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      To those who grew up with fairy tales and have never quite ever wanted to leave the land of make believe behind.
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      Primeval Depths, Sea Witch’s Cove, the twentieth of April 1391

      

      The Ageane Waters are home to the merfolk, but I am no longer one of that race. For a decade now, I have been an abomination, a kind of half-mermaid, half-octopus. My anger, my fear, my worry, they all force me to live in my cover, far away from others.

      Yet, they seek me out. My name used to be Ulla Riber, but now, I am known only as the Witch of the Seas.

      The deprived hopeless souls who seek my aid I help as best as I can every time without fail. Just because my life is miserable does not mean that I cannot help another. Whether they wish for someone to be healed or to find love or to grow hair, whatever the issue, big or small, I do my part to assist them.

      The bioluminescent coral alters in color, changing from a dull, drab brown to a neon green. Someone is approaching my cove.

      When the mermaid swims deeper into my cove, I nearly weep. It has been years and years since last I saw the youngest princess of Primeval Depths, Princess Annelie Strand.

      I smile widely at her, but she does not meet my gaze. Often times, this happens in the beginning. For some reason, perhaps because I have magic, others act as if I am powerful and therefore should be feared. Without fail, once I have assisted them, they all love me and embrace me.

      “Princess Annelie, how can I help you?’

      Her head flies up, and her glorious red hair fans out around her. All of her sisters share the same deep green eyes. The five of them make for the loveliest mermaids who have ever swum in these waters.

      “Ulla? Is that you?” she asks hesitantly, cautiously.

      Her confusion cuts through me like a knife. Perhaps I should be grateful that she recognizes my voice at least, but it stings that my appearance has changed so much that no one can identify me based on my looks alone.

      “It is I, Witch of the Seas.”

      “It is you, Ulla! What happened?”

      “Do not worry, my dear child.”

      Annelie grimaces. “I am not a child anymore,” she informs me. “I am fifteen years old now.”

      “All of fifteen.” I shake my head. “That amazes me.”

      She giggles. The youngest princess has always been so quick to laugh.

      “Now, tell me, princess, why have you come to my cove? What is it you seek?”

      “Ulla, I know you are powerful. You have helped so many people in the past and—”

      “You do not need to use flattery with me,” I say dryly. “Speak plainly.”

      “I want you to make me a human,” the mermaid princess says in a rush, much to my shock and dismay.
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      Primeval Depths, near Primeval Depths Castle, the second of November 1380

      

      I will never forget the first time I met the king. At one time, I thought King Torsten Strand of Primeval Depths was the most perfect merman there ever could be. He was handsome, strong, and powerful. He wielded his trident with a command that no other could even dream of.

      That first meeting occurred on the second of November eleven years ago. His wife had died a few weeks previously, and none had seen him since after her death. I only ever heard rumors as to how she died. Supposedly, the king had asked her for certain weeds to eat for dinner. Unfortunately, that kind looks similar to another that is venomous, and she ate the wrong kind. Perhaps she wished to ensure that she did not deliver her husband the wrong kind. I do not know, and I also never understood why a servant or maid had not been sent out to fetch the weeds. Mayhap the queen had wished to treat her husband.

      As luck would have it that fateful day, I was swimming near the castle when suddenly, something flew through the water and nearly pierced my fin. I jerked back, startled, and realized the item was none other than the trident of the king.

      The owner swam out of the castle, from his throne room, and retrieved the trident. “I am sorry,” he said gruffly.

      “Do not worry,” I said easily enough. “I was the one in the way.”

      The king barely glanced at me before, but now he looks me over and nods appreciatively. “I would not quite go that far,” he murmured.

      “I merely wanted to go for a swim.”

      “My castle is lovely to swim laps around, isn’t it?”

      “Yes.” I hastily bowed at the waist.

      He impatiently motioned for me to straighten. “What is your name?”

      “I am Ulla Riber, Oh King Torsten Strand of Primeval Depths.”

      The king almost smiled.

      “If I may…” I hesitated.

      “Go on.”

      “Why did you throw the trident?”

      “I was upset.”

      “I’ve been known to throw something if I’m upset,” I said.

      “Nothing as precious as the trident, though, I wager.”

      “I possess nothing as precious as the trident.”

      He shook his head.

      “You disagree?” I asked, confused. The conversation was rather strange. I never saw the king up close before, and I would never have suspected that conversing with him would be so simple and effortless.

      “You possess precious beauty.” The king did not smile as he said this, and it seemed to me that he felt uncomfortable.

      I gape at him, feeling uncomfortable myself. It should be a compliment but so quickly on the tide after his wife and queen had died, it felt awkward and wrong.

      I bowed again and made an excuse. Then, I fled. A few fin-lengths away, I glanced behind me to see the king had retrieved his trident and was staring at me. It perhaps should have been unnerving, but he now had a slight smile on his lips, and that washed away all of the awkwardness. Feeling like a bubble that would float to the surface, I swam away to my small cove. That night, I dreamed about the king and what it might be like for him to smile at me like that again.
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      Primeval Depths, Sea Witch’s Cove, the twentieth of April 1391

      

      On this day when the youngest Princess of Primeval Depths has asked to be human, I am completely at a loss, shocked and dismayed.

      Annelie stares at me with her beautiful green eyes opened wide. “Please, Ulla?” she asks. “Won’t you turn me?”

      “I can’t,” I say firmly. “I will not.”

      “Why not?” the princess wails. “You must!”

      “I beg your pardon,” I say. “I do not have to do as you wish merely because you say so.”

      “But you have helped everyone else who has sought your assistance!”

      She speaks the truth, and we both know it. I am not one to turn another away. I prefer to help everyone as much as I can. That is who I am.

      But that is not all that I am.

      The king, Annelie’s father, King Torsten Strand of Primeval Depths, is not a man that one would readily go up against. I should know. I have not even gone up against him, not truly, but already, he has cost me much and more. He is a vile, cruel, repulsive man. Despite my magic, despite my power, I fear him. I am afraid of what else the king may do to me.

      The bioluminescent coral changes in color from green to blue to pink to red. Many mermaids are coming. Five of them, the other five daughters of the king.

      One by one, they swim before me. Not one of them seem to recognize me.

      Sixteen-year-old Brita has the longest hair of her sisters, reaching nearly to the bottom of her green fin. “Please, oh, please, Witch of the Seas, turn me into a human.”

      Seventeen-year-old Carina approaches. Normally, she is always smiling, but now, she has only a frown to give me. “Me as well. I would be a human too.”

      Erika is next, at eighteen years of age. She is the best dancer of the princesses, but she hardly moves in the water at all. “And me.”

      Frida, nineteen, has various sea flowers in her hair. Each and every one of the princesses have bright red hair, which is most curious. Neither of their parents have red hair.

      Frida readjusts one of those flowers. “Me too, if you please.”

      And finally, Helga, the twenty-year-old, the oldest and the tallest, glides forward. “All of us seek to be humans. Won’t you please help us?”

      I glance from one to the next to the other. Annelie moves to tread water beside her sisters. They are all waiting patiently, but I cannot and dare not give them what they ask.

      Instead, I ask them, “Why is it that you wish to be human?”

      Helga gazes at her sisters, who nod. The eldest takes a deep breath. Whatever the reason is, they seem frightened almost, which infuriates me. Their father should be able to make them the happiest mermaids in all of the Ageane Waters. Why hasn’t he?

      “What is it?” I ask.

      “Ulla?” Carina questions.

      I nod.

      Carina appears ready to burst into tears, and I cannot help turning angry and disgusted.

      “Well?” I roar.

      “We believe our father is insane,” Helga finally answers after a slight hesitation. “We fear for the future. We fear for our lives. We fear that our father will be what kills us unless we can find safety of the shores. Please, Ulla, Witch of the Seas, won’t you help us?”

      Much to their dismay and disappointment, I shake my head.

      “Why do you think he is insane?” I ask, but the mermaid princesses, all dejected and miserable, remain silent.

      Before the king ruined me, I had been kind, quiet, peaceful. I scarcely knew anger. Now, that emotion wells up within me more times than I can count.

      Still, my anger is not geared toward the six princesses but rather their father, so I shove my frustration and bitterness away.

      “Helga?” I call and wait for the eldest to swim over. “You are his heir. You are to be the next ruler of Primeval Depths. How can you do such a thing if you are human?”

      “I only wish to be human while his lives. Once he has passed on, then I will return.”

      I shake my head in disappointment. “You believe your father to be insane. How could he then be a good and just ruler? You would save yourself but doom your people to his tenure?”

      “You have run off and hidden,” Helga bursts out. Her cheeks flush with embarrassment or perhaps anger. Geared toward myself? Or her father? I am not certain.

      “Your father has nearly destroyed me,” I say bitterly. “I have tried to continue on, but each day is a struggle. When I swim, I feel as if my arms are swords stabbing my torso repeatedly. Every moment, I cannot forget what I am, what he has done.”

      “And he might well do the same to us!” Frida wails.

      “If you will not stay and defend the merfolk against him, who will?” I challenge.

      “You,” Annelie offers.

      I swat the wave in front of me with one of my octopus arms. From the torso and above, I remain my old mermaid self, albeit a far uglier version. From below, I am a fat octopus, black and slimy and oily.

      As the king decreed, none will look at me and love me, and well is he right.

      Surely she jests at the ridiculous notion that I can rule the merfolk. At one time, I thought I might be his queen, but no, that is never to be. In truth, even then, I had not wished to rule. I only loved him and his daughters.

      Those daughters are nodding eagerly, pressing around me, exclaiming how wonderful of a ruler I would make.

      Finally, I can hear this foolishness no longer. “No. I do not wish to rule.”

      “But—” Helga protests.

      “If your father is unfit to rule, then he should be removed from power,” I say firmly. “Again, I ask you why do you think he is insane? What has he done that makes you wish to flee?”

      Again, the beautiful mermaid princesses maintain their silence. One by one, they begin to swim away.

      Annelie is the last one to depart. “I wish you would reconsider,” she says softly. “I wanted you to be my mother at one point in time. Will you live up to that and help us? Or will you abandon us as you have all of these years?”

      “Do you see me?” I ask, spreading out my octopus arms. “Do you see the monster I have been turned into?”

      “I see you,” she says stubbornly. “I see Ulla. Nothing more.”

      The youngest princess swims away, leaving me isolated and depressed, far more than I have allowed myself to feel in quite some time. I hate not being able to save them, but perhaps, there may be a way for me to do just that without having to change their very nature from mermaid to human.
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      Primeval Depths, Primeval Ravine, the fourteenth of January 1381

      

      Nearly two months had passed since I first met the king. He sent me an invitation to a dinner at the castle a week ago, but I declined. I cannot be certain why I did. Perhaps I thought this was happening too quickly after his wife had died. Perhaps I felt unworthy. Perhaps I was too unnerved by the questions I had concerning why he wished to have dinner with me.

      But when he sent me a messenger fish to ask me to meet him at Primeval Ravine on the fourteenth of January, I agreed. I had never been to the ravine, and it was one location that I wished to see.

      Far past the castle, toward the north, there was a ravine. The ocean floor just plummeted in one spot to forge the gorge.

      Down in the depths, I found growing all kinds of plants and weeds that I had never seen elsewhere. Although the waters were darker here than in other places in Primeval Depths, bioluminescent plant life made everything glow.

      At the far end of the ravine, I found the king. He had laid out a blanket with a spread of food. Without speaking much, we began to talk. Despite the near silence, everything was perfect, the quiet comfortable and relaxing.

      At one point, we both reached for the same cucumber sandwich. His hand gripped mine, and he stared at me as if I were the most beautiful mermaid in the world.

      “May I court you?” he asked suddenly, eagerly.

      “I…”

      How could I say no? It was not as if I wished to refuse him.

      I smiled. “I would like that.”

      The king leaned over and kissed me, crushing me against him. I laughed, wiggled free, and ran away. He gave chase, and that was when I realized that this had been our first date already.
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      Primeval Depths, Sea Witch’s Cove, the twenty-first of April 1391

      

      Only a day later by the waves of the Ageane Waters after the princesses all declare their desire to be human, Annelie comes to visit me again. I have felt most desolate and uncertain, even scared and frightened since the princesses came to see me.

      It had been a long time since last I saw them. That they did not immediately recognize me is no surprise, but still, the sting remains. I would not call myself a vain creature, before, but when one has been turned ugly, one truly does understand beauty. Yes, it comes from within, but all persons, whether merfolk or humans or witches or giants or ogres, see the physical beauty first. An ugly person, more times than not, is treated with disdain and scorn, hardly given a chance. A beautiful person, on the other fin, might be given chances again and again even if they reveal their hearts to be blacker than the deepest depths.

      “Annelie,” I start.

      She grabs my hands, squeezing them desperately. “Please, Ulla, you do not understand.”

      “You’re right. I do not. How can it be that you and your sisters—”

      “I do not only wish to go because of my father,” she blurts out in a rush. Her eyes grow wide, and I see the sorrow and dismay there. No fear. No anger. No disgust. Only sadness.

      “Why do you wish to go then? Why turn yourself into something you are not?”

      “Because I long to be a human.” She releases my hands and twirls around in tight spirals to swim above me. A soft hum escapes her lips, and she sighs happily.

      Suspicious now, I watch her critically. “Why do you so badly wish to be human?”

      “Because.”

      “I need a reason,” I say dryly, not amused by her antics.

      The youngest princess sighs again, still joyful, and I shake my head. She can be a bit flighty, Annelie, and I am not in the mood to be trifled with.

      “Well?” I ask when she continues to hesitate.

      “I… I haven’t told anyone,” she admits.

      She seems so very bashful and shy that it strikes me as comical. Neither aptly describe the princess. She is fierce and headstrong. She never allows anyone to tell her what to do. It probably infuriates and frustrates her greatly that I have not already turned her into a human.

      “You haven’t even told any of your sisters?” I ask, surprised. Of all the sisters I thought capable of keeping a secret from the other princesses, my guess would have been Helga and not Annelie.

      She shakes her head furiously, her red hair fanning around her. “Not one of them.”

      “Why not?”

      Her green eyes twinkle. “Because they would have told the king, and he would not have approved.”

      How interesting that she referred to the merman as king and not her father.

      “And what is this secret?” I ask, confused as to why she has not told me already.

      “I’ve gone to the surface,” she admits.

      “Once?” I ask, suspecting that not to be the case.

      “Several times. So many I’ve lost count. Please, Ulla, I’ve fallen in love with a human.”

      I blink, confused, shocked, dismayed. “You have done what?”

      “Do not worry. He does not know I’m a mermaid. I can’t let him know that. I am not stupid,” she says haughtily.

      “Does…” I hesitate. “Does he return your feelings?”

      “Oh, yes. At least, I think he does. Yes, I know it.”

      “Has he…” I shake my head, not wishing to upset the poor girl. “Who is he? What is his name?”

      “He is the most wonderful man in the world!” She giggles and swims around me, forcing me to turn to be able to see her face. “He makes me feel more alive than I have ever felt before.”

      Hmm. I doubt I ever felt that way concerning her father. Once upon a tide, I fancied myself in love with him, but now, I know better. I did not love him so much as I loved his daughters. As I never wished for the seashell crown, perhaps it is just as well that he and I did not last. If only he had not cursed me to be in this sorry state!

      “His name?” I ask Annelie again, but she goes on and on about how handsome he is, how dashing and brave he is, how her heart flutters every time she thinks of him.

      Honestly, I do not know if this is true love or not. I have not experienced true love, so who am I to say this is not? Yes, Annelie is young, but love does not have an age limit. That I truly believe. Why, a month ago, I helped an old merwoman who had many two tides left to reconnect with a merman she had fallen in love with when they had been only five tides old. That love had never died, never faded. True love is one of the most powerful forces in all the world, both under the waves and above under the hot, hot sun.

      Although I am curious and a bit worried that Annelie does not provide much solid information about her man, I cannot deny her. She is too happy, too excited for me to turn her aside a second time.

      “Very well,” I tell her. “I will change you—”

      “Oh, thank you, thank you!” Annelie rushed over to me and clasps my hands.

      “But only for one day,” I finish.

      Annelie’s expression of pure delight crumbles to dismay. “Only one day,” she repeats, despairing. “No, Ulla, you can’t!”

      “I can, and I must,” I say firmly. “Go to your human. Discover if he loves you as deeply as you love him. Then, perhaps, we can revisit this.”

      I do not tell her that I may well lack the power to turn her human for the rest of her life. She does not need to know that, but the amount of magic that would require might only be capable though her father’s magical trident. It was through the trident that he turned me into the half-beast that I am.

      Annelie hangs her head and mopes, complaining all the while as I lug my large frame around my cave, my octopus arms collecting the vials of components and leaves and algae I will need for the spell.

      “Continue to complain,” I remark idly, “and I will perhaps change my mind.”

      Immediately, mid-gripe, Annelie falls silent.

      I smile to myself. Annelie has the voice of an angel. Her singing is unparalleled. I, on the other fin, cannot sing at all, although I wish I can.

      I toss the ingredients into the bubbling potion in my largest cauldron. The purple liquid turns a bright green. The disgusting smell reminds me of rotting fishes.

      When an eel slithers through my lair, I grab him and use him as a means to stir the potion. He knows better than to grumble. Shouldn’t be here anyhow. That which he has asked me, for arms and legs, cannot happen. Long ago, an eel betrayed the then merking, and that merking had been so furious that he cursed each and every eel to not have any arms or legs. They were the serpents of the underground world, as treacherous as the serpents above the ground.

      The eel glowers at me and swims away without a backward glance.

      Annelie giggles and claps her hands. “Is it done?” she asks eagerly, excitement shining in her eyes.

      “Almost.” With a human arm, I reach over and pluck a single hair from her head. Carefully, I place it in the mixture as I mutter an incantation that will exact the magic necessary to change the potion from merely a drink to that of a powerful tonic.

      With a loud boom, a shock of black smoke rises form the cauldron. Once the smoke dissipates, the amount of liquid in the cauldron has been reduced to a small vial’s worth, the color a bright red. I fill a vial.

      “Drink this,” I tell her, “but wait until you are almost at the surface to do so. Be back beneath the waves before the sun sets.”

      “Otherwise I will revert back to a mermaid in front of him?” she questions.

      I shake my head. “Powerful magic is required for this spell,” I murmur. “It requires a balance. If you do not return to the water in time, you will turn to sea foam.”

      “Sea foam!” She gasps. “You aren’t strong enough to prevent that?” Her eyes filled with tears. “What would that mean if you were to make me human permanently? Or are you not powerful enough to make a potion for that?” she asks angrily.

      “Perhaps in time I can find a new potion that will not require the sea foam as punishment, but I would need to have more powerful ingredients that are both rare and potentially impossible to find.”

      “Will you go and look for them?” she asks, eager once more.

      “I can,” I say slowly, refusing to say that I will. I must learn more about her human before I would even consider finding her a means to permanently be a human without severe repercussions. Then again, I might only be able to make her a human permanently if she were never to once more return to Ageane Waters. She could bathe but not go to the ocean. She could have the water from rain and the heavens caress her face, but that would be the closest she could come to the waves.

      All this I keep from her and I bid her to go and be happy, admonishing a final warning to return before too late.

      If the king knew I did this… Annelie will not allow him to hear about this. She would face punishment too, although the king would not cause her harm.

      As for myself, who knows what the king may do to me, and if she were to turn into sea foam? Death will surely come for me at the hand of the king and his trident.
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      Primeval Depths, Riber’s Cove, the seventh of April 1381

      

      Not even four months. The king had courted me for not even four complete months when I realized that I was falling in love with him.

      He was kind to me, so very kind. Anything I wished for, I merely had to ask. He would use his trident, and poof! Whatever I wanted, whether it was new shells for my bra or a certain food item, anything at all, he fulfilled my every wish.

      I had been a fool to not realize then that he might have used his trident to acquire his own weed instead of sending out his queen. Or perhaps because of his queen was why he now used his trident for every little thing, and again, I did not and still do not know if he asked his queen to go and find him that weed or if she took that matter into her own hands.

      Anything I wished to do, the king would do with me. We explore every inch of Primeval Depths. We swam under rocks and into coves, all over the kingdom. He was patient with me, and he never stopped complimenting me. He loved my short blond, almost white hair and full, red lips. The way he made me feel about myself bolstered my confidence. I thought that anyone who looked at me was seeing a beautiful mermaid. Not the most beautiful one, as Torsten called me, but I might be able to accept that if he continued to call me that. How could anyone argue with the king?

      On the seventh of April, the king was chasing after me to give me kisses. He often loved to give chase to me as we had on our first date. We were not far from the cove where I lived, and nearby, there was a sunken ship. I headed there now and slid in through a tight hole to hide.

      The king was right on my fin, though, so I tried to squeeze into an even tighter spot. My laughter gave away to a cry when a support beam fell down and crushed my fin.

      Immediately, the king was there. He lifted the massive beam away and then cradled me in his arms. Although I tried to tell him I was fine, he carried me to the castle and brought me to a room where he laid me in bed. Servants and maid tended to me, and I felt so very pampered.

      Yes, yes, I loved King Torsten. It did not matter that he had left the room the moment he placed me on the bed.

      It was only a week later that he allowed me to leave the castle, and when I returned to my cove, I realized that the sunken ship had been dismantled and moved away. How sweet. He wished to ensure I stayed safe.

      Or he wished for me to feel even more indebted to him.
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      Primeval Depths, Sea Witch’s Cove, the twenty-first of April 1391

      

      Hardly any time has passed since the youngest princess has left my cove. She is so very beautiful as are all of her sisters.

      Once upon a tide, I used to be a mermaid, as sleek and slender as the princesses. Now, I am fat, my skin a disgusting gray color, my hair brittle and like sea foam. Worst of all, below my waist, I have eight octopus arms. The king saw fit to punish me, although I truly believe I did nothing wrong. I did not deserve his anger, his hatred. Perhaps the one he truly hates is himself, but he would never admit that.

      While I am large, I do know how to move without causing a ripple, and I can squeeze into tight spots yet despite my size. The next day after giving Annelie the vial to turn her into a human temporarily, I must make use of my gliding through the waves without detection. I may have to squeeze into some very tight spots if I am to determine and make certain that none realize Annelie’s absence.

      Slowly, carefully, avoiding all guards and other merfolk, I make my way to Primeval Castle. It’s even harder to find a way close to the throne room. Eventually, I have to exit the castle through one of the windows and find the throne room from outside the castle rather than within.

      The king is talking or, rather, shouting. He does not know how to speak in a normal tone. Demands is all he ever makes, and he takes and takes and takes. He almost bled me dry before he cursed me.

      But he has not broken me yet, not completely. That his own daughters wish to flee is powerful. They fear him, maybe even hate him. They are so frightened that they are willing to allow the other merfolk to fend for themselves against their father while they would struggle to adjust to being human,

      That is perplexing, disheartening, and worrisome.

      I cannot hear whoever is in the throne room’s response to the king, and I fear that he has already learned that his youngest daughter cannot be found. Once, when Annelie had only been two tides old, she had swum away, far beyond the kingdom. For days, no one could find her. The king had been beside himself and killed several of the guards for their incompetence. To this day, I believe Annelie does not know about those deaths. I hope she never does learn about that terrible tragedy because I fear that her grief and guilt over their deaths would cause her to lose some of her light. She is such a wonderful mermaid, even if she does tend to think of herself first. She is young, though, spoiled by the guards and servants and maids in the castle. Even her sisters dote on her. It is not her fault for her belief that she deserves everything she wishes for when all comply.

      Even me.

      But then, to my relief, the king laughs. On second thought, that is not a relief but rather frightening. The king does not find amusing what most merfolk would. His laughter always comes from a cruel place. I should have realized that long before now, but I had been blinded. Now that my eyes have been opened, I can see him for who he truly is. From the looks on his guards faces’, they know they serve a man who should never have been given the seashell crown.

      “Ah, yes,” the king says, “soon. Soon. Then, we will go to war with the humans. All will be made to rights. The sea should not be where our kingdom ends. Oh, no. There are rivers and lakes, and we deserve all of the waves, not just those within Ageane Waters. Don’t you agree?”

      I’ve heard enough. If the king is preoccupied with this, he will never realize that his youngest daughter has slipped away.

      Disgusted, filled with dismay, I swim away. I cannot be more horrified. War with the humans? Just what is the King of Primeval Depths thinking.

      He isn’t thinking.

      Clearly, he is not, and that makes him become a terrible, tragic entity. With his trident, King Torsten possesses a tremendous amount of power. Is it possible that he could succeed? That there could be a war between humans and merfolk? But how would the merfolk attack the humans? To what end?

      Yes, his daughters have the right of it. The king is insane, but sending his daughters away may only serve to worse the king’s behavior. No, there must be another way for us to stop the king.

      But how?

      
        
        <<<>>>

      

      

      The day after I learned about the king’s desire to go to war against the humans, I remain at a loss. How can I stop him?

      It is never a question of if I should get involved or not. Although I do not consider myself one of his subjects, I do live within his realm, his pocket within the sea, his tide. Even if I lived elsewhere, I would still endeavor to stop him. Long had I suspected that the king has gone mad with his lust for power. Now, I know it to be true. To declare war against the humans is both insane and dangerous.

      At one time, I loved the man. I thought he could do no wrong. I thought he might love me too, but what I fool I had been. Now, I am older, wiser, and more sorrowful for it. While I use my power and magic to help all those I can, the king uses his power and trident to serve only one—himself.

      True enough, one can point out that I did not grant his daughters that which they wished. For them all to be turned into humans was rather extreme. Now, I can and do understand their desire to be away from their father, but what of their duty to the merfolk of Primeval Depths? Helga is to be their queen once her father passes away. Surely she will not turn her back on her people.

      Do the merfolk realize how insane their king is? Do they remain ignorant of the atrocities he has rendered? Do they wish for war alongside him?

      Are they as blinded by him, his good looks and charm, of his nearly silver tongue as I had been once upon a time?

      King Torsten promised me the tide, the coral, the sand, everything. He promised me the world beneath the waves, but it had all been an act. He lied to me. The king may as well have carved out my heart and chopped it into a million pieces to scatter them in the waves.

      Perhaps he had, and that is why I feel so moved to help as many merfolk as I can with my magic.

      Now, however, each and every one of them is in danger. The king must surely be mad to wish to go against the humans. He will lead his men to certain slaughter if he swims ahead with his plan. How can I best stop him?

      Perhaps his daughters have the right of it. No, I will not turn them into humans, but perhaps I can do my best to alter my own appearance. I do not wish to be human, but perhaps for a short time, I can appear as I had before.

      It takes me some time to gather the necessary ingredients, and it takes me several attempt to master the potion. In comparison, the relatively simple spell that changed Annelie will not work on me. I have to be able to override the magic of the king’s powerful trident, and that is no easy task.

      Finally, however, I manage to locate the ingredients I need and concoct a potion that will work. After a few excited twirls and flips and circles, I race toward the surface. I haven’t much time, and I will not delay a second longer. If I can stop the upcoming war, I will be most grateful.

      Just then, I think of Annelie and her human love. I haven’t had the chance to go and see her after her day under the sun, but she has not come to see me either. Does this mean that things did not go well? Or that she had been turned into sea foam? No, that cannot be. Rumors race through the waters swifter than the tide. I would have heard if she was missing. Her sisters would have tried to hide that fact from her father, but others would have learned and spoken about it. Strangely or perhaps not, I sometimes learn about betrayal toward the seashell crown before the king does. Merfolk and other marine life turn to me before the king. In a way, I suppose I do rule over them to a small extent. I help them while their king does not. He is too consumed with himself.

      War with the humans. It is ridiculous. The king thinks himself too powerful. He cannot rule both above and below the waves. Not only is it impossible, but I will do my best to ensure that can never be.

      
        
        <<<>>>

      

      

      Desperate to reach the surface, I rush upward. The Ageane Waters grow warmer and warmer the higher I swim. I have never gone to the surface before. I never had a reason to.

      But the higher I ascend, the more worried I become for Annelie. She has the most to lose from war with the humans, and I cannot be certain she ever did return from her venture. My love for the youngest princess has me hesitating, and then I turn around. I have been a fin away from reaching the surface. Thankfully, I have not taken my potion yet.

      Swiftly, using the currents for added speed, I return to Primeval Depths. From the whispers of the schools of fish passing by, I learn which cove Annelie is in, one she has frequented many times before, back when she thought it might be fun to pretend that she wasn’t a princess. I never understood that game. She seemed to love being a princess then as she does now, although she must realize that above the waves, she will not remain a princess.

      This cove is smaller than mine but brighter. Before I reach the widest part, she swims forward to greet me.

      “Ulla! How are you?”

      I lift my eyebrows and cross not only my human arms but my octopus ones as well. “I wish to ask you about your outing as a human. Are you all right?”

      She giggles and twirls about. “Don’t I look all right?” she asks, giggling again.

      “You do.” I smile, pleased. “Being in love suits you.”

      “Oh, Ulla, I am in love. He is so very wonderful. I came here to daydream and think about him all day because I feared you wouldn’t give me another potion, and I don’t want to be sad. I want to be happy.”

      I say not a word, merely watching her.

      “I do want to go back.” She hugs me tightly. “Please, Ulla. I want this more than anything.”

      “You choose him,” I say slowly.

      “Yes.”

      “Over your father.”

      “Yes!”

      “Over your people.”

      “Yes.”

      “Over your sisters?”

      She hesitates. “Yes.”

      I hang my head. My attempts at creating a stronger potion for myself has left my stock of marine plant life with magical properties at a low.

      “Not at the moment,” I tell her gently.

      “Why not?” she cries.

      “I need more herbs,” I tell her.

      She stares at me critically. Judging whether or not I am lying perhaps? Regardless, she nods. “I can help you find them.”

      “No, my dear. You cannot hide from the castle forever, at least not yet.”

      Her eyes widen, and her jaw drops. “You mean…”

      “Perhaps. Now, tell me what you and your love did all day.”

      “We walked along the beach and talked and held hands. We danced, and I sang for him. He told me that none can sing as well as I. I want to sing to him at the wedding.”

      “Has he said that he loves you?”

      “Not yet,” she admits. “But his eyes, I can see it. He’s scared. I am too. This love, it’s overwhelming. Powerful. I’ve never felt like this before.”

      “I am so very glad you found him,” I say. “What is his name?”

      Again, she does not tell me, and I begin to wonder why not. Instead, she tells about the elaborate meal they ate together on the sandy beach. The warmth of the sun had caressed her, and she had loved its heat.

      “What if…” I hesitate.

      “What if what?” she asks. When I maintain my silence, she adds, “What if he discards me as the king did you?”

      Wincing, I nod. “I do not mean to suggest that will happen, but I worry. I fear.”

      She smiles and clasps my hands. “You worry and fear because you love me. I understand, but believe me, he does love me, and I love him. It is the kind of love that bards will write songs about. It is the kind of love that can never die.”

      As she speaks, tears fill my eyes. How I wish I could experience such a wondrous love, but who could ever love me? Not only am I a monster, but I am damaged. The king stole far more from me than merely my appearance. He utterly broke my faith in mermen, and I doubt I can ever bring myself to trust one enough to fall in love with him.

      “I am so very, very happy for you,” I whisper. “It will take me some time to find all of the plants and herbs as some grow in places far from our home. Do not worry, though. I will go and find them. If he loves you, he will be willing to wait a week.”

      “A week.”

      Although I fear that this answer will upset her, she smiles.

      “Seven days. That is all. Seven days and then I can be with him again.” She dances for a few moments before facing me again. “For how long?”

      “How long will the potion last? Another day. I will need to experiment and try to find a potion that will last longer. I assume you would rather a single day than wait perhaps an entire month for maybe a potion that can last double that length?”

      Annelie nods vigorously. “Thank you, Ulla. I cannot tell you how much it means to me that you believe in me, believe in my love. I know how much you must hate the notion of love after the king betrayed you.”

      I wince. “Let us not worry about that.”

      “Go now.” Annelie pushes me toward the cove exit. “Please. Find the herbs. Make me human again. Grant me what I desire most.”

      “Farewell, Annelie.”

      “May the tides flow smoothly for you!” she calls as I swim away.

      Once I am far enough away, I head northward, toward the surface once more. Now, I am all the more desperate to prevent the war between merfolk and humans. Annelie desires most to be with her human love. For that to happen, the war must not. Although I hope she can understand the need for me to delay acquiring the ingredients for her potion, I do not wish for her to have to worry about the war. She is too happy, too excited, too eager for her love to be realized for her life to be burdened by the threat of darkness. I am doing her a kindness, her and all of the merfolk. Surely, not one of them outside of the king truly wants to battle the humans.

      The waters grow warm again. Before I break the surface of the water, I drink my potion. The taste is disgusting, but I do not mind, and I choke it down. I need it. This is far too important for me to worry about the taste of tar in my mouth.

      A fierce warmth rushes down to my stomach and spreading outward toward my octopus bottom half. Slowly, my body changes, and my octopus half reverts back to my pervious mermaid fin. I did not bother to determine how I can truly assume my old mermaid shape, so I remain ugly and fat, but that does not matter. Nothing is important save for the need to reach the surface, to find someone who can help bring about peace.

      It is time to find the humans, to warn them, to stop this war before the first battle can commence.
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      Primeval Depths, Primeval Depths Castle, the fifteenth of April 1381

      

      The day after I was left terribly confused by and yet grateful for the removal of the sunken ship, I returned to the castle. Although the king had been courting me for some time now, he had not brought me to see his daughters, and that I could well understand and accept. They were young, beautiful mermaids, and I would not wish to confuse them or cause any of them grief.

      So when the guard brought me to the throne room so that I could speak with the king, I was shocked to see all of the daughters there. Helga was the eldest and by far the tallest at ten. Next was Frida, nine years old. Her glorious red hair was dotted with all kinds of beautiful sea flowers. Erika giggled behind her hands. Carina, who was a year younger than Erika at seven, smiled and poked her sister. Erika shrieked and danced away, already a smooth and graceful dancer. Brita came next. Her hair nearly reached to the bottom of her teal fin. As for Annelie, the youngest at only five, hid behind her father.

      King Torsten smiled at me. “Princesses, this is the mermaid I have told you about.”

      Each one came forward and nodded or made a comment about my shells. Frida even gave me one of her flowers and tucked it behind an ear. All of them greeted me save for little Annelie.

      “Is she shy?” I asked her father.

      He grimaced and shook his head. “Come now, Annelie. You know how important this is to me. Go and say hello to Ulla.”

      “I don’t want to.” She burrowed her head into her father’s fin.

      “Annelie,” he warned. “Now.”

      “But…”

      I swam around Torsten and crouched beside Annelie. “I hear you like to sing. Is that true?”

      Annelie stared at me, her eyes wide. “I’m the best singer of all my sisters!”

      I glanced back at Helga, who begrudgingly nodded.

      “You are?” I asked, sounding shocked and pleased. “Can I hear you sing?”

      “Maybe.”

      “Today?”

      Annelie tilted her head to the side, her red hair falling over her slim shoulder. “No.”

      “No?” I asked, disappointed. I thought I was finally bonding with the child.

      The youngest mermaid princess beamed widely. “After we eat together. King Torsten, can we all eat together?”

      It struck me as strange that the king would demand that his daughters refer to him by his title and not as Father, but perhaps they used both. In any matter, Annelie was pulling me from the room, and the other princesses were swimming all around me.

      I looked over my shoulder. The king was stroking his trident. He brought it with him as he followed, and he gave me a nod and a smile.

      The meal was lovely, and Annelie did sing, and the day had been glorious. I not only loved the king, I adored his daughters, and I knew then that I would do anything and everything to make them happy and keep them safe.
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      Ageane Waters, the surface, the twenty-fifth of April 1391

      

      Leaving the Ageane Waters is bittersweet, but I force myself to swim toward the shore. This is the first time the sun’s rays have every touched my face. I’ve never had any interest to see the humans up close. Read about them? Yes. Observe them? No. I know plenty of other mermaids have gone to see them, but I never had a reason to until now.

      On the sand is no one. Not a single person.

      Refusing to be dismayed, I swim along the beach. Gradually, a single tall form comes into view. His clothes glitter in the sunlight. The warmth of the sun’s rays upon my head and shoulders is a strange feeling. I do not know if I appreciate the heat as Annelie does.

      “Ahoy!” I call waving a hand after I first ensure that my fin is concealed in the water. I do not wish for him to know who I am. As far as I know, not many humans believe in the existence of merfolk.

      The person does not look toward me. Perhaps he cannot hear me. The waves are gentle, but they are crashing, and he remains a fair distance away yet.

      “Hello!” I try again.

      The man turns toward me and stalks over. As he approaches, I realize he is dressed in armor. He is a guard of some sort.

      Confused, I glance around the landscape. Beyond the sand is bright green grass. Nearby, on a massive hill, is a castle made not of sand but of rocks. It is beautiful, and I gasp.

      “Please, good guard,” I start.

      “Who are you?” he demands gruffly, holding out a spear toward me. I am far enough away that he cannot jab me, but he should be able to launch it and strike me from this distance. “Why are you swimming in royal waters?”

      I smirk, amused. Waters cannot be royal. The notion that a man or king can dictate where one can and cannot swim is ridiculous.

      “Who are you?” he repeats, jabbing his spear toward me again.

      “Please, good guard, listen to me. Heed my words. You must go and find…” I hesitate.

      If I ask for the king, he will not listen. He clearly thinks I am in the wrong to be in these waters. But I must speak with someone who has power.

      “Find the prince!” I blurt out, hoping the royal couple does have a son. “Bring him to me. Please. I must converse with him. It is a matter of life and death.”

      “It is indeed,” the guard says angrily. “No one is to swim in these waters!”

      I sigh. “Fine. Go and fetch the prince. He can decide if I should die.”

      “No. That is the king’s decision, and the decision has already been made. You must die for swimming in these waters.”

      My reaction is perhaps not the smartest, but I laugh. I am far too amused by this.

      “Where am I allowed to swim then?” I ask and slide over to the right. “Over here? Or here?” I move to the left and then backward some. “Here? Tell me, and I will go there.”

      “Are you ignorant?” he snaps. “These waters are—”

      “How can they be royal?” I demand. “They are no different than any other waters.”

      His face, visible beneath his ridiculous helm, is turning brighter and brighter red. His anger rivals that of the merking.

      “Are you that ignorant? Or do you wish to die? Only those with royal blood are allowed to swim here.”

      I straighten in the water but not enough for him to see my fin. “How do you know I am not a princess?” I demand.

      “You?” he scoffs. “Princess of Death?”

      I roll my eyes and continue the lie. “I am the princess of the—”

      Instead of throwing the spear, he whips out a knife and throws it at me. I avoid being hit and pluck the knife from the air.

      “You just armed me,” I say with a smirk.

      “And given me a second reason to kill you,” he says.

      “I will not be killed by a human when all I wish to do is save the humans! If you will not bring me the prince, fine, then I will have to speak with you. The merfolk are going to declare war against your people. You must prepare a way to make peace with the king. King Torsten Strand of Primeval Depths. He is not the most agreeable of sorts, I will admit, but—”

      “The merfolk? War? You are a lunatic.”

      “I am not.”

      Furious with him, I swim forward, into the shallow part of the sea so that he can see me, all of me, my green fin included.

      The guard’s eyes grow wide, and he gapes at me. He recovers from his shock surprisingly quickly, and I barely have time to avoid the powerful thrust of his spear. A few more strikes and I know this guard is very much serious. He wishes to carry out his threat.

      He means to kill me.

      My first trek ever to the shore is going so wonderfully.

      If only.

      The guard pulls back the spear, and from his stance, I think he will throw it instead of jabbing. Away from him, I toss back his knife. It lands on the sand. Without hesitating, I swim deep down into the waters. The spear glides through the waves, but I am already gone.

      That incident could only have been worse if I had been hurt or killed.

      Disgusted and dismayed that men would all seek to wound or maim instead of listen to reason, I glide through the waters. Instead of returning to my cove, I go out and about. I will need squid ink from the Mother of the Squids. I will need an eye from the eyeous seaweed that only grows where no light has ever touched the waters. I will need specific algae and so many more items.

      Since I have become a sea witch, certainly knowledge just comes to me with no rhyme or reason. I cannot begin to understand where the wisdom comes from, but never has it served me falsely. I must locate the strongest and most powerful of magical items in all of the waters in order to do this spell. I fear that I will not be able to recover what I need. When I first became a sea witch, I was much more powerful than I am now. I do not think it is my fault that I am not as powerful. The ingredients needed for the spells have been losing their potency over tides as if magic itself within the sea is lessening somehow.

      Annelie will be upset if she were to know that I will do this for myself first, but in order for her and her love to have peace, I must first go to the surface myself. I must become human and speak to the prince or anyone who will listen. I must ensure that the war does not truly start. Then and only then can Annelie permanently become a human.

      My quest for the items takes several days, but I think I am all right. From the rumors on the current, the king has not yet begun to make any true preparations toward war, but I cannot delay. I cannot even hope that he is bluffing about the war. No, he remains a threat until proven otherwise. More than any other, I know just how vindictive and terrible he can be without justification.

      That Annelie has not come to find me, crying and wailing about her father’s war, tells me two important things. One, she does not have an ear to the rumors circulating the kingdom. And two, her father has not alerted his daughters to the upcoming war. Neither surprises me. Annelie, as much as I love her, is a little self-centered. Being the youngest of six, that is understandable. As for the king not telling his daughters, he hardly spends any time with them.

      Again, I wonder why they think him insane enough to wish to become humans now. Their father has been visibly insane for years now, and they had to have realized this long before now. What has changed?

      A week passes before I am truly ready to begin to experiment with the items, but the tide is with me and only two more days pass before I had made strong and powerful enough potion that will transform me into a human for a short period of time. Not even a full day. I will have to move and swiftly if I have any hope of stopping the war before it begins. Perhaps as a human, someone will be willing to listen to me.

      Without delay, I swim furiously toward the surface and return to the so-called royal waters. No one else is having fun in the waves. No. Wait. There in the near distance is a figure.

      In haste, I start to swim toward the person when I realize two important items. One, I have not yet taken my potion, and two, when I do, I have nothing to cover my lower half.

      A different need in mind cause me to swim away from the person and the castle. Gradually, I find a beach where people are. One woman is washing clothes. I am so slippery of a marine animal that I am able to swipe a dress and slink away before she can notice what I have done.

      Farther away from the shore is where I opt to drink this potion. It tastes of slime and dirt, and the warmth that rivals the sun washes over me. My octopus part congeals together, and two legs form. A strange feeling washes over me, one I cannot begin to understand. It’s both wondrous and frightening, and I do not know if I like this, being human.

      Getting the dress over my head is no problem. Finagling my arms through the hole is a little cumbersome, but I manage. I am grateful to not have to worry about pant. I do believe that is the term for it I have both read and heard stories about the humans, so hopefully, I can pass as one without being too ignorant.

      Perhaps I should go back to the beach where the people are, but I fear that the more who see me, the more they may question me. Instead, I head back to the “royal” waters. Swimming with arms comes naturally, not that I use them to swim often. Adjusting to swimming as part octopus had been a challenge, but with legs, that is easier than I anticipated, and I zoom through the water. After a moment, I find the figure and realize I am not swimming like a human after all. He pedals furiously with his legs and feet, using them as flippers. I glue my legs together and act as if they are a fin.

      Before I reach the man, he turns over and now floats on his back, eyes closed. I do not mean to startle him, so I splash around as I approach.

      The man pulls up to be standing in the water, staring at me. His gaze is wary, surprised, but not as distrustful as that guard at least.

      “Who are you?” he asks.

      “I am Ulla,” I say. I stand as well. The water is shallow here. The feel of sand beneath my feet and in between my toes is peculiar. I do not know if I like that either.

      “Ulla,” he repeats. “Why are you swimming in a dress?”

      I shrug, confused. Surely, women do not swim naked, do they? It is not as if I can ask him this.

      But then I notice that his clothes are tight to his body, covering him, the material slick and sleek so that the water does not soak through as my dress is. I stole the wrong attire, but nothing can be done about that now.

      “Please, do not worry about that,” I beg. “I need your help.”

      The man grimaces. For a human, he is handsome, his features sharp and angular, his ice blue eyes piecing, his short hair black and slick. I almost wish to see him smile, but his lips are curled downward.

      “Of course you do,” he mutters.

      What an odd thing to say.

      “Please, I need to speak with the prince. Can you deliver him a message for me?”

      “Consider your message granted when you speak to me.”

      I gape at him, appalled and then shocked. Now, his comments makes sense.

      “Oh,” I murmur faintly. “You are he.”

      He nods, eyeing me critically, curiously. “Who are you?”

      “I told you. Ulla.”

      “A person is more than a name.”

      “Indeed. I am more than a woman who swims in a dress.” I grin.

      I am pleased when he smiles too. The prince catches himself and then frowns as if to overcompensate for losing his composure.

      “I am a messenger,” I continue. “I have come to bring terrible news for you and your kingdom.”

      “You are not one of my subjects.”

      “I assumed you figured as much when I did not recognize you.”

      His expression remains stoic, but his eyes contain amusement.

      “What is this terrible news you must deliver, Messenger Ulla?”

      I lower my head so that he does not see my smile. This matter is not one to laugh over. For some reason, I enjoy teasing this prince whose name I do not know.

      “The king of the merfolk is preparing for war. He wishes to take over your kingdom as his own. Please, you must find a way to come to peace with him.”

      “The king of the merfolk,” the prince says slowly. All traces of mirth is gone.

      My heart sinks. He does not believe me. If I cannot change his mind, then all hope will be lost.
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      Primeval Depths, Primeval Depths Castle, the ninth of October 1381

      

      For nearly six months now, I had been spending time with both Torsten and his lovely daughters. Generally speaking, I spent time with the mermaids separate from their father. Torsten tended to not keep his hands or lips to himself when we were together. One time, about a month ago, Annelie made a comment that appalled me.

      “When will a merman kiss me like the king kisses you?”

      I gaped at her, shocked and dismayed. Given her young age, I thought it inappropriate for her to ask that, but even more so, the king and I were being inappropriate by kissing like this in front of her.

      The king merely laughed and kissed me again before I could say anything. Thankfully, Helga ushered her sisters away, but I could not help feeling displeased about this turn of events.

      The next time that I saw the mermaids with their father, I ducked and pretended to chase the girls whenever I spied the king heading my way. He always had a fierce look in his eyes when he wished for a kiss, a stare that I now, reflecting back, realized was rather predatory. I kept my distance from him at all times.

      Gradually, he caught my reluctance to kiss him, and he grabbed my arm, forcing me to slam against him. He kissed me hard as if wishing to mark me, to stake his claim on me. I did not kiss him back.

      The king pulled away, and the expression on his face disgusted and frightened me. Never had he looked at me with such contempt and anger. Without a word, he had swum away.

      For the next week or so, the king refused to see me, always claiming to be busy with meetings or having lunch with someone else. I spent the time I would have enjoyed with him with his daughters instead. Gradually, the king came back around, but he did not apologize. I did not bring up the incident, not wishing to make his fury return.

      On the ninth of October, the king surprised and disappointed me by once again having a meeting. He hadn’t made an excuse to not see me for the last several times I had come to the castle, and I hoped that he would not start to pull away. I could not be heartbroken for long, however, as the princesses arrived. We danced and sang and put flowers in each other’s hair. We told each other stories and read from scrolls. Although Annelie wanted to go to the surface and Brita wished to explore sunken ships, I have to explain to them both the dangers that were inherent in both. Although the humans above were not at war with us, we did not wish to shock and surprise them. It might cause them to react with fear and anger. Then, a war very well could start.

      Then, of course, I had to explain what war was. Torsten ruled peacefully with the surrounding sea kingdoms, so his daughters did not understand the notion of war. As for the sunken ships, all I had to do was explain about how I had been hurt by one.

      Annelie’s eyes had grown wide. “I don’t want you to get hurt!” she cried.

      “Do not worry,” I assure her. “That will not happen.”

      “You can’t,” she insisted.

      “Why not?” I asked, amused that she felt so strongly on the matter.

      “How can you be our stepmother if you are hurt or dead like Mother?” Annelie asked.

      “Oh, my dear mermaid.” I hugged Annelie tightly, and the other princesses converged to form a tight, wide embrace for us all. “Do not be afraid. I am here. I am not going anywhere.”

      “You will marry the king one day, won’t you?” Annelie asked worriedly.

      My heart began to race furiously. Did I wish to marry the king? Honestly, I hesitated in my response because the truth of the matter was that I did not wish to rule the merfolk. I still loved the king, and I fiercely loved his daughters, but the thought of being queen terrified me. I did not want that at all.

      Why had I never thought about that important fact until now? Maybe I never thought that the king and I would grow that close together that he would even consider me to be his queen. Maybe I always figured he would never remarry considering the love he had for his wife. He had doted on her, loved her with every part of himself. I doubted a merman could share that deeply of himself to love two merwomen like that.

      But if he proposed, how could I turn him down? Or if we were to end the courtship, dissolve it, would I never be able to see the princesses again? My love for them had somehow surpassed the love I had for the king. I never intended to that to happen, but it had.

      For their sake and their sake alone, I would consider marrying the king, should he ask for my fin.

      I smiled at Annelie and drew her close for a hug. “We will have to wait and see if the king asks for me to marry him. That is all we can do.”

      Excited and eager, Annelie squirmed out of my arms and began to talk nonstop about a wedding, and the food, and music, and the dress, and so much more. I allowed her to have her fun, but I could not help being worried and dismayed.

      What was to become of me? Had I made a mistake in agreeing to this courtship? The king did not seem to be the same merman I had fallen in love with, and yet I adored his daughters so very much.

      The path my life would take would be dictated by the daughters. They were the ones I loved most of all, even more than I loved myself. If anything were to happen to any one of them, I would lose myself in grief and sorrow, and I feared I would never come back from that tragedy. Tides willing, that would never be an issue I would have to survive.
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      Ageane Waters, the surface, the fourth of May 1391

      

      My second trek to the shore will not be as worthless as my first. At least, I will endeavor my very best to ensure that will be the case. Somehow, I must find a way to get the prince to understand that I am not joking. He must believe that the threat is real.

      Desperate, I try again. “King Torsten Strand of Primeval Depths is a terrible, wicked, hateful merman. He is the worst king the merfolk has ever known. He commands and wields a royal trident that grants him tremendous power. With it, he can level your castle to the ground.”

      I wave my hand toward the majestic sight of his stone castle. A few flags wave from the heights of the tall towers, and I marvel at how the wind reminds me of the sea’s current.

      “I have not heard of a King Torsten or this Primeval Depths.”

      “No, because the merfolk do not care for humans. We… They live separate lives. Humans above the water, merfolk below.”

      “I have never seen a merfolk before,” he says.

      “Must you see to believe?” I ask, disgusted. “Why is not my word enough?”

      “I only just met you,” he reminds me.

      “Yes, that is true, but at least you know my name.” I lift my chin and cross my arms. My anger is flaring, and I do my best to temper it, although I cannot help blurting out, “I know only that you are a prince. I do not even know of what kingdom!”

      “If you must know, I am—”

      “If I must know?” I gape at him, no longer amused at all. “Is it not customary for humans to tell each other their names when first meeting another?”

      “You speak as if you aren’t human,” he says, staring down into the clear waters at my feet that peek out from beneath the damp dress. The dress is rather ill-fitting on me, but the soaked nature ensure that I am properly covered at all times at least.

      I open my mouth, but I do not wish for him to know what exactly I am. I do not consider myself a merfolk, not since the king cursed me to be half-octopus. I will not let that define who I am.

      Instead, I embrace another part of myself. “I am Ulla, as I said. Ulla the sea witch.”

      He appraises me and grimaces.

      “You think I am crazy. No, my dear prince of whichever kingdom this is, I will have you know that I am sane. Far saner than my life experiences would suggest. Make you think, truth be told.” I frown, shake my head, and give a little laugh. “Why on earth did I say that?”

      “I do not know.” But the prince is back to smiling again. A good sign but I must learn to use my tongue more judiciously.

      “It is the king who is insane.”

      “The king,” he repeats.

      “Not your father,” I assure him. “King Torsten. He is a most terrible man. Maybe it is not fair to say that he is insane, but that he wishes for war with the humans, what else can be true? How can he be the king of Primeval Depths and here? No, he cannot have both foothold and sandhold. He believes that everything and anything in the sea is his to do with as he wants. That includes the merfolk. He punishes those who are without blame. He does not kill those he punishes, but the sentences he pronounces do not match any crime, not that a crime has always been committed.”

      “How so? Can you provide an example?”

      Of course, my own situation is foremost in my mind, but instead, I offer, “He used his trident to turn a maid into a bed of seaweed for bringing him the wrong arm brace.”

      “The wrong arm brace?”

      “Yes. He has gold ones, silver ones, some with gemstones embedded.” I tilt my head to the side. “Must you repeat me so much? He whose name I still do not know?”

      “Morten Wolff,” he says.

      I beam, thrilled. He provided his surname when I hadn’t.

      “Ulla Riber. It’s nice to meet you.”

      “Likewise.”

      I lower my head down, bending so that my back is parallel with the ground, how one shows respect to royalty beneath the seas. When I rise again, he is looking at me strangely. Perhaps humans do it differently.

      Then, he bows to me and holds out his hand. I do not understand and hesitatingly hold out mine. The prince clasps mine in his and pumps it up and down a single time. A peculiar, perplexing warmth rushes through me at the point of contact.

      “Ulla, I do not know what to believe,” he says. “Clearly, you do believe this wild tale.”

      “I know it must seem strange to you, wild and farfetched, but I would not lie to you. I would not have come all this way to tell you this if it were not true. You must believe me, and you must find a way for there to be peace.”

      I must make him believe. Words alone will not do it. He must see.

      Very well. He will see but not me as myself, not as I truly am. I must prepare.

      My legs shake and tremble slightly, and I know that I do not have much time. If I wish to hide my true shape from him, I must go and now.

      “Do you see that cove?” I ask, pointing toward a small on in a nearby ridge of rocks.

      Morten nods.

      “Tomorrow. Be there. I will bring proof that you will be so shocked by you will repeat every word I have to say.” I start to slip away in the water, allowing the waves to wash over me so that if my legs turn into my octopus arms, he will not see them.

      The prince throws back his head and laughs. “Tomorrow,” he calls out.

      “Do not keep me waiting,” I tease.

      The prince shakes his head. “Normally, people do not wish to make me wait.”

      “I am not like other people.”

      With that, I tread the water until I am certain the prince can no longer see me. Still, I sink into the water, descending straight down instead of flipping around so that my octopus would be visible.

      Tomorrow, he will see. Tomorrow, he will believe. Tomorrow, he will do whatever is necessary to ensure that peace is realized between his land and the world below the waves.

      
        
        <<<>>>

      

      

      The next day, I swim toward the cove. Before I reach the surface, I drink another new potion. Then I enter the cove. This one lies on the water, almost a lagoon, and I am grateful that the prince is not here yet. For some reason, I am worried and even frightened to see him.

      A large rock juts from one side of the cove, and I jump out of the water to sit upon the slick surface.

      Only a few moments pass before the prince arrives. He takes one look at me and dunks himself into the water.

      I hug myself and giggle, feeling as if I am a young mermaid again. Indeed, that is what the prince sees me as, not as a mermaid from my youth but as I would look if both of the king’s curses have been removed from my person.

      The second the prince rises from the water, I dip my fin into the water and flick the water at him.

      “Now do you believe?” I ask as I slip off the rock and swim toward him.

      Morten’s eyes are wide, and he nods without saying a single word.

      “Ah. Not repeating today, I see,” I tease. “I’ve rendered you speechless. I gather that’s an impressive feat.

      The prince smirks. “I can speak,” he says, but his voice is raspy.

      “And?”

      “You know it. I believe. Mermaids are real. The merfolk are real. The threat—”

      “Is real.”

      He nods again. “Believe me. I will go and inform Father about this.”

      “He is the King of…”

      The prince grins and shakes his head. “I never did tell you. My father is the King of Eventyr.”

      “Thank you, Prince Morten Wolff of the Kingdom of Eventyr.”

      “It is I who should be thanking you, Ulla Riber of…”

      “The Ageane Waters.”

      He raises his eyebrows and blinks in surprise. “You are not from Primeval Depths?”

      “No. I do not consider myself from being there.”

      “Are you a messenger from another kingdom in the sea?” he asks. I have to commend him. He seems a bit shocked yet, but he truly has accepted the truth of my words.

      “I am a messenger from myself,” I claim. “No one has sent me. I wish for peace.”

      “The king has harmed you in some way, hasn’t he?”

      I inhale deeply. Perhaps I should not have taken away my ugliness. Has he not noticed that difference about myself? Or is he only concerned with my fin? I maintained my ugliness as a human, but I do think I am at least passingly pretty as a mermaid. Perhaps the tides have changed that. I am older now.

      “I will do my best to make my father understand. Thank you again. I cannot say that enough.”

      I wave his words away. “You are most welcome.”

      With a dive, I flip into the water. I flick my fin to wave at him and depart feeling hopeful and excited. The day and the night may be saved, the sand and the sea as well.
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      Primeval Depths, Primeval Depths Castle, the third of January 1382

      

      Nearly three months had passed since Annelie had asked if I might one day become her stepmother. Honestly, I did not know what might happen. The king and I spent time together, but it was always within the confines of the castle. We never went out exploring. We never returned to the ravine. If I did not come to the castle, I would not have a chance of even seeing him. He never came to my cove to see me.

      Yet, he did not invite me to stay in that room in the castle. He didn’t have me stay in his room. He seemed to appreciate my presence at times, but at others, he merely tolerated me. Maybe he was not in love with me any longer. Maybe he never had been. Maybe I had just been deluding myself into thinking that I meant so much to him. It was possible he merely enjoyed kissing me and that he wished for me to tend to his daughters more than anything else. Was that all I was to him? A mersitter for his princesses so that he could run his kingdom?

      On the third of January in the year 1382, the king finally asked for me to go with him to a field of sea flowers to the east of Primeval Depths. I was most grateful for that. Perhaps I did mean more to the king than I feared. Maybe all of my worries were for nothing. I hoped that to be the case. In the beginning, I truly loved him. I enjoyed spending time with him, teasing him, having him chase me. I did love when we kissed too. What would it be like to be his wife?

      But then again, his wife would have to be his queen too.

      In that moment, as I headed to the field of sea flowers for our evening out, I realized the answer I would have for him if he were to ask for my fin in marriage. I would tell him yes. I would marry him. I would be his queen in as little capacity as I could, though. I would be the wife he wished for me to be and the mother his daughters needed me to be. But the queen part, the ruling of the merfolk, that I still did not and would never want for myself.

      The sea flower field is a majestic sight. A rash of blue, violet, pink, red, yellow, and white sea flowers covered the length of the field. Some have five petals or seven or three. A single particular bloom had only a single petal.

      There, almost at the end of the field, was the king. Hesitatingly, I slowly approached him. I could not help feeling hopeful. This place was so very beautiful, as beautiful as the king used to always tell me that I was. It would be the perfect spot for him to ask me to marry him. The perfect location.

      He did not have a blanket as he had before, and there was no food. Instead, the king took my hand, and we swam around, gazing at the flowers. All in all, it was rather boring as he did not have much to say. Suddenly, I found that I had nothing to say either, so I began to babble about stories of the fun I had been having with his daughters lately.

      Torsten did not say much at all, and he hardly kissed me too. Finally, I had enough. I pulled away slightly and swam to be directly in front of him.

      “Have I done something to upset you?” I asked, desperate to understand. “Have I done something wrong?”

      “You haven’t,” he said gruffly. “Come now. Let’s swim.”

      We swam some more, but I could not comprehend why this was the entirety of our date. Swimming around, barely having a conversation… because if I did not talk, we would be swimming in silence.

      “Is something on your mind?” I asked a short time later. By now, we were on our second lap of the field of sea flowers.

      “Yes,” he said curtly.

      “Do you want to talk about it?” I was hopeful that he would share with me any concerns he might have, even if that ventured toward his ruling the kingdom.

      “No,” he said bluntly.

      I jerked back, startled, and grimaced.

      “Do not frown,” he snapped. “No one can look even passingly pretty when they frown.”

      I did my best to keep my lips a firm line because I was not about to smile given how rude he was being. Could it be that he no longer thought me beautiful? Did he think that one’s appearance was all that mattered? The first queen had been a beauty with unsurpassing splendor. She had been magnificent. I could never come close to comparing to her. If he had done so previously, he now realized his error.

      For two more laps, neither of us said anything. He was inhaling the scent of the flowers. They were said to help calm troubled minds. Was there an issue with the kingdom that I wasn’t aware of?

      I could admit to myself that I was not in love with the king anymore, but I was trapped, stuck. No one could break up with a king. The king had the final say, especially when courting a peasant. I was not a princess. I had not a single drop of royal blood coursing through my veins. Why he had fallen for me in the first place still remained a mystery to me, but I could do nothing about it now.

      Even if I could go back in time to that day when we first met, I would not have changed a thing. I would have smiled and laughed and flirted. I adored his daughters and always would, and for them, I could tolerate any measure of abuse from their father.

      Still, when the king decided he was done, he withdrew from holding my hand, kissed my forehead, and swam away. That was it. This had gone from such a hopeful, romantic date to a disaster, and despite everything, I was disappointed and upset. I felt as if I had failed him in some way, and I did not know how to make things right.

      I desperately wanted to fix this, but was that even possible? Should I even bother to try?
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      Primeval Depths, Sea Witch’s Cove, the fifth of May 1391

      

      The very next day after I convinced the prince to speak to his father about the upcoming threat that King Torsten is, Annelie returns to see me. She glances at my stores aligned on the shelves made from rock on the sides of my cover. The jars and plants cover all of them.

      “Have you found everything that you need to make me human?” she asks eagerly.

      I hesitate. “Annelie, I know you long to be a human…”

      “I take it you do not approve.” Her full lips tug downward. No one can pout like Annelie. She hangs her head. “Don’t you understand?” she asks. “I love him! I must be with him!”

      “I am worried,” I confess. “What will happen when he finds out? Because might not have noticed that you were gone for a day, but if you are gone forever…”

      To some extent, I downplayed just how mad Torsten is to the prince. I did not wish to alarm him more than I already had. While I questioned his daughters as to why they think their father insane, I do know that he is.

      “I will be fine,” Annelie assures me. “You are so sweet to worry.”

      I glare at her. “Your father is insane,” I say bluntly, “and I do not wish for you to get hurt. If you came to harm because I helped you, I would never forgive myself.”

      “Do not fear for me,” she says. Her smiles grows that much wider. “My love will protect me.”

      Does he know you are a mermaid? That you are a princess? How can he loved you if he does not know who you truly are?

      Those questions I do not dare ask out loud. Instead, I inquire, “Is he a guard then? Who is he?”

      Annelie sighs dreamily. “I did not tell you before because I feared you wouldn’t approve.”

      “Annelie, it is not for me to approve your love or not,” I protest. “I must confess I am most curious about him, though.”

      “He’s a prince,” Annelie says with a giggle. “A wonderfully handsome prince with black hair and amazing ice blue eyes and…”

      Annelie continues to talk about him, but I do not listen. For whatever reason, I am oddly hurt. Perhaps because she did not tell me for so long I do not understand why Annelie would want a human or how she could have fallen in love with one.

      “How did this happen?” I demand. “How can it be that you found love with a human prince of all people?”

      “By the tide, it is meant to be.” She twirls around, dancing, humming. “It is true love, Ulla. Do not worry. You will find your love one day. It is the most perfect thing anyone can do, to fall in love.”

      Seeing her happiness, her joy, her delight, I cannot refuse her. Against my better judgement, I make her another potion. As before, it will only last for one day, but she does not mind. She takes it from me, squeals with delight, and hugs me tightly.

      “You are working on a way to make me permanently human, aren’t you?” she whispers in my ear.

      The youngest princess is so thrilled that she does not wait for an answer. She zooms out of there.

      Annelie and Morten. Why does that bother me so?

      
        
        <<<>>>

      

      

      The next day after learning Annelie loves the human prince, I swim back to the surface myself. No prince, no guard in the royal waters, although this does not surprise me. Prince Morten is preoccupied by his love.

      Undeterred, I swim over to the other beach, where many are swimming. Ah. So women do swim in special suits that cover their bodies from shoulders down to their knees. Some appear to be two pieces, while others are merely one.

      I wear the same dress I wore before when I was first turned into a human. When I revealed my mermaid self to Morten, I wore only my purple-rimmed black seashell bra.

      Perhaps I can steal myself a more suitable swimming outfit, but no. Why bother? I am here to listen and learn. There is no need for me to steal more clothing. It is wrong that I did in the first place.

      Instead of allowing the humans to see me, although I am in their form, I swim as I do as myself, and move around the waters, listening to bits of conversations here or there.

      Gradually, I realize that the word has spread about the prince and his knowledge of merfolk. About half of the people here think that merfolk are real. The other half believe the first to be as insane as their prince.

      As for the one whose opinion matters most, the King of the Humans does not care. He thinks that the merfolk will never attack because why would they? The must live beneath the waves if they are indeed real.

      That the king would ignore his son and disregard his warning infuriates me. If the king needs to see me to believe, very well. I will reveal myself to him. Granted, merfolk are not supposed to ever do such a thing, but when have I ever listened to others about rules?

      Soon, I will have to leave. My potion can only last for so long. It seems as if the prince will not come on this day. Most likely, he remains with Annelie. I cannot dare risk her seeing me speak to the prince. To her prince. I do not wish to be a cloud of gloom over her happy rain.

      Disgusted and more frightened than ever, I return to my cove and wish that I could make all of this go away.
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      Primeval Depths, Riber’s Cove, the first of April 1382

      

      Almost four months had passed since I stupidly thought the king would propose to me. For those past four months, we have spent more time together, yes, but his mood was hardly pleasant, and he did not kiss me often. He did not seem to want to bother with me much, and so, I found myself staying at my cove at times instead of always going to the castle. As much as I adored his daughters, the man himself was too insufferable for me to tolerate every day even if only for a few minutes here or there.

      For so long, I had been so utterly alone. My parents had died before I was ten years old. I had no friends, preferring to keep to myself. Outside of the king, I had few interactions with merfolk or fishes. My isolation was my shield. Losing my parents had been traumatic. They had been consumed by a rogue kraken that had swum by their kingdom and had left her orphan and abandoned the area to never be seen again in these waters.

      Maybe that was why I thought myself so in love with the king. He had been the first merman that I had spoken to in such a long time that I latched onto him. Perhaps I burdened him. Mayhap I was too needy.

      This was why, on the first of April, I elected not to go to the castle. I thought I might try and befriend a mermaid, merwoman, or merman. Or even one of the fish. After I worked up my courage, I left the safety of my cove and went about to various different places. I could not bring myself to go to the other coves where merfolk might live. Instead, I swam about rather aimlessly, hoping to stumble upon a merfolk somewhere along the way.

      Gradually, I realized that I was near Primeval Ravine. I had not returned to the gorge since the first time I went with the king, and I decided to go there now. Surely, there would be someone there.

      And there was someone there. Two someones in fact. They were holding hands as they swam in perfect unison, and I turned to leave them in their peace and happiness.

      Just then, the waves shifted, and I could smell the merfolk. One of them had a very familiar scent, and I turned back around. It couldn’t be. Was it?

      I had always been able to glide through the waves without causing a ripple, and I entered the ravine to see if I could get a better glimpse of the couple. Yes. My nose had not been mistake. I blinked and blinked and blinked again.

      The king was here with another merwoman. They were talking and laughing and kissing, hands roving and going even further.

      I could not handle it. Although I did not love the king, to be betrayed by him hurt terribly. Blinking back tears, I rushed out of the ravine, not even caring if the king would realize I had seen him. So much sorrow washed over me as I dove and spiraled my back to my cove. Once inside, I collapsed to the ground, curled up, and wept bitterly, my tears mixing with the Ageane Waters.

      The loss of my parents I had dealt with at a young age by abandoning all of merfolk and worrying about myself and no one else. The first merman I allowed in had used and abused me. How could I possibly trust someone else when the king of my kingdom betrayed my trust?

      Yet, I did trust others. I loved and adored the king’s daughters, and I always would. Nothing could change that. I didn’t know how it was possible for that merman to have given birth and raised such amazing princesses, but they were wonderful despite their father.

      Maybe because he hadn’t been the one raising them. His wife had until she died. In the time between her and me, my best guess was that servants and maids had watched over them. Or perhaps the king had strung along another merwoman before me.

      Was this the first time he had cheated on me? Had he betrayed me with others? How many lovers did he have? Why hadn’t I been enough for him?

      Why did that matter to me? I hadn’t loved him, yet I still felt as betrayed and miserable as if I had loved him with every scale on my fin.

      The king and I were through. He might not realize that yet, but he would and soon because I would not set fin inside the castle one more time. Not once. Never again.
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      Ageane Waters, the surface, the twentieth of May 1391

      

      Two weeks have passed since last I saw and spoke with the prince. I have three times now made Annelie her potion, and she begins for it daily. I cannot make her that much and still have ingredients left over for me.

      Deep within the depths of my despair deep within my cove, the eel I used to stir the first potion for Annelie slithers in. He hesitates in front of me, his slimy tongue flickering in and out of his wide mouth.

      “Have you heard the newsss?” the eel asks.

      “What news?” I ask. I am weary and disgruntled. I have a headache. Although the sun has barely risen. I could fall asleep at a moment’s notice.

      “The king hasss made his move,” the eel continues.

      “He’s attacked those above the water,” I say, hoping he will rebuttal me. When none comes, I hang my head and cry. The thought of the prince getting hurt because his father would not listen infuriates me.

      The eel slithers away. Good. I have no time. I cannot even go to the surface as a human or as a mermaid. Instead, I zoom out of my cover and swim directly upward. My body is shooting through the current with ease. I am bound and determined to learn what exactly is going on.

      The merking is not one to stand aside. No. He will be at the shore, attacking with his guards and other mermen.

      Sure enough, when I arrive at the surface, I am behind a ship fashioned from fish bones. It is a monstrous and terrifying sight. I never knew that we possessed such an object. Worse, there are holes in the sides so those not rowing can fire arrows.

      Opposing the fish bone ship is an equally massive human ship. The two sides are fighting hard, and I see no way that I can help them.

      Not until the sharp jagged front of the fish bone ship collides with the other ship. The human ship shatters and tips slightly.

      Merfolk creep over to their ship. Although they cannot stand on two legs, they are able to do some serious damage to not only the humans but also their ship.

      A few bodies fall over the edge and into the water. Most of the heads bob right back up, but one does not.

      Swiftly, I dive into the waters and locate the man.

      Not a man.

      Not a guard or soldier.

      The prince.

      His injured. I can smell the stench of his blood. By his temple is an oversized wound. From being in the water, it smells fairly queen.

      The fighting remains in earnest, but I cannot risk being seen. After carefully placing the prince in my arms, I swim over to our cove. There, I lay him down on my boulder.

      “Sleep well, but wake soon,” I murmur to him. I cannot help myself. I close his eyes and hope that he will be all right.

      For a long moment, I linger. I know this is risky. If anyone were to see me as my true self, they would all be horrified, even the prince. That I cannot bring myself to allow to happen.

      Still, I find some seaweed and dab away the excess blood. Then, I cover the wound with fresh seaweed to hopefully stop the bleeding. There.

      With there being nothing else I can do for him and before he can wake up and see me, I flee.
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      Primeval Depths, Riber’s Cove, the first of April 1382

      

      One hour passed since I learned about the king’s betrayal. Another. A third. I could not handle this. I knew I vowed to myself to never set fin within the castle ever again, but I had to go and confront him. He should not be allowed to think that he could abuse and use merwomen as he wished. I, for one, would not stand for it, and I hoped that the other merwomen he sought after would feel the same if they ever learned the truth.

      Yes, I would leave my cove and go to the castle. After all, I would need to say goodbye to the princesses. Unless they would sneak out of the castle to visit me, I doubted we would ever see each other again. The king would surely demand that I never return to the castle, even though he had been the one to do wrong by me and not the opposite.

      Swimming on the currents, I quickly arrived at the sand castle. I rushed through the front doors, not bothering to wait for a guard to bring me to the throne room. I already knew the way.

      The king was there, alone. He was sitting on his throne, holding his trident as he almost always did. Perhaps that was what he loved most of all, even above his first wife. That blasted trident with its wondrous and terrifying power. If I had my way, all magic should be abolished. I would take that trident and break it over my fin, snap it in half, render it useless. No one deserves to have magic. No one deserves to be as vile of a being as the king is. How could I have been so blind? He is nothing more than a terrible, self-centered, vain merman. He wanted me because he thought I was the most beautiful of all the remaining merwomen. This one he had been with today? I did not even see her face, but I was certain that he thought she was more attractive than I was. If he wished to be with her, he should have ended things with me first. Then, he could freely be with her or any other merwoman. Why wouldn’t he have done me that curtesy?

      Perhaps he wished to keep me around only for the sake of his daughters. Honestly, I would love to continue to visit them, see them, and spend time with them. I would never marry their father, but I already thought of them as my daughters. Not that I could dare risk saying that. Not now. Not knowing that the king thought so little of me.

      He had hurt me in the worst way imaginable. While it was true that I had started to fall out of love with him long ago, it remained devastating that he had deceived me. Perhaps I had never truly loved him at all. In most of the songs Annelie sang, the lyrics mentioned that when one found true love, one would know, that it was unmistakable. That I was questioning my love for the king meant that I hadn’t loved him after all.

      The king had not yet looked up. He had not seen me.

      I cleared my throat and swayed my hips as seductively as I could.

      Torsten glanced up from his trident. “Ulla,” he said.

      I stiffened. It wasn’t until now that I realized that he had hardly ever called me by my name. It was always “most beautiful” or “love” or “merwoman of my dreams.” Honestly, the last one never set well with me, and clearly, that did not turn out to be the case because, otherwise, why had he cheated on me?

      Swiftly, I did my best to recover and smiled broadly at him. “Tosten, my dear,” I said, “my king, how are you this fine evening?”

      “Tired,” he said quickly.

      “Too tired to spend any time with me?” I asked, swimming ever closer. “Are you certain about that? I think I might be able to change your mind.”

      With both hands, I cupped his face even though the thought of touching him disgusted me and actually touching him repulsed me so much that I nearly vomited. Instead, I pulled him closer and moved to kiss him.

      The king took my hands and lowered them from his face. “I am tired,” he repeated.

      “Tired? Why? Did you dance with Erika? Or go exploring—”

      “Yes, I did go exploring.”

      “With Brita? She loves to explore almost as much as I do.” I smirked, unable to help myself.

      “Yes, yes, with Brita.”

      My smirk grew. “Why didn’t you ask me to tag along? You do know that Brita loves to explore with me.”

      “I did not know that.”

      “No?” I asked innocently. “Because you do not ever listen to me.”

      The king grimaced. “I do listen to you, but at the moment, you aren’t listening to me. I am tired.”

      “Tired because of exploring with Brita. Very well.” I nodded and swam backward a pace. “I will go and ask Brita about where you went. She can never sleep at night after a good day of exploring.”

      “You will not disturb her,” the king said, his voice rising.

      “Why not? If she’s already awake—”

      “She needs to rest.”

      “But—”

      “You are not her mother!”

      “And you did not go exploring with your daughter!”

      The king gaped at me before his lips curled into a cruel smile. “What did you just say to me?”

      “You did not go exploring with your daughter,” I repeated firmly, lifting my chin, daring him to continue to lie to me.

      “I will not have this conversation with you.” He moved to swim around me.

      What did I do? I rushed over and sat in his throne.

      He whirled around. “What are you doing?”

      “Your daughters think we are to marry,” I announced. “They do not realize that you do not love me.”

      “I do not. I never have. You are not the merwoman I thought you were.”

      In mock horror, I touched my cheeks, my mouth a perfect “O.” Then, I laughed. “Because I am not the most beautiful? Oh, dear. That is a travesty, isn’t it? The Queen of Primeval Depths must be the most beautiful. Not the most kind or the most caring. Not the one whom your daughters love. No, it must be whomever that merwoman you were with earlier was, is that it? Until you find another to be with instead. Tell me, have there been others?”

      “Perhaps there were.” The king sneered at me. His face is twisted, marred by disgust and hatred. “I have never loved you. You were nothing more than a means to distract myself from my grief.”

      “Oh, yes, the wife you loved so much. The one whom you never mention by name. The one you speak about to no one. The one whom you never make note of on the day you wed her or the day she died. The one whom—”

      “The one whom you will never compare to. She was perfect. She was good and kind and beautiful. She was a million different things. You do not even deserve to say her name.”

      The king was breathing hard, his face bright red. He appeared as if an upset merboy who had not gotten his way and was throwing a fit.

      “Veronika,” I said.

      Torsten’s face changed to a purplish color.

      “Veronika, Veronika, Veronika,” I shouted. “You love her? Then why do you sleep with every merwoman you can?”

      “I do not.”

      “You—”

      “You will be silenced!” King Torsten roared. He lowered the trident so it was aimed for me, and a bolt shot through my body.

      At first, I thought that I would not be able to speak, that he stripped me of my voice, but no. A cloud settled over my fin, and when it dissipated, my fin was gone, replaced by octopus arms.

      I gaped at him, shocked, disgusted, frightened. “What have you done to me?” I cried.

      The king tilted the trident upward and leaned it against his shoulder. “Now, no one will ever love you.”
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      Ageane Waters, the surface, the twenty-first of May 1391

      

      The next day after I rescued the prince from drowning, I return to the surface as a human. Far too quickly, I am running out of a fair number of ingredients, but that is a worry for another day. First, I must ensure that the prince is all right.

      When I reach the surface, I realize I have come up at the area where the humans normally are swimming, only none are in the waves this morning.

      Even more alarmed and worried now, I drag myself to the sand and begin to walk toward the castle. A guard, the same nasty one who tried to kill me before, stands in my way just as I reach the path that will lead me to Morten’s castle.

      “Please, sir,” I say desperately, hoping he does not recognize me. “Can you tell me how the prince fares? I heard that he had been injured. Is that the truth?”

      The guard barely even looks at me. “The prince has died.”

      “Died?” I cover my mouth, horrified. A sob escapes, and tears prickle at my eyes. My knees buckle, and I nearly collapse. Why can I not stand upright? Why do I feel as if the world is tilting on an axis?

      “Wretched merfolk.” The guard turns his head to the side and spits.

      “Please,” I beg. “Let me go to the castle. I… I am a friend of Annelie. Please, have you seen her? Is she all right? Is she in the castle?”

      “I don’t know where she is. Go and look.” The guard moves aside so I can pass.

      That he does know of Annelie wounds me even more. She truly does love the prince. I do not know why this bothers me so terribly, but it does. The prince… I never wanted him to come to harm. I longed for peace!

      You stupid king. You didn’t heed your son, and now, he is dead. How do you feel now? Wish you had listened?

      I am so very bitter. My volatile emotions spur me forward, and I race toward the castle, doing my best to find Annelie. The last time I gave her a potion, she said she would wait a few days to use it. I did not see her in Primeval Depths before I came here, so I know she must be up here, under the sun somewhere. I am most grateful that she did not come ashore the day of the battle.

      Eventually, though, I must return to the water. I will not risk turning into sea foam.

      With a heavy heart, I return to the waters, but I do not return to Primeval Depths or my cove. Desperate to try to outswim my fried, I swim and swim and swim and do not stop until I have reached the Southern Abyss.
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      Primeval Depths, somewhere in the waters, the first of April 1382

      

      After the king transformed me into that terrible half-octopus creature, I fled the castle. I bumped into walls, unable to see clearly. There was only one burning desire that consumed every part of me.

      Do not allow the princesses to see me like this.

      Gradually, I left all of Primeval Depths behind, at least where the sand houses or and the coves and dunes. I needed to be alone. No one could see me like this. I was a monster, hideous and repulsive. The king was right. No one could love me like this, but perhaps no one could love me anyhow. What did I have to offer the world? I was so out of touch with reality that I did not realize that king didn’t love me, had never loved me. Yet, even when I understood that I did not love him either, I remained with him for the sake of his daughters.

      Yes, the princesses loved me, but I cannot allow even them to see me like this. I would give them nightmares. They would never look at me the same. Never would I want them to know what I had become.

      A sob broke forth and I crumbled to the ground. Swimming with the bottom half of my body as an octopus was both strange and oddly familiar. Whether one had a fin or arms, swimming remained swimming.

      Yet, I could not bring myself even to tread water. All I wanted to do was hide away from the rest of the world.

      But, no. I couldn’t do that. Not yet at least. I could not bear the thought of the girls thinking I just upped and left them. No way would their father dare tell them the truth about my sudden departure. If I wished for them to not hate me, then I must send them a letter at the very least. While I could not be certain that the letter would make its way to them, I felt better already just by thinking they would understand that I still loved them, that my leaving had nothing to do with them.

      The poor dears. First, their mother died and now, I was abandoning them. Not truly, my dears. Not truly. If I could see them without fear of running into their father or further repercussions, I would remain with them for the rest of my life.

      Finding ink wasn’t difficult at all. A fair number of squid roosted not far from my present location. When they saw me, they stared and gaped and whispered, but I was given ink in the end. As for parchment, I found some in a sunken ship. On the back of a map, I wrote to the girls and explained how very dear they were to me and that I hoped they would forgive me for having to leave but that I loved them all and hoped to see them again one day.

      Not that I thought one day would ever come.

      Several schools of fish swam by me, too frightened even to be bothered looking at me, let alone helping me. Finally, one agreed to deliver my message to Helga and no other and only while their father was not around.

      After that school of fish departed from view, I swam even farther away from Primeval Depths Castle. My goal was to hide away from the rest of the world.

      At various points in my life, I had been utterly depressed. This moment rivaled all of the others. I could not be more upset about leaving the girls. They had been my whole world. I adored them.

      Perhaps I never should have confronted the king. He clearly did not mind keeping me around so that his daughters were preoccupied. If he had been willing to tolerate me for their sake, surely I could have done the same? But, no. I had worth. I might not be the most beautiful merwoman, but that did not mean I deserved to be disrespected. I might not have gone about it in the best of manners, but I was glad I had stood up for myself.

      Merwoman, whoever you are, I hope you remain in his good graces forever.

      I sneaked away, desperate to be isolated from all who might know about my history with the king. With only my despair and my fury to keep me company, I clung to my solitude, hoping to forget, unable to forgive.
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      Southern Abyss, the border, the twenty-first of May 1391

      

      This is the first time I have ventured this far south. I have never been to the Southern Abyss before, and honestly, I do not understand why I have come here. I almost feel drawn to this place, similar to those unexplainable magical urges that come over me when I am experimenting with my magic.

      Without warning, two guards wielding spears approach me. Neither say a word, and they bring me to the castle. It is not nearly as majestic as the castle in Primeval Depths, and yet, it is beautiful. Moss grows on the northern side, giving the castle a living quality that the other lacks.

      The guards lead me through a maze within the castle until I am brought to the throne room. A weary king and queen are there. Neither seem especially upset or furious to see me. Not to say they are pleased. They are rather indifferent on the matter.

      The king waves his hand as if bored, and the two guards depart.

      “Who are you?” the queen asks.

      “I am Ulla Riber.”

      The queen nods. “You are the one that he cursed twice over.”

      I gnash my teeth, disgusted and frustrated that this is what they know me for. If not for my grief over Prince Morten, I might be amused that she used “he,” and we all know exactly whom she is speaking of.

      “Yes,” I say angrily.

      “With his trident?” the king asks.

      I nod, surprised and uncertain where this is heading.

      “You aren’t the first beautiful mermaid that king has used his trident on,” the queen spits out critically.

      “I do not doubt that,” I say dryly.

      “Yes,” the queen says sorrowfully. “Well, he was to marry our daughter. He was to marry Princess Yvonne Lund of Southern Abyss.”

      “But his wife had been named Veronika.” I am rather perplexed and lift my eyebrows in confusion. “Why did he not marry Yvonne?”

      “He did,” the king says.

      Now, I am even more confused. “How?”

      “From what we believe happened,” the queen says, “the vile being abused his trident and used it to turn his fiancée into a whole new person.”

      I gape at them, and it takes me a few moments to be able to speak. “Why would he do such a thing?”

      I know the trident is powerful, but to be able to change a person’s personality is crossing a line in the sand that never should have been thought about.

      “Yvonne hadn’t loved him,” the queen says. “In fact, she never cared for him. He thought he was a terrible person.”

      “Why have her marry him then?” I ask.

      “Politics,” the king says sadly. “At times, royals are more imprisoned than the criminals we lock away.”

      “She had been so very beautiful,” the queen says wistfully. “Such beautiful red hair.”

      “Her daughters all take after her,” I murmur.

      I shake my head. How can it be that I never realized that the queen had black hair but the daughters all red unlike either of their parents?

      “Suddenly, one day, she changed her hair color,” the queen continues as if I never interrupted her. “She also changed her name and her personality.”

      That he would use his trident on the princess who became his queen sickens and disgusts me. Surely, a more repulsive merman there can never be.

      “Please,” I beg, “you must help me. The king must be stopped. He wishes to go to war with the humans and—”

      “We know,” the king says calmly.

      “And we will not stop him,” the queen adds.

      “Why not?” I cry. “Think of all the lives that will be lost!”

      “Exactly so.” The king’s voice takes on a dangerous, angry undercurrent. “We want him to go to war because we believe he will die, and that is what we want most. Don’t you?”

      Do I want Torsten dead? Honestly, I think I do but not like this. Not when it means that countless merfolk and humans will also die.

      Even more upset than before, I leave the Southern Abyss and slowly drag myself through the waters toward my cove. This has become a living nightmare, and I wish I could wake up and visit Morten again, make him repeat me, get him to laugh and smile again.

      But that can never be. Instead, I must do my best to try to save all of the other humans for him.

      Do not worry, Morten. I will do what I can for your people.
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      Primeval Depths, a cove, the twentieth of July 1382

      

      Three months of isolation. Three months of hating the king. Three months of downright misery and despair.

      Honestly, I was disgusted with myself. I had found a small cove to live in, but I was hardly living. I ate enough to survive, but that was all I did. The rest of the time, I remembered the happy times with the princesses. I never thought about their father unless I had no choice in the matter.

      My life had no happiness, no joy, only sorrow, grief, and even fright. If the king were to ever find me, I feared he would end me. He would stab me with the trident instead of using its magic against me a second time.

      Gradually, deep down, I knew I was becoming an uglier and uglier creature. How could I not when I was bogged down by so much anger, disgust, and hatred? More than that, though, I refused to allow myself to be nothing more than a miserable creature.

      As I told the king during our last talk, I truly did love to explore. When he first began to court me, that was all we ever did, explore.

      Perhaps for me to be able to reclaim a part of my merwoman self, I needed to go out and explore.

      So, off I went. I saw sharks and whales. I spied little fish hiding away from schools and coached them to return to their home. I noticed that no other merfolk were anywhere near me, and that suited me perfectly.

      Because of my isolation, I hardly left my cove, and I ate even less. To swim for this long, for this far, was foreign to me. I did pause to eat some seaweed. If I were to explore for hours, I would need the strength that food had to offer.

      Gradually, I found a cove that was wide and spacious. By now, I was beginning to get tired. Perhaps I could sleep here before I resumed my exploring. What exactly I hoped to find, I could not even begin to say.

      I found a soft enough spot within the cove, settled down, and readied to sleep when someone behind me coughed.

      I whirled around and immediately shifted so that I could stay in the shadows.

      “Who are you?” I demanded, narrowing my eyes. It was dark here in the cave, and I could not clearly see the other.

      “My name does not matter,” the female claimed.

      “The only people who say that are those who are hiding away. Why are you here?”

      “To live out the rest of my days in peace.”

      “Rest of your… Are you dying?” I asked. Despite myself, I found myself growing concerned about the woman I could not see. She stayed within the shadows as well.

      “I am.”

      “A dying merwoman,” I murmured.

      “No,” the female said. She slid forward a pace. The woman looked much like any other merwoman to me.

      “Then what are you?” I asked, more confused than frightened. Although I had not been sleeping well because of nightmares nor eating a lot so I was weak, I did not worry that this person would cause me harm. I was too broken by the king to even think it possible for someone else to hurt me.

      The woman coughed and coughed and coughed. Specks of blood flew out of her mouth.

      “I am a dying sea witch.”

      “A sea witch,” I murmured.

      “That is what I said.”

      The sea witch did not seem amused. Her skin appeared to be pulled tightly over her skeleton. She looked rather sick, although I would be hard pressed to say that she was dying.

      “Can’t you use your magic to heal yourself?”

      The sea witch sadly shook her head. “I am afraid that is not how magic works.”

      “Magic,” I muttered. I shook my head. Because of the king and his treachery, I hated magic. I thought it evil.

      Then again, perhaps I should only be upset about the woman dying regardless of her being a sea witch.

      “You… You do not appreciate magic?” she asked, her breathing clearly labored.

      “No. Well, I don’t know. I…”

      “I can smell magic on you. You have been cursed.”

      I winced and hung my head.

      “No wonder you hate magic.”

      “Maybe I hate the magic user,” I amended.

      “That I can understand and even accept. Not all those with magic are good and decent persons.” The sea witch bowed.

      “Is there anything I can get you?” I asked. “Are you hungry? Do you need more to drink?”

      “I do need your help actually. It is a wondrous boon for me that you wandered here. I need you to fetch the root of the Glowing Shadblow. They grow—”

      “To the north and beyond the ravine,” I cut in. “But why? The root is inedible.”

      “Actually,” the sea witch said, wagging a finger. Her face is so very pale that I wonder how much longer she has. “The root is not inedible.”

      I shook my head. “I’m certain—”

      “You are certain, but you are wrong. Go. Please. Bring me a root.”

      Hesitating, I considered my options. Although I had wanted to go exploring, the notion of finding a root I thought inedible was not something I relished. Then again, I would be doing a sea witch a favor. The tide had brought me here for a reason, perhaps to help her. She was dying, not long for this world, so why shouldn’t I go and help her find the root? After all, she did not bat an eye when she saw my hideous being.

      “I will go,” I say firmly, “but on one condition.”

      “Yes?” she asked.

      “That you not die in the meantime.”

      The sea witch cracked a smile. “I do think I have a few days left in these bones, but yes, I would appreciate haste.”

      I nodded to her and flew out of the cave. I headed northward. Almost immediately small towns forged out of sand castles dotted the landscape beneath me. I ignored them all and did not hesitate when children pointed me out. As a half-octopus creature, I could swim so much faster than I could in my merwoman form, and I had not been slow in that form to begin with.

      Still, it was night by the time I had reached the ravine. This was not the same ravine the king brought me or that other merwoman too, thankfully. I doubted I could have ventured there. Farther northward was a deep hole. I swam down it, careful to avoid the popping, bubbling lava. Only by extreme heat can the Glowing Shadblow grow.

      For good measure, I yanked out two by the roots. The Glowing Shadblow did indeed glow, but they also were so very dark in hue that they seemed to swallow that same glow.

      Regardless, I had achieved my goal. Now, I needed to return to the sea witch. I hoped that she was ready to die. I was not. Although I had faced much and more misery, I wished to live. Meeting the dying sea witch made me appreciate my life at least somewhat. I still did not wish for others to see me, but at least I had made a friend.

      A friend who would die soon.

      Certainly, that was the epitome of my life, was it not?
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      Primeval Depths, Primeval Castle, the twenty-second of May 1391

      

      I am desperate. I am reckless. I am a fool.

      But King Torsten must be stopped at any cost, and I will do whatever is necessary.

      Including stealing his trident.

      He does not deserve it. He has abused Primeval Depths’ most prized possession again and again, and I will not allow that to happen to any one other merfolk or human.

      Does the thought that I can then undo my curses cross my mind? Yes, I’ll admit it, but I will not. There is far too many more important things that must be done first, foremost of which is to remove Torsten from power and imprisoning him for his crimes against his people and the humans.

      Thankfully, there has only been the one attack against the humans.

      So far.

      Will the king go with the army the next time? Will he bring the trident with him?

      Not if I get it first.

      I manage to slip inside the castle, and I slink toward the throne room. The king is there, and although I wait patiently for hours, he does not leave, holding meeting after meeting with various merfolk.

      Grinding my teeth, I return to the my cove. There must be another means for me steal the trident.

      My gaze falls on the eyeous seaweed, one of the ingredients I have nearly used up for the potions for turning into human. Just glancing at the seaweed turns my thoughts to that of Annelie. I have not seen the young mermaid since before Prince Morten died.

      If I were to pretend to be Annelie, I would be able to go inside the throne room. My chances of stealing the trident successfully would be that much greater.

      In order to continue to make Annelie potions to change her form, she gave me one of her fish bone combs so I could use the hair from it. Now, I use the hair to concoct a potion to not only make my appearance that of Annelie’s but also my voice will be hers.

      After singing a few notes and trying to master how she dances, I’m off and racing back to the castle. The throne room is empty, and I glance around wildly. Where is the trident?

      Just then, there is a slight ripple in the water, altering me to the presence of another. My heart sinks as I whirl around to see Torsten.

      “Annelie,” the king says somewhat graciously. “Your presence pleases me. Does this mean that you have forgiven me?”

      “Forgiven you?” I repeat. I have to hide a smirk. Repeating is something Morten does.

      No. Something he did.

      “Is that a no?” The king’s demeanor changes in an instant. “Would you like it if I did the same to you? I did it to your mother. I can do it again. Your mother never disobeyed me after. She did all I wished and all because of love for me.”

      “That’s not—You won’t!” I cry. I swallow hard. I nearly said, “that’s not love!” but I doubt he would have appreciated the remark. My voice is completely gone. I sound so like Annelie that I almost think I do her voice better than she does.

      “Oh, ho.” Torsten laughs. “I can, and if I must, I will.”

      I swallow hard. “You changed her,” I whisper.

      “You know this. Yes. I did. If you wish to not learn matters that will trouble you, then I suggest you stop eavesdropping.”

      I grimace and back up slightly. Poor Annelie. She had learned about her mother and what her father had done to him. No wonder the princess wishes to get away and seeks solace with humans.
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      Primeval Depths, a cove, the twenty-first of July 1382

      

      The next day was dawning by the time I returned to the cove where the sea witch was dying. She beamed when I handed her the roots of the Glowing Shadblows.

      “Thank you, thank you,” she said.

      Curiously, I watched as she crushed the roots in her hands. Then, she blew the dust into my face.

      I coughed and sneezed and gagged. My eyes watered, and I felt as if my chest was tightening to the point that I could not breathe.

      “Relax,” the sea witch said.

      Without warning, she grabbed my face. Her fingers pressed against my eyes. Immediately, I felt as if I could see stronger than ever before. As she lowered her hands to clasp mine, a perplexing warmth washed over me that both terrified me and even hurt me.

      “Embrace it,” she urged. “Do not fight it.”

      “Fight what?” I asked through gritted teeth. The idea of fighting was very much what I wanted to do.

      “Fight the magic.”

      “I don’t… What magic?” My mind felt so very foggy. I could hardly think. My body swayed, and I feared I would fall over. “You… You didn’t give me your sickness, did you?”

      With my new sight, I could see how very deeply my words cut into her.

      “Certainly not,” she said strongly despite being so very weak. “I would never. You are right that I am giving you something.”

      I didn’t have to hesitate. I already knew the answer.

      “Your magic,” I whispered.

      “Yes.”

      “But I hate magic.”

      “No, you hate magical abuse. That is a very important distinction and a very important trait for any sea witch.”

      “But I’m not—”

      “You will be if you accept my magic. Please do. I have no children, no other heir. I would rather my magic lived on in another so that a part of me has not died. Please.”

      “But magic is too powerful for any one person,” I protested.

      “Sea witches require help to perform our spells. We need potions. You will see. You will understand. You will be able to tap into knowledge. You have the words, the spells, but your magic combined with the spell’s ingredients will cause the potion to be a success. Do you understand?”

      I nodded.

      “Do you accept?”

      The power, the magic, I could feel it on the surface of my skin. It was trying to worm its way inside of me, to imbue me with magic, to transform me into a sea witch.

      Could I accept that? Did I want that? A sea witch. Could I handle being one in addition to my hideous appearance? Would any other dare come up to me and ask for my assistance?

      Because that was what I would do with my magic if I did accept the power. I would use it to help people. I doubted I could find enough magical items to rid myself of the curse.

      Still, I had to know if that was the case, so I blurted out, “Can I use the magic to turn me back into a merwoman?”

      “Now, now, Ulla Riber, you know the answer to that.”

      I stiffened. It was not frightening that she knew my name, but it was a shock nonetheless.

      “No.”

      “No,” she agreed. “The trident, that was how you came to be cursed?”

      I nodded.

      “I thought as much. The trident is imbued with an ancient, powerful magic. It may have much and more to say to you.”

      “I doubt I will get close enough to it again,” I said dryly.

      The sea witch tried to smile but failed. “Do you accept?”

      “The magic?” I hesitated and then nodded. “I do.”

      “Say it,” she ordered.

      “I accept the magic!”

      At once, the sea witch touched my shoulders, and magic washed over me. I could not move, the feeling both extraordinary and frightening.

      The magic felt alien at first, but then it fused and merged with myself, and I knew that the power was mine to control.

      The sea witch slumped over. I grabbed her in my octopus arms and laid her down on the floor. She had died, and her last living act had been to give me some of her magic. I would never forget her kindness, and I doubted I would ever be able to repay that debt forward toward another.

      A lump of sorrow forged in my throat. Although I had only just met the woman, I felt a kinship to her that I did not typically forge. I almost wondered and worried that her transferring her magic to me might have been the catalyst for her death, speeding up the process at the very least. Could I possibly accept this magic as I had claimed I would? Torn between sadness and guilt, I bent down and closed the woman’s eyes.

      One sea witch had died, and now, a new one was born.

      Would I one day grow to rue this decision?
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      Ageane Waters, the surface, the twenty-second of May 1391

      

      The Ageane Waters greet me the moment I flee from the castle in Annelie’s form. I do not even remember what excuse I gave the king in order to swim away, but he sent no guards to follow me.

      The moment I take the potion to turn me into my mermaid self, Annelie’s appearance on my body fades away. I am so very desperate. Hoping for inspiration and refusing to use his daughters against him, I swim up to the surface.

      It’s not easy trying to locate a person who may be walking about anywhere, but I do my best to find Annelie. She must return home. At the very least, I need to find her because if I find out she has turned to sea foam, I will never forgive myself. My grief just may be enough to overwhelm me.

      I swim from beach to beach, asking if any have seen a woman of her description, but they all shake her head.

      Eventually, I am so overwhelmed, exhausted, and frustration that I opt to head to the cove from forever ago. To my shock, the cove is not empty. Annelie is not here, but Morten Wolff is.

      I hesitate, bouncing on the waves without moving, my gaze fixed on him, my jaw dropped. Now, I am the one rendered speechless.

      “I have been waiting for you,” he says, climbing down from the boulder and sliding into the waters.

      “I… I thought you were dead.”

      “The merfolk were supposed to think that.”

      “But your guard told me…”

      “He was most likely erring on the side of caution. I am sorry you thought me dead. I did not mean to alarm you.”

      I shake my head, unable to speak. My heart is full of anger and happiness and frustration and worry yet. His war is not done yet, and I do not believe Torsten will delay long before striking again.

      “Won’t you please help me be ready to fight the king?” Morten brandishes a sword, holding the blade well above the water.

      “No!” I say sharply. “Please,” I plead, my voice much softer now. “Don’t. He will use the trident against you. He will kill you after torturing you.”

      “I do not care,” Morten says stubbornly. His jaw is shut, and he appears more stoic than ever before. “I insist on this. I will be the one to kill Torsten.”

      “Morten, I will not be able to survive if you die again!”

      He winks at me. “Then, perhaps you will reconsider and keep me alive.”

      “How is your temple?” I blurt out.

      The prince’s smile is wide. “I knew that was you.”

      My cheeks flush with embarrassment. “I did nothing special.”

      “You saved me,” he says simply. “Won’t you save me again if I need it?”

      I sigh. “With or without my aid, you will do this, won’t you?”

      He flashes me another smile. “You know me so well.”

      “I won’t for much longer,” I grumble.

      “Not if you keep me alive.”

      “If he runs you through with his trident, I won’t be able to. If he uses the trident to turn you into a puppet who will give him everything he wants… He could cause you to kill your father and then yourself, giving him your crown!”

      “Just get me before him. I will do the rest. Please, Ulla. You asked me to believe you before. I ask the same of you now. Believe me. Have faith in me.”

      I close my eyes. I am overwhelmed and overjoyed that he lives yet, but I cannot bear the thought of losing him again.

      Which means I must help him.

      “I believe,” I murmur, and the prince lets out a loud whoop. Despite myself, I giggle.
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      Primeval Depths, Sea Witch’s Cove, the second of September 1382

      

      A month and a half had passed since the sea witch had died, and I had moved into her cove. In that time, I had been growing my skills so that I could adopt the title of sea witch as my own. After all, if I were to master the magic of the waves and become a true sea witch, then no one would worry about my appearance. No one would cower away in fear or disgust. I could be accepted.

      Because if I could be a sea witch, I would use my magic. Unlike the king, I would not be selfish and self-serving. For so long, I had lived in isolation, first because of grief and then because of shame. No longer. I would rather help the merfolk and marine life and try to perhaps have some friends for once in my life than stay in this cove and not use my magic for good.

      At first, though, I had to gather ingredients and do my best to learn how to use magic in the first place. All I would have to do was swim along, and I somehow just knew that this algae would help with such a potion or that coral could aid in another. I suspected that the sea witch also gave me some of her knowledge, and I was most grateful. Without this intuition, I would have been lost as a sea witch, too ignorant to even know where to start.

      But soon, I felt good. I could make salves to aid those who had been barbed. I could heat up those with the chills. I could stave off illnesses. I could even do grander accomplishments. I would not dare, but I knew that if I combined certain ingredients, I could chance one’s appearance.

      Once I finally felt ready to spread my magic to others, I used the eels especially to spread the word about my abilities, and it took only hours for the first merman to swim to my cove. He was young, perhaps around my age, and he looked so very hesitant to enter that I had to go out to greet him.

      “You have come to see the sea witch?” I asked. “I am she.”

      The merman’s eyes opened wide, but he did not seem disgusted. Merely showed and perhaps in awe.

      “You must be powerful,” he murmured.

      “I am. What is it that you wish to ask of me?” I coaxed him inside.

      “My youngest sister.”

      “What about her?”

      “She loves to explore too much. She keeps swimming farther and farther away. By the tide, she is going to kill our mother. I am to wed next week, and I will not be able to stop her.”

      “How exactly do you wish for me to help you?” I asked, confused and even dismayed. If he wished for me to change his sister’s personality, I would refuse. As much as I wanted to help each and every one who would come to ask me for aid, that was a line I would not cross, although I suspected that I could do such a thing with my powers.

      “Is there a spell or potion you could use that would help her stay safe? Protect?”

      I blinked, surprised and so very pleased. “You wish for her to continue exploring,” I murmured.

      The merman furrowed his thick brows. “Of course. That is who she is.”

      “Indeed. Yes, my dear sir, I do believe I can help you.”

      As I rushed about the cove, retrieving items from the shelves and mixing the proper ingredients into the cauldron, a mermaid arrived to wait behind the merman. I handed him a small vial filled with purple liquid and black sediment.

      “Have her drink this,” I instruct him. “In three years’ time, it will wear off, so do have her return for another dose.”

      “Thank you, thank you!” the merman cried. “How can I pay you?”

      I gaped, shocked once more. I had not even thought of payment until now. What need had I for gold or jewels or new shells? Nothing could make the lower half of my body appealing.

      “Some food if you can spare it,” I said.

      The merman nodded and rushed away.

      The mermaid swam forward. She was perhaps sixteen years, beautiful, with blond hair. “Hello, Sea Witch,” she said in a deep, raspy, grating voice that did not match her appearance at all.

      “Hello to you,” I said easily enough, hoping I could help he as easily as I had the first. “What is it you seek?”

      She pointed to her throat.

      “Your voice. You do not like it?”

      The mermaid shook her head.

      “But a voice is merely—”

      “A merman threatened to attack me because I frightened him,” she wailed, her voice discordant and gruff.

      “You should be asking for me to turn him into a toad,” I muttered under my breath.

      The mermaid managed a smile despite her tears.

      “You should not change your appearance because of the words of another,” I told her firmly.

      “He is not the first. My parents are old, rather old. They worry none will wish to marry me because of my voice, and they fear none will be able to help me once they pass.”

      “But if a merman loves you—”

      “It is not about love,” she said simply. “It is about survival.”

      “But a marriage without love—”

      “I only need a marriage.”

      My stomach churned with dismay and despair. I glanced at my shelves and spied the ingredients I would need to alter her voice. Then, I turned to her.

      “I do not have on hand all that I require. Return in a month’s time, and if you still wish for your voice to be altered, I will do so then.”

      “Thank you.” The mermaid did not look happy as she left, but I was even unhappier. That she felt she needed to change herself for the sake of finding a merman disgusted me.

      As the day wore on, I helped five more merfolk and even a guppy. Most needed loved ones cured of various illnesses or ailments, which was easily done. Another week passed, and I helped so many that I could not keep track of them all.

      The one who stuck out the most to me was the merwoman who had five merchildren. She claimed that a merchant had been cheating her of her kelp purchases to feed her merchildren, and she wished for a way to prove his deceit.

      This was a trickier potion for me to concoct, and I truly did need a week in order to locate the necessary ingredients. When she returned, I handed her a vial filled with a clear liquid.

      “Have him drink this,” I said, “and ask him questions. He will have no choice but to tell you the truth and only the truth. Depending on what you learn, you must return here so that I can handle the cleanup.”

      “You will punish him?” she asked.

      I considered and then asked, “If you learn that he is indeed cheating you, would you go to the king about it?”

      “No.”

      I had not spoken about the king in some time, had refused to even think about him. Was he still with that merwoman, or had he moved onto another?

      “The king has retreated into his castle. He hardly lives. He sees no one but his advisors and his guards.”

      I frowned, dismayed but not worried. “That does not sound like him,” I muttered.

      “He is so moved by grief over his wife,” she said.

      I snorted. “Yes, truly.”

      “He is. He speaks of no one else. I know he courted a few merwoman, but he has stopped that.”

      I was so very confused. Had my words to him made him realize that he had truly loved his wife after all?

      “Going to the king will not serve justice.” The merwoman nodded to me, almost bowing. “I know you will see that justice is served.”

      Shocked, I nodded, and she departed.

      Waiting for her to return was agonizing. Three days passed before she did. To my surprise, she brought with her the merchant. Her cheeks were flushed. From the swim? From embarrassment? Had she been wrong, and he had not cheated her?

      “Sea Witch!” The merwoman hugged me, and I embraced her back with only my human arms, not my octopus ones. “This is the merman I told you about.”

      The merman straightened. He looked a little sheepish and embarrassed. “I’m not just a merman or a merchant,” he said.

      The merwoman squirmed free and now embraced the merman. “He’s my husband,” she squealed with delight.

      I blinked, surprised but happy. “What all has transpired since you came to me?”

      The merman coughed. “I… I was cheating her,” the merman admitted.

      I glowered at him.

      He held up his hands. “I wanted to make sure she would come back and see me! I couldn’t give her everything she needed. She would have seen me only once a week.”

      “Instead, it was every other day,” she told me.”

      “I loved her,” he said.

      “But he was too shy to tell me, and he set aside all of the extra money I had paid him. It covered everything we needed for the wedding. Isn’t that wonderful?” The merwoman kissed her merhusband on the cheek.

      “Wonderful,” I repeated.

      I could have been bitter. I could have felt depressed or despaired over my own ruined love life. Instead, I was moved to tears of happiness as the couple departed. I was thrilled I lent a hand in their story.
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      Primeval Depths, Sea Witch’s Cove, the twenty-second of May 1391

      

      After instructing the prince to remain in the cove and to wait for me, I dive back into the Ageane Waters and race to my cove. This time, I must make another potion but instead of turning a mermaid into a human, I need to turn a human into a merman.

      It takes me a few hours to make the potion, and I swiftly rush back to the cove. The prince is there, sharpening his blade.

      I hold out the vial. “Drink this,” I instruct. “All of it. Every drop. It will not taste pleasant,” I warn him, “but you’ll need every drop. We can’t risk the potion wearing off, and you being near the bottom of the ocean and have to quickly make it back to the surface before your human lungs fill with water.”

      Morten accepts the vial and drinks it all in a single gulp. He stands before me, and I have a clear view of his face. Other than puckering his lips slightly, he gives away no indication that the potion was vile.

      He jerks back suddenly, and a faint fog rolls over his legs. They fuse together, and turn into a bright green fin.

      With a giggle, I help him to remove his swimsuit. “Merman do not wear clothes.”

      “Ah. Good to know. Now, where to?”

      “Follow me.”

      The prince-turned-merman chases after me. We’re making good timing when I realize that I’m suddenly bursting too far ahead. Surprised, I hesitate and then realize what has changed.

      My own potion has worn off. My octopus lower half is visible for all to see.

      The merman Morten glides up to stop beside me, but I turn away.

      “We must keep going,” he says.

      I shake my head. “I cannot.”

      “Cannot or will not? I thought there was nothing you will not do.”

      “I…” Tears burn my eyes.

      Morten wraps his strong arms around me, pulling him against his chest. I sigh, contented. He commands a great deal of heat beneath my chin and along my upper torso that is naked save for my seashell bras.

      “He did this to you, didn’t he?” he murmurs in my ear.

      I nod.

      The prince begins to rub my back. Shocked, I pull back and gape at him.

      He grins. “I’m horrified,” he says.

      Of course he is. I am so very ugly.

      “I’m shocked and horrified that the king would do this to one of his subjects,” he continues.

      Fear rises from my chest. It’s irrational, but I do fear. I don’t want Morten to treat me differently now that he knows I have octopus arms.

      “Relax,” he murmurs. “You’re trembling.”

      His touch on my back is so gentle. It’s almost too much. I can’t handle how overwhelming this feeling is. It’s as if my fear and my happiness are merging together.

      “I still can’t believe you’re alive,” I tell him.

      “I wish you would have told me about your true appearance before now.”

      I scowl. “This isn’t my true appearance. This is all the show.”

      “Having so many arms must be a boon,” he says.

      I laugh and laugh. “Not quite.”

      “No?” He brushes my hair from my face and cups my cheek. “Do not doubt my feelings for you, whether you’re posing as a human or a mermaid or this version.”

      My tongue feels too big to fit in my mouth. “Doubt your feelings?”

      “You’re the one repeating me now.”

      “I am.”

      “Then repeat this. ‘I have worth.’”

      “I have worth.”

      “I am important,” he adds.

      “I am important,” I dutifully repeat.

      “I am beautiful.”

      Here, I shake my head.

      “You are,” he insists, and he touches his lips against mine for the first time.

      I am so shocked and amazed that I hesitate before kissing him back. I cling to him, and by the time we separate, I’m ashamed and embarrassed to realize I have to release him from my octopus arms.

      “I am beautiful,” he whispers.

      “I am…”

      He nods.

      “Beautiful,” I murmur.

      And Morten, a prince, kisses me again and again. The happiness I feel is unparalleled. Nothing can ruin my good mood.
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      Primeval Depths, Sea Witch’s Cove, the first of January 1383

      

      For over a quarter of a year, I had been helping as many as I could. There were days, even weeks, when no one would seek me out for help, and then a slew of them would appear on one day.

      As for that girl with the raspy voice who wished to have her voice changed? She did return, so I had to remain true to my word. I gave her a potion that altered her voice to be more feminine and lyrical. She had seemed so happy when she left.

      On the first day of the year 1383, however, that mermaid returned, and she looked anything but happy.

      “What is wrong?” I asked her. The voice potion should have been permanent. Not all spells were, but that one I specifically thought would be.

      “I… I married a merman.”

      “Go on.”

      “The one who said I would never marry anyone with my real voice.”

      I stilled, disgust and hatred for the magic twisting in my stomach. He seemed to be an abuser from those words alone even if he never physical touched her.

      My mouth opened and shut, but no words came, so I waited for her to tell the rest of her tale.

      “I shouldn’t have, but I thought… My parents died, and I needed to be wed, so we were. At first, he was not a bad merhusband, but then..”

      “What did he do?”

      “If the cove wasn’t clean enough, if the tide brought in dirt, if I didn’t have supper prepared on time, if I did anything wrong, he would beat me.”

      “Why didn’t you leave him?” I asked gently.

      “And go where? I don’t know which kelp is good to eat and which isn’t. I don’t know how to fish. I wouldn’t be able to survive.”

      I pursed my lips. This irked me severely. Fish had schools to teach each of them how to survive if they were to ever get lost. Why couldn’t the merfolk? Why should a mermaid feel pressured to marry? Why can’t she learn how to fish and which food is edible, which isn’t, and which is venomous?

      “What happened Where is he?”

      “He’s dead,” she said bluntly.

      My jaw dropped, and all of my octopus arms, which tend to tread water continuously, stilled.

      “I did not kill him. An anchor dropped from the sky and hit his head. I am grateful he’s dead.”

      “What is it you wish from me?” I asked, hoping she would ask for knowledge so that she might live by herself and finally be happy.

      The mermaid lifted her head high. “I want my old voice back,” she said proudly. “I will not allow him or anyone else to tear me down. He was like the anchor that killed him. He weighed me down. I thought that I could get him to stop, but being married only made things worse. He was the problem, not my voice, not me.”

      Through blurred vision, I created her potion and returned her the raspy voice. She cried and hugged me. For the next few days, I taught her how to catch fish and to locate some edible weeds before she left me, for good this time.

      I adored that I could help her and how much she had grown, but I hated the circumstances she had to experience first to reach that point.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 27

          

        

      

    

    
      Primeval Depths, outskirts of Primeval Depths Castle, the twenty-second of May 1391

      

      The Ageane Waters seem particularly chilly as I dive down. Morten does not seem to know how to swim at first with a fin, but he picks it up fairly quickly. I’m grateful for that, but honestly, I am as nervous and jumpy as a tumbling uprooted sandy tumbleweed.

      Morten kissed me, and I kissed him back. I haven’t wanted to think about it, but I do have feelings for him. Deep feelings, strong ones. Feelings I should not be experiencing.

      Because he is supposedly in love with Annelie.

      Or maybe only the mermaid princess is in love with him, and he does not return her love.

      The prince’s age is not something I have considered. I am thirty-three years, Annelie only fifteen. It is not easy to guess the prince’s age, but he might be anywhere from twenty to thirty.

      Should I bring up Annelie to him? No. That would be ridiculous. He needs to focus if he truly means to fight King Torsten. I need to concentrate myself.

      Along the way through the waves toward the castle, I pluck and gather some ingredients. I do not have my cauldron, but some spikes from venomous plants and animals will work well as darts. Never will I allow Morten to fight alone.

      “Stay close to me,” I whisper once we have only one sandy mound to cross before the sand castle will come into view. “We will sneak into the throne room. Hopefully, he will not have many guards there. Ideally, no one will be there, and we can hide and wait for the proper moment to strike.”

      “Without waiting too long.”

      I nod. The thought of him drowning down here makes me want to weep. I cannot lose him again. I will not. Never.

      It is not merely because he is the handsomest merman I have ever seen. Even as a human, he is breathtaking. No, he makes me laugh. He makes me forget my pain. He makes me feel alive again. He makes me forget that I am cursed.

      He makes me feel beautiful again, and most importantly, he loves me despite my appearance.

      We have not uttered those words, yet I know it to be true. The curl of his lips, the light in his eyes, the caress of his hand on my back… I know he loves me.

      I should be more worried about Annelie and how she will react to this, but I cannot dwell on that. My happiness is at war with my fright concerning the princess’s father, and I will not add worry to that already complicated equation.

      “Ready?” I ask Morten.

      He squeezes my hand. “Let us finish this.

      I nod and lead him to the far side of the castle. We slip through the window into the empty throne room. There is barely time to breathe before the king enters the throne room. Torsten is alone.

      I wave an octopus hand at him. “Torsten,” I coo. “How lovely of you to join us.”

      “‘Us’?” he parrots, glancing around.

      I grin. Men. It seems it does not matter if they are human or merman, they will repeat a woman if they are uncertain she has the right of it.

      Luckily, Morten had time to hide. He is behind the seashell throne.

      “Us,” I repeat firmly. “Now!”

      Morten jerks out from behind the throne and spirals toward the king, his sword outstretched. He will do it! His sword is directly aimed for the king’s heart!

      At the last moment, Torsten brings up his trident. The two weapons connect with a clang.

      Morten draws back, and the king points the trident at the merman. No! I refuse to allow him to curse Morten!

      I throw my darts. The king I startled enough that Morten is able to slice at his chest. The wound is superficial. A scarlet ribbon of blood rises from the wound, floating in the water.

      “You will pay for that,” Torsten says with a nasty snarl. “Who are you?”

      I rush over and grab the king’s arm with two octopus arms. “He is the human who loves me,” I declare, refusing to look at Morten.

      The king scoffs. “A human? No one worthy can ever love you, Ulla. Your appearance matches your attitude, your behavior. You are nothing. You deserve nothing but contempt and hatred.”

      “You are wrong,” Morten says.

      King Torsten tries to pull free, but I will not let him. Despite my grip, he manages to break off a chunk of the wall and tries to break Morten’s sword with it.

      But the sword remains. Remains sharp. Remains true. Remains powerful.

      Morten’s sword pierces the king’s heart.

      With a jerk, the king slumps. Morten pulls back to retrieve his now-bloodied sword. I release my hold on the body, and Torsten flutters to the ground, dead.

      “You did it,” I say, turning to Morten.

      “No,” he says, grinning at me. “We did it.”

      So happy I think my heart can burst, I move toward him. Tentatively, I touch his back with two of my octopus arms and draw him close. I long for a kiss and so much more.

      But before my lips can touch his, before I even close my eyes, another enters the throne room.

      Annelie.

      I jerk away from Morten. “Annelie,” I say, “I-I… Where have you been?”

      “Father is dead?” she asks indifferently.

      I swallow hard. “Y-Yes,” I admit, uncertain about her demeanor, worried how she will take this news. It is one thing to believe one’s father insane and to wish to run away. It’s another to see that father on the ground, bleeding from a chest wound.

      “Good.” She sneers at him and glances around. “Where is his trident?”

      The trident is beneath his body, barely visible.

      I glance at the youngest princess, shocked and worried. How can it be that she only wishes for his trident? What is going on?

      “Annelie, are you all right?” I ask.

      “I’m fine,” she snaps, “or I will be once I have the trident.”

      My gaze falls on Morten. His demeanor suggests that he has not seen the princess ever before. He does not appear to recognize her.

      “Annelie?”

      She is swimming all over the throne room, looking at the king’s typical places for his trident.

      “Annelie!”

      “Yes?” she answers. Her voice has never been filled with more hostility.

      “Have you meet this man before?” I ask, gesturing toward Morten with one of my octopus arms.

      Annelie hardly glances over. “He’s a merman, not a man,” she mumbles.

      “Because of me.”

      Now, Annelie draws up short. She stares hard at Morten.

      Then, she shrugs, much to my shock. “I don’t care. I need the trident and now. Please.”

      “Annelie, what is going on with you?” I ask.

      “My father’s dead. I’m trying to cope.” But there’s no emotion in her voice, no sorrow, no anger, nothing at all.

      “You want the trident. I understand that, but why? What magic would you use?” I ask. “Maybe I can help you.”

      “You.” She rolls her eyes. “You aren’t a strong sea witch at all. You are pathetic. No wonder Father turned you into that thing that you are.”

      I suck in a breath. “Anenlie, you don’t mean that.”

      “I do,’ she says stubbornly. “You haven’t been able to help me, so I’ll help myself. I wish to be a human permanently. You were supposed to help, but you didn’t care enough about me to worry about it.”

      “That’s not true,” I protest. “I was a little preoccupied trying to prevent your father from going to war with the humans! And what about you lying about the prince being in love with you?”

      “I never met her before,” Morten murmurs to me.

      I don’t think Annelie overhears him because she says, “You want to know why I wish to be human? Fine. I want the throne, any throne. I have five older sister. I would never rule Primeval Depths. If I marry the prince, I can rule. That’s all I want.”

      “Annelie,” I say gently, swimming toward her, “I know about your mother.”

      “She died a long time ago.” She shrugs, but her indifference is different now. There’s an edge to it that wasn’t there moments ago.

      “Your father forced her into a loveless marriage. He trapped her. He forced her into marriage. He changed her personality. Would you do the same to another?”

      Annelie rolls her eyes. “I wouldn’t expect you to understand.”

      “I don’t,” I say, my own anger starting to boil within me.

      “There it is!” Annelie dashes forward.

      But she’s too late. My octopus arms are already curling around the shaft of the trident, and I jerk the magical artifact out from under the king’s body. Only the royal family of Primeval Depths is able to use the trident, or so the legend say, but at the moment, the sea has no ruler.

      I point the trident at Annelie. She shrieks, but all I do is form an oval. A picture forms, that of her mother, with her hair not black but red, her eyes a bright green instead of their normally lifelessness.

      “There. This is how you mother used to be,” I say, hoping this will help her to see reason. It’s impossible to think that she might be as insane as her father had been. “You look so like her. All of your sisters do. You can be better than your father, Annelie. You don’t have to do this.”

      A single tear falls from Annelie’s right eye. Her expression changes from indifferent to sorrow to grief to anger to rage.

      With a suddenness that surprises me and a wicked grab that shocks me, Annelie yanks the trident from my hands. She turns to point it at herself. A blinding light washes over her, and then the trident falls to the sand.

      Annelie is no more. She is not human. Instead, she has turned herself into sea foam.
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      Primeval Depths, Sea Witch’s Cove, the first of January 1385

      

      Exactly two years had passed since the mermaid with the raspy voice had come to see me. For those two years, I did all I could for the merfolk and all those who asked me for aid. Once, I even helped a known thief because he wished to make amends with his life. In my mind, everyone deserved a second chance.

      Everyone but the king.

      While a fair amount of the mermaids and merchildren remained ignorant about food sources and life in general, the king did nothing. As I had been told, he rarely left the castle. He never went exploring, so I doubted his daughters did either. He was shutting out the outside world, ignoring his kingdom, ignoring his duty, ignoring his people.

      No longer.

      I had to work so very hard in order to help everyone. When I was not in my cove, actively helping people, I was out trying to find more ingredients so that the people wouldn’t have to wait long for their potion. I was giving my all for the people. It had been a wise decision for me to ask for food stores in exchange for my aid because I had no time to go fishing or to fetch myself food when I was working so hard for the sake of others. If not for their food and good will, I would have starved a long time ago.

      But the king, the king! He wouldn’t have to work hard at all. Torsten would merely have to point his trident, and he could help anyone and everyone with their goal. It would be nearly effortless for him.

      Only he cared about himself and no one else. Did he even bother to leave his throne room nowadays? Did he even see or talk to his daughters, or did he ignore them? Considering the ignorance of his people, did he even bother to train Helga for when she would become queen and rule after him?

      Granted, the lack of education of the merfolk had not started with Torsten, but he had done nothing to change that travesty. Word of mouth was insufficient to teach the younger generation any longer. When we had orphans to worry about and no one else cared if they lived or died, we must step him, the king and I. As a sea witch, I felt an obligation to help. As king, that was Torsten’s duty, something he had clearly forgotten.

      Something I must remind him.

      Frustrated, disgusted, dismayed, but not worried, I swam through the waters toward Primeval Depths Castle. It had been years since last I had seen the sand castle. Years since I had seen the king. Years since I had seen the princesses.

      Not one had they contacted me although I had been assured that my message had been delivered and read by Helga. They were upset with me. I could understand that. Perhaps, one day, I would pen them another letter to explain why I could not return. Even now, when the other merfolk had accepted my appearance, I still did not wish for the princesses to see me like this.

      To avoid seeing the mermaids, I swam to the side of the castle and entered through the throne room window. The king was there, and he spied me immediately.

      “You,” he said angrily. “Why are you here?”

      “Why aren’t you being the king that the people need?” I demanded.

      “You think you’re so powerful now, don’t you?” he snapped. “I heard about the sea witch that is part octopus. You think I didn’t realize that was you? I should kill you were you stand.”

      I smirked. “You will not.”

      “Oh, really?” He held the trident threateningly.

      “The merfolk will rise against you. They will take your crown and your previous trident if you dare to hurt or kill me. I help them. I care—”

      “You only are doing all of this because you thought you would be queen. You would never have become my wife. You had always had an inflated opinion of yourself and your worth.”

      I swallowed hard. If anything, the opposite had been the truth. His curse worsened that considerably.

      “You think I’m the one who is ignorant? Your merfolk re. They need—”

      “They do not need anything from the likes of you,” the king said. “Just in case one of the mermen you supposedly help deludes himself into thinking he loves you…”

      The king zapped me with a blast of magic from his trident. I had jerked to the side to avoid I, but he had anticipated that, and it was a direct hit. A shock of pain rifles through my entire body.

      Torsten laughs and laughs as he holds up a silver tray for me to see my reflection. He had stripped me of my beauty, if any beauty had remained. I was ugly and heavier than ever before.

      “Go run off,” he told me. “See if anyone still can bear to look at you long enough to ask for you aid.”

      The echo of his laughter burned in my ears as I fled. I made my way to my cove. I continued to help people but as the years passed, I turned angrier, bitter, and frustrated. I would snap at those who wished for my aid. I would still help them, but I was perhaps not the kindest. Gradually, fewer and fewer came to see me unless they were truly desperate. They did not wish to see my, and I could not blame them.

      Somehow, the king had managed to turn my last bit of brightness into a darkness too.
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      Primeval Depths, Primeval Depths Castle, the twenty-second of May 1391

      

      The sea foam that had been Annelie slowly dissipates away. I am so shocked and upset that I cannot bring myself to move. Silent tears stream down my face. She planned to do as her father had to Prince Morten. What exactly she had done while a human I cannot be certain. Perhaps she tried to find allies or clothes or anything else that she might need to be able to get close to the prince.

      How could I have not realized what she had been planning? How could I have been so blind? Could I have prevented this?

      The glint of the golden trident catches my gaze through my tears. I cannot be bothered to pick it up.

      The prince, though, does, and he points the trident at me. I close my eyes. A jolt shocks my body, and I tremble slightly. When the feeling flees, I open my eyes to see that he has turned me into a mermaid, the one I would’ve been had the king not cursed me.

      Suddenly, Morten grips his throat. Swiftly, I shove the trident to the nearest hiding spot and grab Morten’s hand. His panic is enough to spur me into action. My grief and confusion can wait. He cannot.

      With the currents, we ride and swim toward the surface. When his grip loosens in my hand, I kiss him deeply, giving him air to breathe. Then, we continue onward until he needs me to give him more. In total, I have to give him the kiss of life five times before we finally break the surface of the water. During the third, his fin has disappeared. He has entirely returned to his natural form.

      Morten gasps and sucks down air. Once he recovers a full two minutes later, he swims toward our cove.

      Smiling, I follow him, but I cannot be happy. Not truly. I love him, and I know he loves me, but we are from such different worlds.

      “What now?” Morten asks as he sits on the boulder. He pats beside him.

      I leap and jump to rest beside him. “I do not know,” I tell him honestly.

      He wraps an arm around my waist, right where my fin starts. “Can we make this work?”

      “Peace between merfolk and humans? Of course we can now.”

      “That is not what I mean.”

      I turn aside.

      He cups my face. “Look at me.”

      “Morten,” I whisper as I comply.

      His lips press against mine, but I know it is in farewell. Tears drip down my cheeks. Slowly, I lower his hand form my face and then dive into the water.

      The prince does not stop me, and I do not look back.

      
        
        <<<>>>

      

      

      I do not return to my cove. No, I head straight to the castle and locate Helga. She and her sisters are not the most upset that their father is dead, but Annelie and her wish to abuse the trident scars them deeply. It takes only a week for me to help Helga to become Queen of Primeval Depths. It takes far longer for me to help the tallest mermaid to be able to truly accept and embrace her role.

      For the longest time, Frida refuses to wear sea flowers in her hair until I invite their mother’s parents to meet them. As for Erika, she does not dance again until we have a ball and concert to celebrate the true joining of Primeval Depths and Southern Abyss as it should have been when their parents married. It is a shame that the best singer of the sisters cannot lend her voice to the choirs, but we do our best to remember Annelie before she choose her father and herself above all others.

      Getting Carina to smile again proves impossible until I take her to the surface so that she can see the people. The adults are frightened of us, but the children are so very curious and playful, and soon, we are batting them balls with our tails. Carina not only smiles, but she also laughs.

      Brita with her long, long hair wishes to cut her long red locks. I take a chance and ask Helga for the trident and show Brita and her sisters their mother as I showed Annelie now four months ago. Her mother, Yvonne, had hair as long as Brita, and the beautiful mermaid princess decides against having her glorious locks chopped off after all.

      Helga as queen does not need any prompting from me to start up schools for the merfolk. She had not learned how to rule from her father, but she was a natural, and I cannot be prouder of the merwoman she has become.

      Once all of the mermaid princesses and the queen are settled, two more months pass for me, but I remain unsettled. Try as I might, the desire to go to the surface, to the so-called royal waters, to our cove burns within me. Eventually, I can ignore it no longer, and I go.

      The cove is empty. No one swims in the royal waters, and no one is approaching. The one I wish to see will not be with the others at the other beach, so I turn to go. He has moved on. I should try to as well.

      “Ulla!”

      I still, my heart thundering furiously in my chest.

      “Ulla!”

      Splashes sound, and I turn around and barely have time to react when Prince Morten embraces me tightly.

      “Ulla,” he murmurs in between kissing me on my cheeks, my nose, more forehead, my hands, my lips. “Ulla, I never stopped loving you.”

      “Nor I you, but… nothing has changed,” I whisper.

      “Hasn’t it?” His eyes glittered with hope.

      “I could have taken the trident. I could have declared myself queen. Helga even offered it to me. I do not and never wished to rule the merfolk.”

      “So do not rule them. Leave that to Helga, but please, Ulla, won’t you consider ruling the humans alongside me?”

      I gape at him. Can I possibly? The idea feels so very foreign, and yet, in my heart, I know that I can, that I should.

      I may be a sea witch, but the magic in the sea is not as powerful as before. It will die before long. Perhaps even the trident will lose its power one day.

      I do not need magic or at least not that kind of magic. There remains a magic within me that has nothing to do with potions. Love is a kind of magic all by itself.

      I have helped the merfolk as much as I can. As much as I wished for there to not be war, that was as much for the humans as the merfolk. There is more help I can give to the humans as their queen.

      “Yes, of course,” I murmur.

      Morten lets out a whoop, picks me up, and twirls me around before kissing me soundly. To my shock, Helga and her sisters appear in the water. With the trident, Helga turns me permanently into a human while I am in the water. The waves crash over me, and I feel connected to the water yet. I will not turn to sea foam if I swim. Perhaps I will even be able to visit my family.

      Right then and there, in the shallow water, Morten and I marry. He had brought a light blue dress for me in case I said yes. In case. As if there had been any doubt.

      Love knows no bounds, and the waves cannot prevent two hearts from combining. Despite the tide and for all of time, I will love Morten and he me.

      “I love you, my prince,” I whisper to him.

      “And I you.”

      He kisses me, sealing the promise that I will be his queen for as long as I live.
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