand. “We have quite a few wizards who have been studying truth spells. Either you surrender to one willingly and clear your name, or we throw you in a cell until we prove the accusations true or false.”
Kyla turned to Rakar. “We also need Ri’s scales back.”
Se’wh, who was still glowing, turned on the prince. “My father will hear of this. Your kingdom will suffer.” She turned and threw the pearl at Ri, who somehow caught it. “Take it.”
Ri understood the flames in the elf’s eyes. “Thank you.”
Rakar spoke to Prince Samuel. “Looks like you get to spend some time in the cells.” He jumped up on to table. “Okay people, let’s get to the bottom of this.”



Chapter 15
Three days later, Prince Samuel had been accused and found guilty of assaulting and almost killing Ri. The other kingdoms were looking into the matter of his father attacking the fey. The prince had been kicked out and stripped of all school titles. Everyone knew what he had done. He would never be a power player in the kingdoms again.
Ri and her sisters, who had become instant celebrities, walked across the courtyard toward the arts building. A group kicking a ball around waved as they passed.
“Here come the faeries again,” Kyla muttered.
“I think they’re adorable,” Marian said.
“Yeah, because they like us.”
“Let’s keep it that way,” Ri said.
The swarm of knee-high students fluttered around the three mermaids, thanking them and complimenting them on their outfits, their hair, and their auras.
Kyla kept Ri and Marian moving, but in the end, it was Tayle who saved them.
“Hey,” he said as he approached.
The faeries all giggled—male and female—and flew off.
“I will give you anything you want,” Kyla said to him.
Tayle grinned. “Can I have a few minutes alone with your sister?”
“Marian?” Kyla asked, a glimmer in her eye.
“Uh…” Tayle glanced at Ri’s blonde sister.
Marian pushed Kyla. “You are so mean.” Then Marian smiled at Tayle and dragged Kyla away.
Ri slowed and stopped.
Tayle and Su’la had been heavily involved with the investigation, and Ri had only seen him in passing. As she studied him, she noticed the dark circles under his eyes, and his rumpled clothes.
“You look like you could use a break,” Ri said.
Tayle scratched his dark hair. “Yeah. Uh, can I ask you something?”
“Sure.”
Tayle started to walk. Ri followed.
“Well, Su’la wants to talk to you, but she’s afraid you’re going to kill her.”
Ri laughed. She’d been angry with Su’la, but as soon as she’d gotten the whole story from Tayle, her anger had melted away. Pity had replaced it. “I’m not going to kill her.”
“Well, she did betray you, and she’s a sea witch.”
Ri glanced around to make sure they were alone. “We don’t kill sea witches anymore. We teach them. My father has a whole group of people to help them so their powers don’t drive them crazy. It’s rare to find a human with the gift, but not unheard of.” Ri brushed her long hair behind her ear. “And I feel bad that Prince Samuel manipulated her like he did. No one deserves that.”
“No, they don’t.”
Ri looked at Tayle until he met her eyes. “Not even you.”
Tayle snorted. “I was just trying to keep him away from my sister.”
“Well, tell her to come back to the room and I promise not to bite, hit, or kick her.”
“I’ll let her know.”
The two of them neared the arts building, and Tayle slowed again. “Can I ask you one more thing?”
“Fine, but just the one, so think carefully.”
This drew a chuckle from Tayle. “Okay, then this is my one thing. I asked you out before because the prince ordered me to.” His eyes bored into Ri’s, and her stomach did a little flip flop. “Now I’d like to ask you on a date. A real date.”
“That’s not actually a question.”
Tayle knit his eyebrows together. “Uh, then, will you come with me to my sculpture unveiling tomorrow night, as my date? Or did I miss my chance?”
Ri made a show of thinking about it. “Well, I just broke up with someone.”
“Someone you went on like three dates with.”
“Well, we did kiss.”
“You did?”
“Your prince is an adequate kisser.” She narrowed her eyes. “But you seem promising as well.”
“Me?” Tayle had the decency to blush.
“You did kiss me. Or did you forget?”
“No, I didn’t forget. I, uh…” He glared. “You’re making fun of me.”
Ri poked him in the chest. “If you’re going to take me on a date, you’ll have to lighten up.”
“Is that a yes?”
Ri tapped her chin with a finger. “Well, considering you did rescue me from a great deal of pain and possible death, I suppose I could go on one date with you.”
“With the negotiations open for more?”
“Why Tayle, did you just try to outmaneuver me?”
“What if I did?”
Ri couldn’t help the smile that spread to her lips. “I like it.”
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