
Song of the Sea Witch

Morgana watched the silhouette of the ship approach through the moonlit fog, a cunning smile painted across her blackened lips. This was her favorite part of the game: when the victims only knew the allure of her spell and had yet to discover the deadly trap they were unwittingly sailing into. Even after centuries of luring sailors to their doom, she never tired of seeing the lust in their eyes—and the panic that swept it away when they saw their death rising out of the water.
It hadn’t always been this way. Morgana had once lived a different sort of life—though try as she might, she could not recall much about it. All she remembered from long ago was a man: a sailor with strong arms, a musical voice, and a laugh that could make her forget all her worries and woes. Even now, whenever she closed her eyes, she could still picture the fair skin of his face, his raven hair between her fingers, his coal-black eyes that bore into her being, his soft lips pressed against hers. She had loved him like she had never loved anyone before—and after the sea claimed his life all too soon, she had never loved anyone else since.
For centuries since her lover’s death, Morgana had longed to see him again, even if in another life. But death was a kindness not granted to sea nymphs, immortal daughters of the ocean itself. The ensuing years of grief and loneliness made her bitter, and in time she rebelled against the sea that had taken her love from her. She immersed herself in the art of magic and devoted her days to controlling the sea and sinking any ships that dared to sail through the waters under her command. If she must suffer by the ocean’s power, so would every mortal who crossed her path.
In time, her old name was forgotten as all the beings in the ocean came to fear her. Even the humans who lived on the shore began to exchange stories, warning each other of a mysterious blue-skinned monster that lurked just beyond the horizon. Some called her a siren. Others warned of a sea witch. But her favorite name was the one the sailors sometimes whispered when they spotted the mirages she conjured over the water’s surface—ghost ships and phantom castles that faded in and out of existence like a dream.
Fata Morgana. Fairy conjurer of visions.
She had laughed the first time she heard it, right before she pulled the ship and its terrified crew under the waves. And so that was the name she took.
Morgana narrowed her eyes as the ship broke through the fog. Only then did she see the mermaid figurehead and the colorful flag that flew over the mast: the flag of Pelagia, the shoreside kingdom that bordered the Pelagian Sea. This was the royal family’s ship.
Her smile turned into a wicked grin. Perhaps she would savor her prey this time, play with it a little before tossing it to her “pet.” As if reading her thoughts, a shadowy form emerged from the water, waves rippling as it circled the rock on which she sat. Morgana eyed the deep blue scales and fins weaving in and out of the sea.
“Patience, Llyr,” she said softly. “You’ll have your fill soon enough.”
The scaly hide slipped beneath the waves, and a moment later, a serpentine head poked out of the water. A pair of bright yellow eyes glistened in the light of the full moon, like two stars shining amid a sea of night.
“I await your command, my lady,” said the massive serpent in his deep voice.
Morgana smiled fondly at the sea dragon. In all her time as a sea witch, Llyr was the only companion who had always been loyal to her, ever since she’d found him as an orphaned hatchling and taken him in so many decades ago. He was also the closest thing she had to a friend.
She turned her gaze from Llyr and watched as the ship came about and began to sail past the rocks on which she perched. Morgana reached up into her long black hair and plucked a few of the pearls from her coral comb. Now came the fun part, when she used her magic to summon visions and terrors to torment the unfortunate sailors before sending them to their doom.
Before she could begin the spell, however, she caught movement from the corner of her eye. Some distance away, bobbing over the waves, was a fair head of golden hair adorned with seashells, blue eyes wide with awe as they stared at the royal ship sailing out of the fog.
Princess Nerissa, the Mer-King’s youngest daughter.
Morgana rolled her eyes. Of course, today was the young princess’s birthday. Upon turning eighteen, each of the merfolk were allowed to ascend to the surface to see the world above the water. Year after year, Morgana and Llyr had seen the Mer-King’s other daughters rise one by one to the surface to catch their first glimpse of the human world. Now it was Nerissa’s turn.
Princess Nerissa was widely regarded as the most enchanting mermaid in all of the Pelagian Sea. The royal family were believed to be kin to the sea gods themselves, who had blessed each of them with a gift—and if that were true, Nerissa’s was certainly music. Merfolk and sea creatures from miles around would flock to the Mer-King’s palace to hear her sing, for it was said that none on earth or in the sea could match the beauty and splendor of her voice. The Jewel of the Sea, they called her. It made Morgana seethe with jealousy; this spoiled little brat had her pick of any companion she wanted, while Morgana herself was left to stew in her own loneliness. Everyone wanted a mermaid, but no one wanted a witch.
Morgana turned the pearls over in her hand as she watched the little mermaid swim toward the ship. Another wicked smile played on her lips. Tonight had just become a little more interesting.
“Come, Llyr,” she beckoned, replacing the pearls in her comb. “Let us see what our dear princess thinks of the humans.”
Llyr slithered up beside the rock. Morgana slid down into the water and grabbed his dorsal fin, and together they swam toward the royal ship.
By the time they were halfway to the ship, Nerissa was already scaling the hull and peeking into the cabin windows. Looks of curiosity and awe crossed the young mermaid’s face at whatever sights she was glimpsing within. Morgana couldn’t imagine they were all that interesting, but to a little mermaid who had never seen the surface before, every mundanity of the human realm must be the most fascinating sight in all the world.
Let her have her fun, Morgana thought. She will soon know how cruel the ocean can be.
As they drew closer, Nerissa climbed higher and peered over the railing onto the deck. Hidden amid the dark waves, Morgana saw another expression brighten the princess’s face—though this one was beyond mere curiosity and awe. Despite herself, she wondered what Nerissa was seeing that captivated her so.
A great boom tore through the gentle sea breeze, and the night exploded into a flurry of color. Startled, Nerissa dove back into the water. Morgana rolled her eyes. 
Good riddance.
She looked up to see fireworks blooming in the sky above the ship. That could only mean one thing. Quickly, she counted the colorful patterns above. Eighteen… Nineteen… Twenty. Someone in the human royal family was celebrating their twentieth birthday. What were the odds?
“Let us pay a quick visit to the royal family, Llyr,” she muttered to the sea serpent, her curiosity getting the better of her. “Before we leave them with a parting gift.”
Llyr carried Morgana to the other side of the ship. She scaled the wooden hull, pushing her way up between the portholes with ease; unlike the merfolk, sea nymphs had proper legs like humans—though many of the myths about her claimed she had more terrifying limbs instead, like shark fins or octopus tentacles. Morgana always laughed at such stories. Let the myths grow; the more people feared her, the more powerful she became.
At last, Morgana reached the railing and pulled herself up just enough to peer over it. The deck was alive with music and dancing people, a sight of merriment such as she had not seen in ages. At first, she could not figure out what Nerissa had seen that had made her stare so fixedly.
And then she saw him.
Morgana’s heart stopped the second she laid eyes on the young man standing in the center of attention. Fair skin, raven hair, coal-black eyes. He was the most beautiful creature she had beheld since…
The legs that had carried her so strongly up the ship suddenly gave out under her. Morgana slipped back below the railing and pressed her body against the hull. Her heart pounded wildly in her chest, and her breath came in short, shallow gasps as she touched her trembling fingers to her lips. The fine clothes this young man wore gave him away as a prince of the kingdom of Pelagia. But in that first glimpse, all she saw was the man she had loved and lost long ago.
Still shaking, Morgana pulled herself back up to look out over the deck again. The prince was greeting his guests, gently pressing the hand of each person who approached to wish him well on his twentieth year. Prince Corentin, they called him—a beautiful name befitting a beautiful face. The warm smile on his lips made Morgana’s heart flutter with the echo of distant memories, and when the sweet sound of his laughter carried over the music to her ears, not a doubt remained in her mind: this was her lost lover reincarnate, and she would do whatever it took to make him hers.
Morgana’s eyes suddenly caught movement somewhere behind Corentin. She looked past him then—and her heart gave a jolt when she spotted flowing golden hair and a pair of deep blue eyes peeking over the railing across the deck. She had almost forgotten why she’d approached the ship in the first place. She followed Nerissa’s gaze and was struck with horror when she realized the mermaid was enamored with the very same young man.
A wave of jealousy washed over Morgana. No, she would not let anyone take this man away from her, especially not some naive little princess with a fish tail. Nerissa may be the most charming creature in the sea, but the surface was Morgana’s domain.
Dropping back below the railing, Morgana plucked all but one of the pearls from her comb and turned them over in her fingers, muttering the words of three different spells under her breath. Now the humans and the little mermaid would know the true extent of her power.
Once the incantations had been spoken, Morgana crushed two pearls in her fist one at a time. The first sparked a protective charm to keep the prince safe. The second unleashed a hex to shoo the mermaid away from the ship; as much as she relished the thought of dispatching her rival for good, Morgana wasn’t keen on incurring the sea gods’ ire by harming the Mer-King’s favorite daughter. She peeked across the deck and watched with a smirk as the breeze swelled into a strong gust that forced Nerissa off the railing and back into the sea.
With the mermaid safely out of the way, Morgana crushed the rest of the magic pearls in her hand. At once, the winds picked up into a gale, and the gentle waves lapping the ship grew taller and more agitated with every second. The moon disappeared behind a blanket of gray clouds, and as the music gave way to the shouting and scrambling footsteps of frightened sailors, Morgana dove back into the sea, where Llyr was waiting to carry her a safe distance away.
Leaning against the dragon, Morgana watched in satisfaction as her storm tossed the royal ship about like an orca playing with its prey. A stinging rain began to pelt the deck as men shouted back and forth, and before long, the sails were reefed, though it did little to help the crew regain control of the ship. They were at the mercy of the ocean now.
Lightning tore through the sky, illuminating the ship as it rose and fell with the churning sea. The waves rose ever higher, until even over the rumble of thunder, Morgana could hear the creaking and groaning of the wooden planks under the onslaught of the storm. Now for the final blow.
“Go,” she muttered to Llyr.
That was all he needed to hear. The sea serpent darted straight for the ship at alarming speed, while Morgana remained floating amid the waves to watch. Llyr dipped beneath the surface, and a flash of lightning lit up the sky just in time to reveal a massive scaly tail rising out of the water and slamming into the hull. More terrified shouts rose up from the deck as the ship keeled, though miraculously, it managed to stay afloat.
Llyr circled back and struck the ship again. This time, the mainmast gave way. It crumbled to the deck with a great crash, and the air broke out in a cacophony of screaming and splintering wood. Morgana cackled at the sight of people falling overboard. Perhaps some of them jumped willingly into the depths below, but they would find no mercy waiting in the sea witch’s waters. The ocean was cruel and unforgiving, and so was she.
The dragon reared and slammed his body into the ship. At last, it keeled over and, with a thunderous snap, split cleanly in two. Morgana watched with delight as the bow and stern foundered in the tumultuous waters. No matter how many ships she sank, she would never tire of such a glorious sight.
Morgana willed the storm to ease, then commanded the waters around her to propel her toward Llyr and the remains of the ship. Now all she had to do was find the prince amid the wreckage and spirit him away, and he would be hers.
“Take your pick of the other humans,” she said to the dragon. “But leave the prince for me.”
Llyr flashed rows of frighteningly sharp teeth in a sly grin. “As you wish, my lady.”
The dragon disappeared under the gradually calming waves to feast on the drowning sailors. Morgana loved giving Llyr such “treats” from her exploits. She knew he enjoyed this sport as much as she did; humans had taken much from him, and he reveled in every chance to return the favor.
Morgana scoured the wreckage for Corentin, but every flash of lightning only revealed flotsam and the occasional fair-haired body. She grew more frantic by the minute. Did her protective charm fail? Had she unwittingly sent the prince to his death?
Then a particularly bright flash of lightning split the sky, and she spotted a head of long golden hair bobbing on the water some distance ahead. In spite of Morgana’s hex, the mermaid had returned and was swimming away from the wreckage—and wrapped in her arm was the unconscious form of a young man with fine clothes and raven hair.
Nerissa had found Corentin first.
Again, Morgana fumed with jealousy. More than anything, she wanted to charge the mermaid and tear the prince from her grasp. But whatever else Nerissa might be, she was also royalty, and if the Mer-King’s family truly were the kin of the sea gods, there would not be enough magic in the world to save her from their wrath. All she could do was keep her distance and wait for a chance to sneak the prince away.
Morgana whistled, and at once, Llyr appeared at her side once more. Red stains flecked the blue scales on his jaws.
“Follow her,” she said sharply as she grabbed hold of the dragon’s fin.
All through the night, Morgana and Llyr tailed Nerissa and Corentin, staying close enough to keep them in sight yet far enough to avoid their notice. Morgana wondered if Nerissa would grow fatigued at any point, but the mermaid never seemed to tire as she carried the unconscious prince to safety. At last, as the rain finally ceased and the first rays of daylight broke over the calm sea, a stretch of land appeared on the horizon.
By the time the sky was clear and bright, they reached a point where the water was too shallow for Llyr to swim any farther. Morgana released him and followed Nerissa alone for the last few hundred feet to the shore, careful to stay out of sight. She needn’t have bothered; the mermaid was clearly too focused on the unconscious human lying across her body to notice anyone was following her.
Morgana hid behind a cluster of rocks in the bay and watched as Nerissa swam up to the shore and laid Corentin gently over the sand. She clenched her teeth in fury when the mermaid leaned down and kissed the prince lightly on his brow. Who did this little hussy think she was, showing such affection to a man she didn’t even know?
Corentin’s eyes were still closed, but from where she lay in hiding, Morgana could see that his chest was rising and falling in a steady rhythm. Some of her rage leaked away; at least he still lived.
She then looked up to scan the shore. Beyond the white sands of the beach, a beautiful green forest stretched in either direction along the coast. Some distance away stood a tall building of white stone, its windows adorned with holy symbols—a temple. Morgana shrank back a little in the water; the sea gods would certainly be watching her and Nerissa here, so close to their place of worship. She would have to tread carefully.
A bell chimed from the tower, and soon a group of young maidens poured out the temple doors into the garden. Startled, the mermaid retreated into the water and swam back toward open water. For a moment, Morgana feared Nerissa might discover her, but the mermaid instead hid among some rocks on the other side of the bay, where she too lay in wait to learn the prince’s fate.
As she pondered how to get rid of her rival and take the prince for herself before the maidens discovered him, Morgana stared across the bay at the little mermaid crouching atop the rocks. Suddenly, her envy felt fathomless. Nerissa’s golden hair flowed in perfect waves down her pearl-white back and chest, and the sunlight shimmered off the scales of her tail in a blue as deep as her expressive eyes. What creature alive, merfolk or human, wouldn’t want her? She truly was the Jewel of the Sea.
The sea witch looked down at her own body, draped in the dark blue chiton of a nereid. She imagined her skin must have been a more natural hue once, but in the daylight now, her complexion looked a sickly bluish-gray. Even with her humanoid legs, how could she stand a chance against the princess?
Morgana looked toward the unconscious prince again. What had she been thinking? Even if she had succeeded in spiriting him away from the shipwreck, he could never have loved her in her sea witch form. She would have to assume a more appealing guise instead—and soon, before Nerissa found an opening to sneak back to the shore. Her beauty was easy enough to contend with, but if Corentin awoke and heard even a note of her perfect, enchanting voice, he would surely never have eyes for anyone else.
Her mind racing, Morgana glanced past the prince at the temple maidens harvesting fruit from the trees in the garden beyond. At least these women were not so much of a threat… An idea struck her then. Nerissa clearly would not leave until she was sure Corentin was safe, so Morgana would have to stage a rescue.
She plucked another pearl from her comb and turned it over in her fingers. It was her last one, only enough for a short spell, but it would have to do. Ideally, she could have returned to her lair in the ocean depths to retrieve more, but by then Nerissa might return to the shore or one of the maidens would discover the prince, and she would miss her chance. She would not let him slip away from her a second time.
Morgana quickly recited the spell and crushed the pearl in her grasp. A tingling sensation swept from the tips of her fingers to the rest of her body, changing the blue-gray of her skin to a warm olive complexion. She looked down at her reflection in the calm surface of the water and smiled at the green-eyed, rosy-lipped human maiden gazing back at her. Yes, surely this guise would be enough to charm the prince.
Careful to stay out of Nerissa’s sight, Morgana snuck up the bay to the shore. She then hurried up the beach to where Corentin lay at the very edge of the tide. She made a great show of surprise for the mermaid’s benefit, then she knelt at the young man’s side and gently shook his chest to rouse him.
In moments, the prince opened his dark eyes. Morgana helped him to sit up as he blinked in the sunlight. Her heart skipped a beat when his gaze finally met hers.
“Where am I?” he asked wearily as she helped him to his feet. The touch of his hand on her arm made her whole body pulse.
“At the temple of the sea goddesses,” she said in her best imitation of an innocent temple maiden’s voice. “Are you all right? You look as though you’ve been through quite an ordeal.”
Corentin looked out over the open ocean. Morgana spared a glance that way as well, but from here, she couldn’t see the mermaid hiding amid the rocks, only the few bits of flotsam that had floated in from the shipwreck.
“I… My ship…” the prince began, coal-black eyes still fixed on the horizon. “There was a storm… I must have drifted out here from the wreckage.”
“Oh, you poor, unfortunate soul!” Morgana exclaimed. “The sea goddesses must be smiling upon you, to have brought you safely to our shores.”
“Indeed,” said Corentin absently as he scanned the vast waters ahead. “But I fear my crew were not so fortunate as I.”
“How tragic,” she said, and gently touched the hand that was still gripping her arm for support. “If only I could help ease the pain in your heart.”
Corentin faced her again, and in that moment, Morgana saw the man she had loved all those centuries ago gazing back at her through his eyes. When he smiled and placed his other hand over hers, she thought she might melt right there on the beach.
“I am much better now, thanks to you,” he said, his voice as soft and kind as his expression. “Had you not found me, I may yet have drowned in the rising tide. Thank you.”
Morgana smiled back at him. She could not remember the last time she’d given anyone such a genuine smile, free of spite or malice. Perhaps it had been in the arms of her lover, before the sea stole him from her and broke her heart.
“Come.” She coaxed the prince away from the water. “Let me tend to your wounds.”
“I am quite all right,” Corentin insisted as he walked with her up the shore. “But I must confess I am quite tired. Might I be permitted to rest with you at your temple for a while?”
A deep flush rose in Morgana’s cheeks. “You are most welcome to rest with me as long as you like.”
But even before the last of those words left her lips, Morgana began to feel a tingle in the tips of her toes. She glanced down and realized with a rush of horror that her natural blue-gray complexion was spreading up her bare feet. Already the magic was beginning to wear off; it would not be long before her guise fell away and her true form was revealed.
“Is something the matter?” asked Corentin, snapping Morgana’s attention back up to him. She wondered if he could feel her racing pulse beneath his hand.
“I…” she stuttered. “I…”
If the prince knew what she truly was… Morgana shuddered as she imagined the look of revulsion that would spread across his face. She had to get away, and fast.
Cries of surprise and alarm drew their attention toward the temple ahead. The maidens in the garden had finally noticed them, and some were already dropping their baskets of fruit to rush over to them. Morgana stopped and turned to Corentin, who furrowed his brow in confusion.
“I must go,” she said hurriedly. “I… I am late to embark on a pilgrimage. The goddesses will be angry.”
“But I—”
“Go with them,” Morgana urged, gesturing toward the approaching women. “They will care for you. May the sea goddesses bless you on your journey home, young sailor.”
Morgana bowed her head and pressed Corentin’s hands between her own. For the briefest moment, she feared she would not have the will to let go. Then she turned and fled down the shore.
“Wait!” the prince cried after her. “Please, at least tell me who you are!”
But Morgana could scarcely remember her own adopted name as she ran across the sand and turned the corner beyond the trees. Already she could feel the tingling of the ebbing magic crawling up her midriff. She needed to return to the sea before the prince had a chance to catch up to her, only to recoil from her blue-gray face and black lips.
Morgana spared a glance toward the bay just in time to see a blue mermaid tail dip below the waves into the sea. At least the threat of her rival had been taken care of for now, but she would have to worry more about Nerissa when she was free to think. Temple maidens who had sworn themselves to the service of the sea goddesses were one thing; a gorgeous and smitten mermaid princess who was free to return to the surface at any time was quite another.
She barreled into the water and dove under the surface just as the tingling reached her head, and when she looked down at her hands, she saw they had already changed back to their natural color. Morgana let out a sigh of relief and pressed a hand over her racing heart. That was a close call.
Looking back up toward the surface, Morgana could have sworn she glimpsed the shape of a tall, dark-haired human beyond the ripple of the waves—though perhaps she only imagined it was the prince. As she had clearly seen on the ship last night, Prince Corentin was kind to all those who spoke with him. Even though Morgana had found him on the shore, there was no reason he should pay special attention to her. No, he had certainly stayed among the other women, and the human on the shore was no more than one of the temple maidens who had followed her out of curiosity.
A sharp pain pierced Morgana’s chest; her heart was breaking all over again. That brief exchange with the prince had been enough to confirm what she already suspected the moment she first laid eyes on him…
At long last, she had found another chance at love.
And she would be bold enough to take it.
Steeling herself once more, Morgana swam back out to open water, where Llyr awaited her just beneath the surface. Together they descended through the ocean, the sea witch deep in thought as her dragon carried her back to her lair in the depths. She didn’t know yet how she would bring about such a fate, but one way or another, the prince would be hers.
*****
Since her encounter with Prince Corentin, Morgana ceased toying with the ships that sailed above. Over several days, she split her time between spying on the prince and trying to find a way to make her charm of human beauty permanent, so that she’d have more time to make him fall for her when next they met.
After two days recovering at the temple, Corentin returned to his home at the Pelagian palace. Morgana sometimes spotted him standing on the balcony outside his bedroom overlooking the sea, and she wished she could call out to him and take him away to be with her. At least she was content to find Nerissa had not returned since the day after the shipwreck.
Then one night, Morgana saw a head of golden hair poke out of the sea near the prince’s palace, and her jealousy flared all over again. Nerissa had found Corentin again, and she returned every night after to see him. To Morgana’s surprise, she did not immediately approach the prince no matter how many chances she got. Perhaps she was shy and still working up the courage to speak to him?
Whenever Morgana was busy with her magic research, Llyr would do the spying on the surface for her. When he returned, she would pluck a scale from his head and crush it in the pot beside her magic nacre mirror to see the memories he brought back. And every time Nerissa appeared in the reflection, Morgana’s blood would boil all over again—though at least Llyr never spotted the mermaid approaching the prince either.
“The merfolk are quite skittish around humans,” Llyr later confirmed for her from overheard conversations. “It seems the Mer-King is not keen on letting his subjects too near the ‘surface creatures.’”
All the better for Morgana. Perhaps Nerissa wouldn’t pose too much of a threat after all.
Meanwhile, in her lair, Morgana pored over her old scrolls in search of a spell that might give her a lasting human form. But she had never attempted such a spell on herself before, and after a week of research, she finally stumbled upon a surprising truth: magic powerful enough to change a sea nymph—a demigoddess—into a lesser mortal form could only be secured by a true act of love.
The answer was clear: to make her human guise permanent and keep her reborn lover for good, she would have to marry the prince.
Her heart skipped a beat. It would certainly add a challenge to her plan, but it seemed a fitting end goal nonetheless.
And so Morgana mixed potion after potion, intent on crafting a spell that would recreate the woman she had become on the beach just long enough to secure the prince’s heart and his hand. But try as she might, she could not make her charm of beauty last longer than an hour or two at most—much less time than the days, if not weeks, she would surely need. She simply didn’t have the right ingredients.
What was worse, even if she did manage to make herself attractive to the prince, there was no spell that would make him fall in love with her. Love was notoriously elusive to magic; making herself beautiful would be the easy part, while the rest would be up to fate.
No, Morgana thought with steely resolve after her dozenth failed experiment. She was done bending to the will of fate. That was for the weak; those with power made their own luck. I will make him love me.
She simply needed to be smart about her approach. If she knew exactly how to win the prince’s heart before she met him again, then she would only need to make her spell last a few days, enough time to get him to fall in love with her and marry her to make her beauty permanent before the charm faded on its own. But how could she discover the key to Corentin’s heart without risking him seeing her in her true form?
Before the answer came to her on its own, a gentle voice called outside her cave.
“Hello?”
Morgana started and whirled to face the entrance. Hardly anyone ever came to see her. The waters outside her cave were riddled with whirlpools and polyps with dead sea creatures entangled in their tentacles—exactly the sorts of frightening sights that discouraged visitors. The only people who ever sought her out were the truly desperate.
Which was why she wasn’t entirely surprised to see Princess Nerissa hovering in the cave entrance.
Morgana resisted the urge to grimace and instead put on her best fake smile.
“Come in, child,” she said, beckoning the mermaid. “What brings a young princess all the way to my dark little corner of the ocean?”
Nerissa approached warily, wringing her hands as she swam closer.
“I… I come seeking your magic,” she said tentatively.
Of course you do, Morgana thought spitefully, but she kept the faux smile on her lips.
“And what can my magic do for you?” she asked as she casually stashed the scrolls and potion ingredients back on her shelves to hide her recent work.
The mermaid hesitated for a long moment, then she said, “Can you make me human?”
Morgana nearly smashed a glass vial of eel bile in her shock. Slowly, she faced Nerissa again, her expression serious.
“Why would you want to be human, my child?” asked the sea witch, though she suspected she already knew the answer.
“I have fallen in love with a human prince,” the little mermaid explained in earnest. “And I wish for him to love me as well, so I may have an immortal soul as humans do.”
Morgana gaped at the princess. Never had anyone asked her for something so absurd. She bit down on her jealousy and feigned sympathy over Nerissa’s plight.
“My sweet child, I understand there is no pain in this world as a love that cannot be.” At least that much was true. “But I assure you only sorrow awaits on the surface. Humans have much shorter lifespans than merfolk, after all.”
Nerissa nodded impatiently. “Yes, my grandmother tells me that merfolk live for three hundred years, yet when we die, we dissolve into sea foam and cease to exist. But humans have immortal souls; when they die, they ascend to an eternal afterlife. To live for eternity, to rise to the heavens and see the world from beyond the stars… never have I wanted anything more.”
The selfish little brat, Morgana fumed internally. She doesn’t even want the prince. All she wants is to live forever like the gods.
Morgana considered Nerissa’s request for a quiet minute. As she leaned back against her workstation, she once again took in the staggering beauty of the so-called Jewel of the Sea: the golden hair that flowed past her waist; the big, deep blue eyes that spoke volumes without words; the full, rosy lips that beckoned any who heard her musical voice. If Morgana granted this wish, Nerissa would surely charm the prince within a day—and Morgana would lose her love all over again.
But just as she was about to refuse, Morgana looked down at the scrolls and potion ingredients still strewn over her worktable and froze. A plan began to take shape in her mind. If she could get Nerissa close to Corentin without risking him falling for the mermaid, perhaps she could watch from afar and discover the secret she needed to steal the prince for herself. And best of all, she could do it without incurring the wrath of the sea gods, the Mer-King, or the dowager queen, because the little fool had chosen this path on her own. It was almost too perfect an opportunity to pass up.
Morgana looked up at Nerissa again, and this time a real smile graced her black lips, the cunning smile of a powerful witch who would stop at nothing to get what she wanted.
“Very well, my sweet princess,” she said at last. “I will help you. I can mix you a potion that will give you human legs. But be warned, my magic does not come for free.”
“My father is wealthy,” said Nerissa without hesitation. “I can pay you all the pearls you want.”
I don’t want your pearls, you little wretch, Morgana wanted to snap. Instead, she shook her head and waved a dismissive hand.
“No, the price of my draught is much steeper, I’m afraid. In exchange for such a powerful spell, I require the most valuable thing you possess: your voice.”
At once, Nerissa fell back and clutched at her throat. Morgana could see the conflict within her burning in her expressive blue eyes.
“But if you take my voice,” said the mermaid hesitantly, “what will I have left?”
“You will be the most beautiful and graceful creature to ever walk on two legs. Surely that much will help you charm the prince,” said Morgana, still flashing her wicked smile as she thought, But it won’t be enough to make him love you.
Nerissa considered the price for a moment, then lowered her hands from her neck and nodded. “Very well, I accept.”
Stupid girl, Morgana mused with satisfaction.
“This spell will also come with painful side effects,” the witch continued. “The moment you drink the potion, it will feel like a sword is slicing your tail in half. The legs you gain will also cause you great pain; every step you take will feel as though you are walking on sharp knives. Will you be able to bear all this to be with your prince?”
Again Nerissa hesitated, but in the end she nodded once more. “I will.”
Morgana’s lips curled even further into a nefarious grin. Now for the final blow.
“There is one more condition you must meet, princess, to make this spell permanent.” She paused to let the weight of her words sink in. “You must marry the human prince. Only then will you gain the immortal soul you so desperately seek, as a part of his soul will flow into you the moment you are joined in marriage. But should he give his heart to anyone else, then at the first light of dawn after he marries another, you will die of a broken heart, and your body will dissolve into sea foam.”
And I will be the one to send you to that end, she thought in triumph. For Nerissa may be beautiful, but no more so than Morgana in her human form. It was the mermaid’s voice that made her truly irresistible, and charming as she might still be without it, a meek and mute human girl wouldn’t stand a chance of keeping the prince when Morgana finally came to steal him away—especially if, Morgana thought with a rush of excitement, she found a way to use that perfect voice against her.
“If you can accept all these terms, dear child, then I will help you.”
Morgana waited as Nerissa silently weighed the cost of the spell. She half expected the mermaid to give up her ridiculous quest right then and swim back to her pampered life in her father’s palace without a second thought. Instead, Nerissa raised her head resolutely and said, “I accept.”
The sea witch raised her brow. In spite of her jealousy, she had to admire such steely resolve in such a young mermaid. This princess might just be the bravest person she had ever met. Or the loneliest. Was she making a mistake by letting this desperate, lovesick young fool near her man?
No, this was the clearest path to her own goals. She must not lose heart now.
“Very well,” she said with a nod. “Then let us begin.”
Morgana picked a nautilus shell necklace and a fistful of coral dust off a shelf. She recited a lengthy incantation, then blew the dust in the mermaid’s face. Nerissa coughed as she inhaled the coral, then writhed in discomfort as the dust swirled down her gullet and plucked her sweet voice right out of her throat. Morgana beckoned the dust cloud back to her, and it carried the ethereal pearl of Nerissa’s voice into the shell in her hands.
Her payment secured, Morgana hung the shell from her neck and set to work crafting the terrible potion. She took a whalebone dagger off the wall and a glass vial off the worktable, then approached a cauldron sitting on a hydrothermal vent, over which she sliced a gash in her forearm. She smirked when Nerissa covered her mouth in fear as a few drops of dark, dense blood seeped out of her blue-gray arm and into the glass vial before she poured it into the cauldron with a hiss.
With every ingredient Morgana added to the cauldron, Nerissa drew further back from the terrible shapes that formed on the boiling liquid’s surface. At last, the witch removed the cauldron from the vent, and when it cooled, a potion as clear as the purest water formed in the small vessel. Morgana scooped it up into a glass bottle and held it out to the mermaid.
“Take this with you to the surface tonight and drink it on the shore before the sun rises,” she said. “You will fall unconscious from the pain, but when you wake, you will have the human legs you desire.”
Nerissa took the potion and thanked Morgana with a silent bow of her head, then swam back out into the polyp forest. Morgana stepped out of the cave and watched her disappear beyond the whirlpools. An uneasy feeling began to creep up her spine, but she coaxed it back down with a calming breath. What was done was done. Her plan would work. She must have faith in her own cunning.
Once Nerissa was gone, Morgana called to her dragon, who was sleeping in the kelp forest behind her lair. Llyr awoke at once and came to her side.
“Take me to the Pelagian palace,” she commanded.
Llyr obeyed without hesitation. He carried his mistress to the surface of the ocean, and they drifted across the waves until they came in sight of the shores of Pelagia, where a great stone castle stood overlooking the sea. No moon hung in the sky above; the only light to guide them came from the palace windows. No one would see them lurking amid the dark waters. Llyr carried Morgana to a cluster of rocks off the shore, where she settled in to wait.
Within the hour, as Morgana predicted, a head of golden hair poked out of the deep waters in the shadow of the palace. Nerissa gazed up at the castle looming above her, then swam to a flight of marble stairs that led straight into the water and propped herself up on the steps, the potion clasped tightly in one hand.
In the light from the windows, Morgana caught the expression of doubt that crossed Nerissa’s face as she studied the glass bottle in her hand. For a moment, the sea witch wondered if the mermaid would withdraw from her quest out of fear and return to the lair to beg for her voice back.
Then Nerissa looked up at the prince’s balcony hanging over the sea. The courage returned to her eyes, and she downed the potion in a single swig. At once, her face contorted in agony, her mouth opening in a silent scream. Nerissa fainted on the steps, and the empty glass bottle rolled out of her limp hand into the water.
Satisfied, Morgana slid down off the rocks to join Llyr in the water.
“Now what?” asked the sea serpent.
Morgana gazed at Nerissa’s unconscious form lying gracefully across the marble steps. Already the magic was working, gradually dissolving her fish tail into a pair of human legs. The sea witch stroked her companion’s scaly blue head.
“Now we wait.”
*****
Morgana didn’t realize she had fallen asleep until the light of dawn broke through her closed eyelids. She opened her eyes and blinked in the early morning sun. When she looked down, she realized she was leaning on Llyr, who was also asleep, and the smell of salt air filled her nostrils as she tried to recall where she was.
Then Morgana remembered the night before, when Nerissa had taken the potion and passed out on the shore. With a start, she pulled herself up and peered over the rocks just in time to see Prince Corentin approaching the marble stairs, a curious look in his dark eyes. Her heart fluttered at the sight of him. How was he even more handsome than she remembered?
Nerissa still lay unconscious across the palace steps, but her fish tail was gone, and in its place were two human legs as pale and smooth as the rest of her body. Morgana lay low amid the rocks and watched as Corentin gently roused the mermaid-turned-human. Her skin prickled with envy and desire; how she wished he were touching her instead.
Nerissa awoke and turned her head up to face him, and Morgana saw that same look of adoration in her eyes from the night of the shipwreck. When Nerissa cast her eyes down timidly, her face lit up when she noticed the human legs where her tail used to be. Then she realized she was naked, and she quickly wrapped herself in her waist-length golden hair. The hint of a smile teased at Morgana’s lips; after centuries of solitude, she had forgotten how amusing the innocence of youth could be.
Corentin asked Nerissa who she was and where she had come from, but the voice she would have used to tell him was nestled in the nautilus shell hanging around Morgana’s neck. The sea witch touched a hand to the necklace as some of her envy made way to triumph.
Let’s see her try to win his heart without that enchanting voice.
Another knot of jealousy twisted in Morgana’s stomach as the prince helped the mermaid to her new human feet. She felt some satisfaction at the wince of pain that crossed Nerissa’s features with every step she took, but it was quickly drowned out by more envy when she realized the mermaid was just as graceful on land as she was in the sea. The prince marveled at the ethereal way she moved as he led her back to the palace, and even Morgana couldn’t help but gape at her grace in awe until the two of them disappeared into the castle together.
Morgana slumped back into the water, stunned. Her dragon had awoken and now nudged her gently to support her above the surface, but she barely registered his touch as she pondered the scene she had just witnessed.
Had she made a terrible mistake? Could Nerissa still win over Corentin even without the voice that had made her the Jewel of the Sea? Morgana shook her head. No, she couldn’t lose hope now. She had come this far; she would see her plan through to the end.
“Keep an eye on her at all times,” she said to Llyr. “I want to know every move she makes. If there’s a way to steal the prince’s heart, that mermaid will give us the key.”
The dragon nodded. “Yes, mistress.” 
As Llyr swam away toward the deep waters around the palace, Morgana felt a twinge of gratitude for her loyal companion and spy. She watched him leave, then reluctantly sank below the waves to return to her lair. She still had work to do.
*****
Morgana continued her experiments—seeking a spell that would extend her charm of beauty long enough to seduce Corentin using whatever secrets Nerissa discovered for her—but to no avail. As easy as it had been to change the tail of a mermaid to human legs, it was proving nigh impossible to alter her own sea witch form long enough to have a chance of winning the prince’s heart.
Meanwhile, Morgana also needed to keep track of Nerissa and Corentin. Sometimes Llyr reported back to her about his sightings of the mermaid and the prince from off the shore. Other times, Morgana herself lurked with him on the surface to observe Nerissa’s progress—and every time she did, another stab of jealousy pierced through her increasingly fragile heart.
On the first day after Corentin found Nerissa by the palace, Morgana and Llyr had watched through the massive windows of the great hall as the royal family hosted a grand ball. A wide array of beautiful women had sung for the prince, and Morgana had once again touched the shell around her neck, content that the little mermaid could not join them. But when the women danced for the prince, Nerissa glided across the floor with such grace that everyone stared, enchanted. Morgana had seethed when Corentin heartily applauded the performance, and the only comfort she found was in the fact that every step had caused Nerissa terrible pain.
Over the next several days, Nerissa accompanied Corentin everywhere—that Morgana and Llyr could see, anyway. Most of the time, they stayed near the water, and Morgana would fight through her jealousy to study their interactions. Other times they would gallivant elsewhere, leaving Morgana to gather her intel by eavesdropping on the palace staff and stress over what the two might be doing together out of her sight.
They took long walks on the beach and rode horses along the shore. They went sailing near the coast, and the prince would point out the seagulls flying above and the dolphins playing in the boat’s waves while the mermaid silently leaned her head on his shoulder. Once, Llyr even overheard some palace servants saying “that enchanting mute girl” was accompanying the prince on a climb up the mountains. Corentin called her “his little foundling,” and wherever he went, she was never more than a few steps from his side. Seeing this made Morgana’s fury burn hotter than all the vents at the bottom of the sea.
Every night, when the rest of the palace was asleep, Nerissa would sneak outside and sit on the marble steps to dip her feet in the sea. Morgana sometimes watched her soothe her aching feet in the cold water, always with a distant look in her eyes, as if she were remembering her old life in the ocean. Then she would look up at the prince’s balcony and smile, and she would return to her room in the castle with as light a step as ever, curiously positive despite the pain she was obviously suffering. Night after night, Morgana fought the growing urge to drag Nerissa back into the sea, but she reminded herself that the sea gods would surely curse her for harming their royal kin, and in any case, she still needed the mermaid to help her win the prince.
By studying his interactions with Nerissa, Morgana learned a little more about Corentin every day: his adventurous spirit, that he loved music, how much he was beloved by his people. But it all paled in comparison to his obvious fondness for the mermaid. Morgana watched their relationship blossom with a heavy heart, and after nearly two weeks, she had to concede that she had grossly underestimated Nerissa’s charm, and that despite all her sabotage, she may very well lose this battle after all.
She could not allow that to happen.
“Our dear little mermaid appears to be homesick,” Morgana whispered to Llyr one night as they watched Nerissa retreat to her room yet again. “She’s given me what I need; perhaps it’s time I return the favor.”
And so the next day, when Nerissa went sailing with Corentin, Morgana followed their boat out into the open water near the Pelagian shore. She recited a charm and crushed a pearl from her comb, and at once, voices whispered to Nerissa on the breeze: her family calling to her from the sea. The mermaid stiffened, and Morgana relished the look of guilt that surfaced in her eyes.
When Nerissa peered over the railing near the bow, Morgana cast a second charm to conjure a mirage of the Mer-King’s palace in the water. Now the guilt in those wide blue eyes gave way to pain and sorrow. It seemed Morgana was right: Nerissa missed her family terribly.
Then I will send you home, princess.
Morgana resisted the instinct to wreck the boat and steal the prince away; she was not yet fit to be seen, and besides, Nerissa had to make this choice on her own. So instead, Morgana approached the boat, ready to goad the mermaid into taking her tail back and abandoning her plans to marry the prince. She wouldn’t get her voice back, of course, but at least she would live out her full life in the sea with her family—and, most importantly, she’d be out of the running for Corentin’s heart.
Just as Morgana reached the bow, however, the prince’s voice called out from the stern.
“What is it, little foundling?”
In a panic, Morgana ducked into the gentle waves and hid in the boat’s shadow just as Corentin appeared at Nerissa’s side. He gazed into the water and smiled.
“My, that looks like a castle under the sea!” he cried in delight.
Nerissa turned her pained eyes to him, but without knowing her true origins, the prince could only guess at why the illusion troubled her so.
“It’s nothing to fear, my friend,” he said kindly. “The ocean may be full of magic, but we’re safe this close to the shore. They say it’s out in the siren’s waters that the true danger lies.”
Morgana, who had been contemplating leaving and returning to Nerissa the next time she was alone, suddenly froze. She leaned farther back into the shadows and listened.
“My mother used to tell me stories of a terrible sea monster disguised as a woman,” Corentin continued. “She creates mirages with her magic to lure ships into her traps, then destroys them and drowns the sailors.” He gazed wistfully out toward the horizon. “I feared and hated this creature when I was a boy; I never understood how anyone could be so evil.”
Morgana’s chest tightened at that last word. She clutched the hull of the boat and forced herself to continue watching the scene above. Nerissa stared curiously at Corentin, who smiled again and gently lifted her chin.
“Fear not, little foundling,” he said. “Even if such a monster did exist, I would never let it harm you.”
Morgana had heard enough. She barely registered the mermaid’s grin, or the prince saying they should bring the boat about to return to shore. She didn’t feel the wooden hull sliding away from her fingertips. The failure of her scheme was finally sinking in, and as she watched the boat sail away, all she could see was her lover from so long ago leaving her for another woman.
She had lost.
Heartbroken, Morgana sank into the sea. She didn’t even think to seek out Llyr; she simply drifted back to her cave alone to lament over the man she was only now realizing she’d never had a chance with.
*****
Morgana wallowed alone in her lair, the ingredients of her abandoned experiments strewn haphazardly across the surface of her workstation. It had been a full day since she’d last been to the surface to watch Nerissa. She hadn’t even bothered to seek comfort from Llyr, who was probably still scouting the surface for her, oblivious to the failure of the plan; or to spy on Nerissa the night before, when she’d no doubt cooled her feet in the sea and smiled up yet again toward the bedroom of the prince who was steadily falling for her.
The sea witch gazed into the mother-of-pearl mirror at her pathetic reflection and sighed. Corentin’s words had cut her to her core. Why would he ever want a monster like her over the beautiful mute girl he took with him everywhere?
A white hot fury began to boil within Morgana like the churning of an underwater volcano. No, she was a sea witch, a powerful being who designed her own fate. She would not have her pride wounded by a mortal prince and an eighteen-year-old temptress in the guise of a sweet little maiden. If Morgana could not have what she wanted, then neither could they.
Morgana sat down and leaned over her worktable to think. Nerissa was still untouchable, but Corentin was fair game, and hurting him would hurt Nerissa too. Before a plan could form in her mind, however, a gentle voice behind her cut through her thoughts.
“Excuse us?”
Morgana whirled with a start. Five mermaids floated just outside the entrance to her cave, their eyes wide with fear and awe as they stared at her. She recognized each of them from past sightings over the years, when she’d spotted them visiting the surface for the first time on their eighteenth birthdays. These were the Mer-King’s other daughters. Nerissa’s older sisters.
“Madam Sea Witch?” said the eldest, the one hovering in the front of the group.
“What do you want?” Morgana snapped. She was done with pleasantries.
“It’s about our little sister,” said the second-eldest, and Morgana’s heart stopped mid-beat.
“What about her?” she asked, fighting to keep her voice steady.
“We think she’s in trouble!” This cry came from the youngest, who poked her head between her sisters from the back of the group.
“Our youngest sister, Nerissa, disappeared almost two weeks ago,” the eldest explained. “Then we saw her on the surface last night. She was… human.”
Morgana raised a brow. What were the odds that the illusion she created yesterday would become a reality? She pushed the coincidence out of her mind and studied the mermaids’ faces carefully. None of them seemed to be accusing her of having any part in this—which could only mean they had come for her help.
“And what am I to do about it?”
“We hoped you could tell us how it happened,” said the third sister.
“And maybe help us rescue her,” said the fourth.
Once again, a wicked idea wound its way through Morgana’s mind. She glanced across the cave at the dagger on the wall. Perhaps there was a way to get the revenge she wanted without getting her hands dirty… but she would have to choose her next words carefully.
“Could your sister not tell you herself how she came to be on the surface?” she asked, injecting her tone with all the false curiosity and innocence she could manage.
The eldest mermaid shook her head. “We called out to her, but she could not answer us. Her voice is gone.”
Morgana touched a hand to her chest in faux astonishment, covering the shell below her neck where she knew Nerissa’s voice to be.
“How dreadful.” Morgana pretended to consider for a moment, then nodded. “Very well, I will help you find out what happened to your sister.”
The mermaids thanked the sea witch profusely. Morgana waved a gracious hand, then grabbed a polished orb of aquamarine from a shelf and propped it on a flat rock. The five sisters huddled around the gem while Morgana made a show of waving her hands around it and gazing deeply within. The mermaids would think she was summoning a vision, but in truth, she would only see her own reflection.
“What is it?” the second sister breathed. “Do you see Nerissa?”
Morgana pretended to focus on some imaginary image in the orb.
“I do,” she whispered, and the mermaids gasped. “She was kidnapped by a human man, a prince of a shoreside kingdom.”
“How?” the third and fourth sisters asked in unison.
“Humans are gifted with magic,” Morgana lied. “And some practice terrible sorcery. This evil prince turned your sister human and stole her away from the sea to be his companion, and he took away her voice so she could not call to you or anyone else for help.”
The mermaids exchanged looks of horror.
“How do we save her?” cried the youngest.
Morgana paused for dramatic effect. She looked over the orb at each of the sisters in turn, then finally said, “You must kill him.”
The mermaids edged back from the sea witch, their faces shadowed with terror. Morgana expected as much; they were all so young, the eldest only twenty-three years old, and none of them had ever considered taking a life before.
“Is that the only way?” the eldest asked after a tense moment, speaking for all her sisters.
Morgana nodded. “I’m afraid so. Only by ending the life of the one who cast the spell can you break Nerissa’s curse.”
“And you will help us bring her home?”
A nefarious smile spread across Morgana’s black lips.
“I will,” she said, holding the mermaid’s gaze. “But in exchange, you all must give me something deeply precious to you: your hair.”
The five sisters retreated even further, some of them subconsciously grabbing the locks of their long, flowing hair. Morgana knew exactly what she was asking of them: a mermaid’s hair was nigh sacred to her, an integral part of her beauty and charm. But the sea witch’s envy knew no bounds, and though Nerissa was clearly the fairest of them, the truth was that Morgana was jealous of all the Mer-King’s daughters. This would likely be the only chance she ever had to cut them down to size.
The mermaids all exchanged meaningful looks with each other, then the eldest turned back to Morgana and nodded. “We accept.”
Morgana acknowledged the mermaids’ consent with a nod. Under any other circumstances, she might have been moved by their devotion to a sister who hadn’t even bothered to tell them her plans to become human and live willingly on the surface. But that sister had stolen the man Morgana once loved, and there was no room left in her heart for anything but jealousy and a desire for vengeance.
One by one, the mermaids approached to let the sea witch slice their precious hair off with a pair of sharpened jasper scissors. Once she had tied all their locks together and set them aside, Morgana then took the whalebone dagger off the back wall of the cave. The sisters watched in terrified silence as Morgana mixed a deadly poison in her cauldron, then dipped the dagger into the bubbling red liquid. The blade came away smooth, fine, and tainted enough to kill with a single stroke. Morgana handed the dagger to the eldest mermaid.
“Plunge this dagger into the prince’s heart,” she explained. “It matters not who delivers the blow, only that his blood drip onto your sister’s feet. At once, her human legs will change back into a mermaid tail, and she will be free to live out her full three hundred years of life in the sea. She will not regain her voice, I’m afraid, but even as a mute, I’m certain she will be happy to be back with her loving family, where she belongs. The loss of her gift aside, it will be as if she never left the sea.”
The eldest sister took the dagger. “And how can we get close enough to kill this evil prince and rescue our sister?”
Morgana rifled through her memories of Corentin and Nerissa for an answer.
“He sometimes takes her sailing. Or so the vision revealed,” she added quickly. “Look for them on his sailboat during the day; there it will be easy to kill him and turn your sister back into a mermaid.”
Almost too easy.
The mermaids bowed their heads in gratitude before filing out of the witch’s lair one by one. Morgana followed them out and watched with satisfaction as they swam away through the polyp forest with nothing but stumps of short hair trailing behind their heads.
As Morgana lingered outside her cave, she thought about the prince whose life she had compromised and the mermaid whose plans she would disrupt. The sting of jealousy still made her blood boil. How dare Corentin, her lost lover incarnate, choose anyone else to give his love to? He would pay for breaking Morgana’s heart, while Nerissa would be devastated—and best of all, she would have sacrificed her beautiful voice for nothing, and she wouldn’t even be able to tell her family of the deal she’d made with the sea witch to be with the prince. In the end, Morgana would have her revenge on them both, leaving nary a trace of her deceit in her wake.
And then, the moment the mermaids disappeared from view, Llyr returned from the surface.
“My lady!”
Morgana whirled to see the dragon swimming toward her through the kelp forest. The sight of him brought her some comfort, but also the painful reminder that he had been helping her this whole time for nothing.
“Llyr, my friend,” she said with a note of embarrassment. “I should have told you sooner: the plan has—”
“There is something you must see,” he interrupted as he stopped before her, and now Morgana noticed he was quivering with excitement. She frowned.
“What is it?”
But he shook his head and simply repeated, “You must see.”
So for the umpteenth time in two weeks, Morgana plucked a blue scale from his head and took it into her lair to crush into the pot next to her nacre mirror. At once, her reflection faded away to reveal a memory from Llyr’s mind. The visions were always of Nerissa and Corentin, the memories he used to report back to his mistress whenever she remained in the sea. But the fact that the dragon watched with anticipation from outside the cave entrance made it clear that this memory would be special, the most important he had shown her yet. Morgana leaned back and watched the vision in the mirror unfold with ample curiosity.
Nerissa and Corentin were walking together on the beach. Llyr must have found a deep bay in which to hide and watch them, for they were close enough that Morgana could hear the sand shifting beneath their feet. The mermaid was looking up into the prince’s dark eyes, and her expressive blue ones seemed to be conveying the words that she could not speak aloud.
Do you love me?
Corentin smiled and paused to kiss Nerissa on the forehead.
“My little foundling,” he said, “you know I care for you deeply. You are my dearest friend, and I could not have asked for a more devoted companion.”
Morgana pushed down the pain and fury that surfaced, cursing herself for bringing these two together in the first place. Nerissa’s eyes repeated the question, but now Corentin’s smile faded.
“As dear as you are to me, my friend, I fear there is but one maiden to whom I could ever give my heart.” He looked out over the sea, a distant look in his eyes. “Nigh a month ago, I nearly lost my life in a shipwreck. The sea gods saw fit to cast me ashore near a holy temple. But I would surely have drowned in the tide had I not been found on the beach by a beautiful maiden of the temple.”
Morgana’s heart stopped. This whole time, after every minute he’d spent in the company of the Jewel of the Sea herself, the prince had been thinking about her?
“Even now, I cannot forget her face nor her kindness,” Corentin continued, and a sad smile graced his lips. “Alas, she left on a pilgrimage mere minutes after we met; I never even learned her name. She must have been new to the temple, for none of the other maidens could tell me her name either. I tried to follow her, if only to know who she was, but she disappeared, as if the very sea had swallowed her.” The prince sighed. “Even if I did know her, that maiden belongs to the temple, and thus I am doomed to a life of loneliness and misery. She is the only one in the world I could ever truly love.”
Morgana nearly collapsed right then and there. She didn’t realize she was edging back from the mirror until she almost knocked her cauldron over.
So she hadn’t imagined it: Corentin had indeed followed her to the shore. She had seen him standing on the beach when she looked back through the waters of the bay. And he had been longing for her ever since.
For of course he had. He was her long-lost lover; she should have known he could only ever truly love her. As she still loved him, she realized with a rush of excitement.
“Oh, Llyr!” Morgana bolted to the cave entrance and kissed her dragon on the cheek. “Llyr, you brilliant serpent! How can I ever thank you enough?”
And then she remembered Nerissa’s sisters.
Her heart stopped. The mermaids were long gone by now—with the dagger she had given them in her moment of despair.
What have I done?
No, she couldn’t give up hope again. There had to be a way to fix the problem she created.
In the few seconds it took Morgana’s thoughts to spiral, the joy faded from Llyr’s yellow eyes and he gestured toward the mirror with a jerk of his head.
“There’s more, I’m afraid,” he said solemnly.
Morgana furrowed her brow and returned to the mirror, where the memory continued. Nerissa’s eyes glistened with a deep sorrow, and Morgana knew she was wishing she could tell the prince the truth: that she was the one who had saved him from the shipwreck and brought him to the safety of that shore. Morgana touched her shell necklace again, more grateful than ever for her own cleverness and foresight. The prince kissed the mermaid’s forehead again, and they continued walking down the beach.
“I suppose it hardly matters in the end,” Corentin sighed as they strolled arm in arm through the tide. “I must marry soon, for the sake of the kingdom. My gracious parents have given me until the end of the season to choose a bride for myself, or else they will choose one for me. But I could not imagine marrying a princess from a faraway kingdom whom I’ve never met. I would much sooner marry you, my little foundling, for you are kind and adventurous and pure, and your loyalty to me is sincere. If I cannot have the maiden from the temple, perhaps I can have you.”
Nerissa’s eyes lit up at once. She smiled and nodded enthusiastically, and she leaned her head on Corentin’s shoulder as they walked past the bay from which Llyr watched them. The memory faded, and Morgana found herself face to face with her own reflection once more.
Morgana leaned absently against her workstation, her thoughts reeling. The end of the season… Summer was nearly over, she recalled with a start. She had to make her charm work and return to Corentin soon, before he married Nerissa instead—or her sisters had a chance to kill him. It would be much easier to thwart them on the surface, where she knew to expect them, than to try to find them and take back the dagger now. But she still hadn’t made any progress in her experiments. Where could she find the right spell ingredients that would make her appear human long enough to marry the prince herself and make the magic permanent?
As she pondered her dilemma, Morgana slid a hand back across her workstation and flinched when her fingers touched something soft. She looked down to find the locks of mermaid hair still lying on the surface. A wave of relief coursed through her. Of course, the answer was so simple. She didn’t need to make herself beautiful; she could simply take the beauty of others.
Morgana took the locks of mermaid hair and set to work preparing one more spell, one that would finally work. When the potion settled in her cauldron, she knew even without testing it that this one would take: the colors that lingered on the surface didn’t fade immediately this time, but melded together into beautiful and mesmerizing shapes.
Satisfied, Morgana scooped the potion into a glass bottle and had Llyr carry her to the surface once more. Now all she had to do was meet the prince again and keep him from sailing in his boat until they were wed. The mermaids’ rescue plan would be futile once Nerissa was out of the way, and with a sea witch as his wife, Corentin would be safe from all of their potential future attempts to avenge her.
At long last, Morgana would take what was rightfully hers.
*****
Nerissa scurried down the hall, wincing a little with each painful step as she tried to keep up with Corentin. He’d been in a strange mood ever since they returned from their walk on the beach that morning. Not long after they returned to the castle, the king and queen had told him that a young woman had arrived at the palace to see him. The prince had not been dressed to receive company, and so Nerissa had waited outside his room while he changed into more formal attire, all the while wondering who this mystery woman was and why she had come to the palace.
I’m sure it’s nothing, Nerissa thought as she picked up her pace, though an uneasy feeling crept into her heart nonetheless. She must be a messenger from a neighboring kingdom, or a servant girl hoping for a job in the prince’s entourage. Nothing to worry about.
Yet the sting of Corentin's words on the beach lingered even now. Ever since the day she'd rescued him, Nerissa often thought about the maiden from the temple: how beautiful she was, how the prince's eyes had lit up the moment he first saw her, how painful it had been to watch them walk away from the shore together. Day after day, Nerissa wished that Corentin would look at her that way, that he could find the same joy with her as he believed he would find with the woman he couldn't have. And every time he didn't, her heart fractured a little bit more. Why would he ever want a plain mute girl like her over the beautiful maiden he longed for every day? 
“Forgive me for burdening you with my troubles earlier, my friend,” said Corentin when Nerissa reached his side again. “I fear all my parents’ talk of marriage has been a great weight on my shoulders all summer. You are the only person with whom I have ever shared my secret. But…” They paused in the middle of the hallway, and Nerissa was glad for the chance to rest her aching feet. The prince wrung his hands for a moment, then looked into her eyes and smiled. “I’ve made up my mind: at summer’s end, when it is clear I have not found anyone else whom I might love, I will tell my parents that I have chosen you to be my bride.”
Nerissa’s heart practically burst out of her chest. She broke into the brightest grin, and Corentin matched her smile with all the same kindness in his black eyes that she had come to love most about him. She knew he did not love her in the same way he loved the temple maiden, but at least she would gain a human soul from their marriage, and in time, she was sure she could make him happier than anyone else ever could.
The prince gently took her hands, then leaned in and kissed her lightly on the lips. Her whole body fluttered like a school of herring at his touch. Corentin ran his fingers through her flowing golden hair, then gestured with his head toward the doors at the far end of the hall.
“Come,” he said, “let us find out who’s come to see me. Once this business is taken care of, we can start thinking about our future.”
Nerissa glided at Corentin’s side the rest of the way down the hall. She didn’t even care how much her feet ached; if anything, she welcomed every agonizing step. She had given up so much to be here with the prince and earn herself an immortal soul, and now all her sacrifice was finally going to pay off.
At long last, she thought merrily, I will be his.
Corentin opened the doors and strode into the main hall first. Nerissa lingered at the end of the corridor, soaking in all the happiness that had overtaken her in the last minute. For that one moment, everything was perfect.
Then she stepped through the doors.
The prince had frozen in place halfway across the chamber. Nerissa furrowed her brow, wondering at the look of surprise that had come over his face.
Then she looked ahead, and her heart sank as horrible recognition set in.
Standing across the room was a beautiful woman with olive skin, long black hair, and green eyes.
The maiden from the temple.
*****
Morgana smiled at the prince staring at her from across the tiled floor. She knew Corentin recognized her the moment he froze in his tracks. As their eyes met, the memory of their first meeting by the temple came rushing back to her in a flurry of happiness. It was as if they had never been apart.
“It was you!” the prince cried at last. He broke into a grin and rushed across the floor to take her hands in his. “You were the temple maiden who saved my life that day on the beach!”
“Indeed, I am,” Morgana said in a soft voice—borrowed from the seashell around her neck. “And I have thought of you every day since, my lord.”
“As I have you,” said Corentin. “Your voice is even lovelier than I recalled! But who are you? And how did you find me?”
Morgana bowed her head in a show of modesty. “I am a princess of a kingdom across the sea. I was staying at the temple for my education, to learn the virtues of the sea goddesses. When I returned from my pilgrimage only yesterday, the other temple maidens told me you were none other than Prince Corentin of Pelagia himself. I left at once to see you again.”
Corentin looked ready to burst into tears of joy. He pulled Morgana into a tight embrace, and she melted in his arms. Only when she looked over his shoulder did she finally see the golden-haired young woman standing near the doors across the room. Nerissa watched them with a politely passive expression on her face, but the pain and horror in those expressive eyes was only too clear. Morgana flashed her a wry smile; surely Nerissa recognized her own voice coming from someone else’s throat.
“Oh, I am so happy,” the prince exclaimed as he released Morgana and clasped her hands again. “I have found you at last, and I cannot bear to let you leave my side again. Will you be my bride?”
Morgana grinned. “Of course, my love!”
Corentin beamed. “Then let us not waste another minute. We shall be wed today, at sunset!”
He kissed Morgana full on the lips. Her heart swelled with all the passion she had only ever known in the arms of the lover she had lost to the sea. The prince then ushered her back toward the far end of the chamber to meet Nerissa, who smiled with a profound sadness that he didn’t seem to notice. Morgana stifled a smirk as a wave of pride rushed through her; she had outcharmed the Jewel of the Sea herself.
“You must celebrate our wedding with us, my dear little foundling,” he said as he took her hands in his. “You are free from our arrangement, and I know you will rejoice at my happiness too.”
Despite the despair she undoubtedly felt knowing her life would end at sunrise, the mermaid smiled at her prince, kissed his hand, and accepted his warm embrace of gratitude. Still, the heartbreak in Nerissa’s wide blue eyes brought Morgana an immense feeling of satisfaction. Never again would her lost love be stolen from her, whether by the sea, a naive little mermaid princess, or her well-meaning yet foolish sisters.
She had won.
*****
Preparations began immediately, and the wedding took place at sunset that day, in a beautiful little church by the sea. Nerissa herself, dressed in the finest silks of white and gold, volunteered to carry the train of the bridal dress, and she stood by Corentin as the priest joined his and Morgana’s hands in marriage. Try as she might, Morgana could not make sense of Nerissa’s actions nor the genuine smile that never faltered on her rosy lips throughout the ceremony.
As they stood at the altar, Morgana caught Nerissa staring at the seashell necklace resting on her dress. By now she had certainly figured out the truth: that she had been competing with the sea witch for the prince’s heart all along. It didn’t matter, though; Morgana basked in her victory anyway, overjoyed to have won and to finally have the chance to regain her lost love.
After the wedding, a grand celebration was held on one of the royal ships. That evening, the prince, his bride, and all their guests set sail over the Pelagian Sea to the fanfare of roaring cannons and waving flags, and the festive music and dancing on deck lasted long into the night. Nerissa graced the happy couple and their guests with the most beautiful yet of all her enchanting dances.
But Morgana would not be upstaged.
After Nerissa’s dance, Morgana sang for the wedding party, and all were instantly enchanted by her perfect voice—Nerissa’s voice. As the prince and the guests all cheered her performance, Morgana winked at Nerissa gazing sadly at her from across the deck, thrilled to have not only beaten her rival but humiliated her as well.
A little later, while the rest of the guests were distracted by the festivities, Nerissa approached Morgana near the quarterdeck. Morgana expected to see hatred in those expressive blue eyes, and she flinched when Nerissa lifted a hand, thinking for a split second that she might attack Morgana or try to steal her voice back. 
Instead, Nerissa gently touched the seashell and smiled. Morgana froze as she felt the magic within the necklace stir.
“Please take care of him,” Nerissa whispered.
She released the shell and bowed, then walked away to rejoin the party, leaving Morgana to gape after her in shock.
As the night went on, Morgana tried and failed to shake off her encounter with Nerissa. It made no sense. Morgana had taken everything from her—her voice, her love, her life, her chance to have an immortal soul—so why didn’t Nerissa hate her? Why did she smile and dance through the wedding as if she still had years and not merely hours left to live?
At midnight, as the festivities began to die down and she accepted a few final greetings and congratulations from the guests, Morgana looked over at Corentin, who was speaking with Nerissa by the railing and shrouds at the edge of the deck. By the few words she caught on the wind, she could tell he was thanking Nerissa for everything she had done for him since they met. Perhaps it was the sweet glint in Nerissa’s eyes as she smiled up at him and clasped his hand between hers, or the extra moment Corentin lingered before releasing her, but the whisper of doubt within Morgana quickly flared into a dull scream.
No, Corentin loved Morgana. Nerissa would die at dawn because of her own foolishness, and Morgana would live happily with the reincarnation of the man she loved. Everything was as it should be. She had to believe that much.
Graciously as she could, Morgana moved to the prince’s side and looped her arm around his.
“The hour is late, dear husband,” she said softly. “Shall we retire to our cabin?”
She batted her eyelashes at him, conveying the thoughts that were too uncouth to speak aloud. Corentin smiled a little too hesitantly and patted his bride’s hand.
“Yes, let us retire.” He turned to Nerissa and bowed his head politely. “I will see you in the morning, little foundling.”
Smiling despite the truth she knew, the little mermaid bowed her head to the bride and groom. Morgana averted her gaze, unable to look Nerissa in the eye before Corentin escorted her away to the wedding suite that awaited them belowdecks.
After they entered the cabin where their marital bed awaited, Morgana absently touched her seashell necklace, doing her best to push her thoughts of Nerissa aside. She turned to find Corentin gazing absently out the open door toward the upper deck. The pang of doubt in her heart grew stronger.
“What’s wrong, my love?” she asked, trying not to sound too worried.
The prince started and faced her. Again, it took a second longer than she would have liked for him to smile.
“Nothing’s wrong, my dear wife.” He took her in his arms. “I have found the one I am destined to love forever, and we shall never be parted again. Everything is as it should be.”
Morgana smiled up into the coal-black eyes of the man she loved. Corentin cupped her face in his hands and kissed her. It was enough to quell the unease in her heart. For now, she would leave her doubt outside the door that her new husband slowly closed behind them.
*****
Morgana lay awake in bed, listening to the gentle creaking of the ship and gazing absently out the porthole at the dark sky above the sea. It would be dawn soon, judging by the faintest touch of light on the horizon. The sound of Corentin’s slow breathing filled the space beside her. She wished she could rest as well, but the nagging doubt in her heart had returned tenfold and prevented her from sleeping a wink.
What is wrong with me? Had she not gotten exactly what she hoped for? She should be rejoicing in her victory. But no matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t shake the memory of Nerissa’s words or the image of Nerissa and Corentin standing on the deck, eyes locked and hands clasped.
“Please take care of him,” Nerissa’s words rang back to her.
“I have found the one I am destined to love forever,” Corentin’s followed.
Morgana looked at her husband, the man in whose arms she had lain tonight, sleeping soundly at her side. His chest rose and fell in a steady rhythm. She focused on his raven hair, his soft lips, the memory of his dark eyes gazing into hers, but the charm of all the features that had drawn her to him seemed to be slipping away like water through her fingers.
“Everything is as it should be,” he’d said.
Convinced she was not going to sleep before dawn, Morgana rose and pulled on a slip, then quietly strode around the bed toward the door, touching her seashell necklace again as she moved. She took one last look at Corentin’s serene face before slipping into the hallway outside.
On the deck, the smell of salt hung in the air and a light breeze blew her loose hair around her shoulders. As far as she could see, the only soul still awake was the helmsman at the wheel; everyone else had retired to their quarters. As Morgana approached the railing, Nerissa emerged unbidden in her thoughts yet again. Was she still awake too, awaiting the dawn and the death it would bring? Perhaps she had already cast herself into the sea in anticipation of the end. Morgana shuddered at the thought, then wondered why.
Leaning on the railing with a sigh, Morgana thought about the man whose loss had driven her to pursue the prince. Corentin’s arms around her, the touch of his lips on hers, the feeling of his breath on her skin… they were all merely shades of the true love that still haunted her. Only tonight did Morgana finally realize she had been trying to regain someone who could never be replaced. No matter how much Corentin looked like him, he was not her lost lover.
The waves below her churned and swirled as if in answer to the turmoil within her. A sea serpent’s head appeared above the water, yellow eyes bright against the dark waters. Morgana smiled despite the aching in her heart.
“Hello, my friend,” she said softly.
Llyr didn’t bother wasting any words on pleasantries. “What ails you, mistress?”
Morgana’s smile faded. She sighed and looked out over the calm sea.
“I think I made a terrible mistake,” she admitted, more to herself than to the dragon. “I thought I might finally find some semblance of peace in the arms of a man who resembles the one I loved, but… it is not the same. I still feel this terrible loneliness and loss. It seems none of this is what I wanted.”
She forced herself to look Llyr in the eye. She half expected him to glare or nod in agreement, but he simply tilted his head at her.
“Grief is a powerful force,” he said in that low, calming voice of his. “One that can make us do unspeakable things.”
It was moments like this that made Morgana wonder what she had done to deserve such a loyal companion. Still, she could not shake the guilt that threatened to consume her.
“‘Unspeakable’ is but another word for ‘unforgiveable.’ I have been…”
She paused. Until now, she had always strived to use words like strong, powerful, and ambitious, but she could not hide from the truth anymore. The prince’s words echoed back to her with painful clarity.
“I never understood how anyone could be so…”
“…evil.”
Llyr, bless his heart, was quick to dismiss this claim with a splashy shake of his head.
“Was it evil of you to take me in when humans killed my mother?” he said evenly. “Was it evil of you to offer your magic to those who could not find help elsewhere? Is it evil of you to want love and companionship, or to want to end your suffering? If so, I fail to see what’s so terrible about being a villain.”
A villain… The word was fitting for the person she had been up until now, but after everything she’d been through with Corentin and Nerissa, Morgana could no longer imagine going back to a lonely life of sinking ships and drowning sailors. Perhaps Nerissa’s influence was stronger than she’d realized.
Still, Morgana smiled at her friend, grateful that at least one living being in this world saw her for who she truly was without shrinking back in fear. If only it hadn’t taken her so long to realize that one was not enough.
“So what will you do now?” Llyr asked.
At this question, Morgana looked around her at the deck and the sea beyond. The first streaks of dawn were just beginning to brighten the east horizon. Soon, the people on the ship would wake and seek to usher her into a life she would never fit into. If she was going to abandon her misguided plans, this would be the best chance she’d ever get.
“I’m not sure,” she confessed, facing the dragon again. “There is still the matter of the Mer-King’s other daughters; if Nerissa is a lost cause, I can at least make sure no one else gets hurt because of my mistakes. In any case, I don’t think I can stay here any longer. The prince deserves better than what I’ve given him. It’s time I leave him in peace.”
Llyr nodded. “If you are ready to return to the sea, I will take you home.”
Morgana nodded, then grabbed hold of the shroud and hoisted herself up onto the railing. Before she could leap into the sea, however, the dragon stiffened.
“Wait!”
The sea witch froze with one foot already hovering past the railing. Llyr remained still, as if listening for some danger she couldn’t see… then, without warning, he dove beneath the waves.
Morgana waited on the edge of the hull, still gripping the shroud as she wondered where the sea serpent had gone and why. Llyr reemerged less than a minute later, and the worried look in his eyes made her heart beat faster.
“My lady,” he said urgently. “It’s Nerissa.”
Nerissa? So she was still here on the ship after all.
“What about her?”
“Her sisters appeared and spoke to her through a porthole on the other side of the ship. They claimed she could undo her curse by… killing the prince.” His eyes were wide. “They gave her a dagger.”
Morgana’s blood turned to ice. No, that couldn’t be. She had told them to look for a small sailboat in the daytime. How could they have found their sister on the royal ship now? Had they spotted Nerissa among the wedding guests and followed her out to sea?
It didn’t matter; Nerissa had the dagger now, and with her death fast approaching with the dawn, there was precious little time left for her to use it. To accept her fate in the absence of hope was one thing, but would she still be so noble after being given a chance to live and get her revenge on the witch who had sabotaged her?
Heart careening against her chest, Morgana stumbled off the railing and raced back down to the lower deck, cursing herself for her mistake and praying she wouldn't be too late to correct it.
Don’t do this, princess, she pleaded silently as she ran. Don’t become like me.
She reached the corridor outside her cabin and froze in the shadows. Through the open door, Nerissa was already standing over Corentin’s sleeping form, the whalebone dagger raised in one hand. Morgana threw a hand out, about to cry out…
But Nerissa didn’t strike. She stood there frozen, dagger poised in her trembling hand over the prince’s chest, gaze fixed on his handsome, peaceful face. Through the pain and sorrow in her eyes, Morgana swore she saw something more, a deeper emotion she had once known herself and had nearly forgotten…
Slowly, Nerissa lowered the dagger and clutched it against her chest. She bent down and kissed Corentin’s brow, then ran out of the room and back up the corridor toward the upper deck. Morgana hid in the shadows as the mermaid hurried past, too stunned by what she had just witnessed to move or speak. Had Nerissa truly given up her last chance at life to spare Corentin’s?
“Everything is as it should be.”
No, it wasn’t. Not yet. Morgana spared a long look at the prince sleeping in their marital bed, blissfully unaware of how close he had come to death. Then she turned on her heel and rushed after Nerissa.
Morgana reached the deck just in time to see Nerissa fling the dagger away into the sea. The water where the dagger sank turned a deep bloody red. Nerissa then grabbed the shroud and hoisted herself up on the railing, casting her eyes toward the east horizon and the growing light of dawn.
In that one moment, time stopped. Morgana saw the same look in Nerissa’s eyes from only a minute before, when she had gazed down at Corentin and kissed him. It was a look of peace, of acceptance, of…
“Please take care of him.”
Realization struck Morgana with the force of a tidal wave. She herself had done whatever she could to win the prince, yet it had all been to quell her own loneliness, to fill a void at the expense of others. But while Nerissa had wanted an immortal soul for herself, she had made sacrifices for Corentin. She had lost her voice, her family, her life in the sea. She had stood by his side, and smiled and danced even as her heart broke while he married another. And now she was giving up her last chance at life so that he could live in her stead.
Morgana may have been infatuated with Corentin.
But Nerissa loved him.
“The prince deserves better than what I’ve given him.”
He and Nerissa both did.
Time resumed as Nerissa slowly leaned past the hull. The waves began to churn as the first inkling of the sun peeked over the horizon; the ship was entering rough waters as it crossed back toward the kingdom. Morgana’s heart leapt into her throat; there were precious few seconds to act. She dashed for the hull just as Nerissa released the shroud and fell. In a mad panic, Morgana grabbed the ropes and threw herself over the railing after her, grasping desperately through the air.
Her fingers closed around Nerissa’s wrist and the two of them jolted to a halt, Morgana holding Nerissa up with one hand and clinging fast to the ropes with the other.
“Hold on,” she whispered as Nerissa glanced up at her, stunned. “I’ve got you.”
She wasn’t quite sure why yet. Dawn was already breaking; Nerissa had minutes left at best. Morgana’s mind raced. There had to be a way to save her, to reverse the spell, to end her curse…
A great wave slammed into the hull, jolting the ship. The rope slipped from Morgana’s grasp, and she and Nerissa plunged into the sea below.
The rough waters tossed them about; Morgana could hardly tell up from down. Yet somehow, her grasp on Nerissa’s arm remained firm. Nerissa had fallen unconscious, her small body limp as it swayed in the water. Righting herself against the current, Morgana pulled Nerissa close and wrapped her arms around her.
“Hold on,” she whispered again, her mind still racing for an answer. “Hold on.”
But already Nerissa’s body was beginning to dissolve. Her feet were becoming transparent, steadily changing into sea foam. 
No! Morgana buried her face in Nerissa’s flowing golden hair. No, no, no, I take it back, I take it back. Let her live, please, let her live.
Morgana willed her magic into Nerissa to stop the transformation, but she knew it would only last for a minute at most. She had to find a permanent solution, and fast.
Think, Morgana, she thought desperately as the guilt coiled around her heart. You got the princess into this mess. How can you get her out?
And then the answer came to her. Morgana’s magic only ever worked at the cost of something else—a sacrifice. It was why Nerissa got to keep her human legs after exchanging her voice. It was why her sisters’ hair, given as a price for her life, had made the beauty charm last when nothing else would. If Morgana wanted to save Nerissa, she would have to give up something of value as well.
But what?
“Only by ending the life of the one who cast the spell can you break Nerissa’s curse.”
Morgana stilled as her own words came back to her. Her blood. The blood she had used to mix the potion, the blood that had sealed the little mermaid’s fate. There was some of her still in Nerissa. She could take it back and end the curse, both for her and the prince—but it would come at the ultimate price.
She gritted her teeth in frustration. Never had she thought she would be faced with such a devastating choice. But Nerissa had made sacrifices and shown extraordinary selflessness in the face of despair without batting an eye. She was more courageous than Morgana could ever hope to be, and for that, she was far more deserving of a second chance. And if the little mermaid could face this fate willingly, Morgana thought, then perhaps so could she.
Before she had time to change her mind, Morgana snapped the necklace off her neck and crushed the seashell in her fist. The pearl of Nerissa’s voice fluttered free of its prison and returned to its rightful place in the mermaid’s throat. Morgana then held Nerissa tight and willed every last piece of her cursed magic out of the young mermaid-turned-human. Nerissa would live, and she would get to keep her human legs without any of the pain, but she would not remember Morgana, nor would the prince or any of the people on the ship or in the kingdom. Piece by piece, Morgana erased herself from Nerissa’s and Corentin’s memories. It would be as if she had never existed.
And they would be free to live the life they deserved.
Together.
As the last of Morgana’s magic drained from Nerissa, the shape of a sea serpent slithered through the dark waters toward them. Morgana nodded once; Llyr would know what to do. With the last of her strength, she gently squeezed Nerissa’s hand.
“I release you,” she whispered into Nerissa’s ear, though she knew she would not be heard. “Be free, little mermaid.”
Morgana finally let go of Nerissa to let her float away. At once, Llyr swam up and carried Nerissa back to the surface. In the light breaking through the churning waves above, Morgana could just make out the shape of the ship and the silhouettes of people craning over the hull to look down at the water.
As her senses slowly faded, Morgana caught one last glimpse of Nerissa floating on the surface as Llyr swam out of sight.
Then, before the fear of death could fully sink in, she drifted into the darkness she never thought she’d know.
*****
Corentin awoke alone in his cabin at dawn with the rocking of the ship on rough waters. Wondering where his bride could have gone, he quickly slipped on his shirt and pants and hurried to the upper deck to find her. The moment he stepped outside, however, he was greeted with a terrifying sound.
“Soul overboard!” the helmsman shouted as he rang the alarm bell. “Fetch the ropes!”
Corentin’s heart stopped. Could it be his love? At once, he dashed across the deck with the sailors who had just returned to their posts from the night’s rest, scrambling to reef the sails and fasten the ropes to the mainmast. He hurried to the railing to peer over it, but he couldn’t see any clue of who had fallen overboard, only the sea foam floating on the waves.
The prince’s chest tightened as he scanned the water’s surface. He had to find… someone. He had come here looking for a woman, with hair of… black? Gold? He shook his head; the details were trickling away like water through his cupped hands.
Then Corentin spotted bright colors against the dark sea: golden hair, silks of white. A woman was floating unconscious on the surface. Could she be the one he sought? It didn’t matter; she needed help.
Without a second thought, the prince grasped the rope he’d fastened to the mast and, against the protests of the sailors, launched himself over the railing. He slid down to the sea and pulled the young woman close with his free arm, and his men hauled them both up to the ship.
As he laid her on the deck in the middle of a circle of gaping sailors, Corentin marveled at the young woman’s beauty. He was sure he’d never seen her before, but he couldn’t shake the feeling that there was something familiar about her. He strained to break through the fog of his memory. Why couldn’t he remember? Had he had too much to drink the night before? Yes, there had been a celebration on this ship last night, for some event he could not recall. He must still be recovering from the revelry.
The maiden stirred and opened her eyes, much to the prince’s relief. He helped her to sit up, and when she looked into his eyes, he was stricken by the expressiveness of her deep blue eyes. He knew those eyes, he was sure of it, even if he couldn’t remember where. She smiled at him, and his heart leapt.
“Are you all right?” he asked.
The maiden nodded. Corentin took her hands in his and helped her to her feet. He did not let go as he gazed into her eyes.
“What is your name?” he whispered. For the life of him, he couldn’t explain why, but it felt like the most important question in the world.
Still smiling at him, the maiden gently squeezed his hands, and Corentin knew in that moment that she was meant to be here with him, that everything was as it should be.
“Nerissa.”
*****
The warmth of the sun broke through the cold of the sea. Light gradually pierced the darkness as the sounds of splashing waves filled the air, and from somewhere in the distance came the cries of seagulls and the playful laughter of children.
Morgana opened her eyes. She was lying in damp sand, foamy water sliding up and down her vision. In front of her face lay a warm-toned hand—hers, she realized. Why was it olive and not blue? Slowly, she sat up and saw she was on a beach, the tide edging up the shore around her. That was all she knew for now; her memories were still in the dark.
She stood up and looked toward the source of the laughter. A group of children shouted to one another and chased each other up and down the beach. One of the children looked directly at her—no, through her. None of them could see her, she realized with a pang of disappointment. They carried on playing as if she weren’t even there.
Morgana frowned and gazed out over the sea glistening in the morning light. Was this the afterlife? No, those children were very much alive, and she could feel the cold water of the tide and the dampness of the sand beneath her feet. Besides, there was no afterlife for her kind. Sea nymphs lived forever—unless they were killed by some divine force, in which case they simply ceased to exist.
Like merfolk.
Her memory snapped back into the light. She had drained her own life force to save Princess Nerissa, the little mermaid she’d cursed, so she could be with Prince Corentin. Morgana had fully expected the spell’s reversal to kill her. So what was she doing here?
As if in answer to this question, a male voice suddenly spoke behind her.
“Eudora?”
Morgana stiffened. That name… She knew it from some distant past she had long forgotten, a time before she became a sea witch and spent her days sinking ships, a time when she still believed in love. That name echoed deep in the recesses of her mind, like a pearl nestled inside an oyster, waiting to be pried free.
Eudora.
Her true name.
Slowly, she turned around. A man in an ancient sailor’s garb stood some ways up the beach, fair skin glowing in the sunlight, raven hair tossing in the wind, coal-black eyes fixed on her. Morgana’s breath caught, and the world grew hazy and dim around her. All the memories she’d locked away came rushing to the surface at once—including his name.
“Atreus?” The man she had loved. The man she had lost at sea so long ago. The man she had never stopped mourning since.
He smiled. Steadily, Atreus strode down the shore and halted before her. He reached up and gently ran his fingers through her hair. Even after all these years, his touch still sent shivers through her body.
“How I’ve missed you, my love,” he whispered.
Morgana stared up at Atreus’s face in awe. How had she ever thought Corentin his equal? No one on earth or in the afterlife could ever replace this man, and she had been a fool to believe otherwise.
“How are you here?” she breathed. Stunned as she was, it amazed her that she could find any words at all.
Atreus’s smile faltered.
“I cannot stay,” he said, still twisting locks of her hair around his fingers. “I only came to tell you what comes next.”
Morgana’s brow furrowed. “Am I dead?”
Atreus shook his head. “Not yet.”
Yet. She bit her lip as she tried to make sense of it all. So she was still alive, in a sense, but temporarily now. Reversing Nerissa’s curse hadn’t cost her life, only her immortality. And her physicality.
“How long do I have?”
The smile played on Atreus’s lips again. “Three hundred years.”
The lifespan of a mermaid. She was being given all the future years she had taken from Nerissa when she became human. Morgana rolled her eyes; how fitting. Still, her confusion kept her from matching her lover’s smile.
“Why are you telling me this?” she asked. “What does it matter if I live another day or another millennium?”
Atreus untangled his fingers from her hair and brushed them lightly over her cheek. The breath stopped in her chest.
“The gods look kindly on those who commit selfless acts in the name of love.”
A true act of love… She raised a brow. Why did love always interfere so heavily with magic?
“So because I saved the mermaid, they chose not to let me die?”
“They chose to grant you a chance to earn an immortal soul,” he explained. “From now on, you’ll exist as a spirit. And after three hundred years, if you have done enough good deeds, you will ascend to the afterlife.”
Morgana’s eyes widened. She understood only too well what that meant, but she hardly dared to hope it was true.
“So you and I…?”
Atreus’s grin was enough of an answer to make her heart skip a beat.
“Yes, my love,” he whispered, still brushing his fingers along her cheek. “You and I can be together again.”
Morgana wanted to cry. She never thought she would see her love again, and now he was here, telling her they had a chance to be reunited for good. At last, she smiled at him.
“Then I promise I will not squander this gift.” And she meant it.
Atreus cupped her face in his hands, slowly leaned in, and kissed her. It was just as she remembered: soft, passionate, perfect.
He pulled away and gazed deeply into Morgana’s eyes. Somehow she knew he had been watching her all this time—and even after all she had done, he had never stopped loving her or believing she could be better than what she had chosen to be.
“I will see you soon, my love,” he whispered. “Farewell, Eudora.”
Atreus walked away up the beach, stopping to look back at her one last time before he turned the corner and disappeared. Morgana wanted to chase after him, to beg him not to leave her again. But she knew it was futile, that even if she followed him up the shore, he would already be gone. Instead, she turned to gaze out over the ocean—and smiled at the sight of a great sea dragon’s fin arching over the waves in the distance.
With a deep breath, Morgana slowly waded back into the water, feeling the weight of her old self—all her sorrow and bitterness and past mistakes—wash away behind her. She was still a sea witch, powerful as ever, but now she had a purpose.
“Eudora,” Atreus’s voice echoed in her mind as she sank into the sea. “I will see you soon, my love.”
Beaming, she swam out to meet Llyr in the open sea. It was time to make things right.
*****
Eudora basked on her favorite rock in the late afternoon sunlight, watching the waves roll over the wide expanse of open ocean before her. She had never realized how much she took the sun’s warmth and the sea’s beauty for granted until she lost her immortal physical form. Llyr circled her in the water, waiting as always for her command.
“Are you sure they’ll come this way?” he asked after nearly an hour of silence.
Eudora nodded with a hint of a smile. Even after five years, she felt a swell of gratitude at each reminder that Llyr could still see her and speak to her, even if no one else could. The gods had evidently seen fit to let her keep her one true friend.
“I’m sure,” she answered, still gazing out toward the horizon. “Today is her birthday.”
Ever since that morning when Atreus’s spirit had appeared to her on the beach, Eudora had spent her days fulfilling her promise to him, using her magic to protect traveling ships and help those most in need, even when they wouldn’t even know to thank her. It still felt strange to not receive payment for her spells, but now that she was trying to earn an immortal soul and see her lover again, she’d had to alter her magic to no longer require sacrifices. Sometimes the lack of acknowledgement for her work made her feel lonelier than ever, yet she reminded herself that her good deeds, uncomfortable as they may be, would all be worth the effort in the end.
Just as the sun began to set, a ship appeared on the horizon, gliding steadily through the waves ahead. Eudora’s heart raced at the sight of the mermaid figurehead and the royal flag atop the mast. Right on time.
As the ship sailed past, she spotted a young couple standing side by side at the railing, enjoying the view together. They were both adorned in the finest colored silks, and the golden-haired woman was leaning her head on the raven-haired man’s shoulder. Their hands were clasped over the railing.
Nerissa and Corentin smiled at one another and exchanged a sweet kiss. They then looked behind them at something—or someone—Eudora couldn’t see. Corentin ducked behind the railing, and a moment later, he emerged with a small child in his arms: a little girl with black hair and blue eyes.
Eudora smiled at the sight of the young princess. The child wrapped her arms around her father’s neck as she gazed in wonder at the ocean waters sparkling in the light of the sunset. Tonight there would be fireworks and dancing in her honor, but there was one birthday gift Eudora could give her now.
Fata Morgana.
The sea witch plucked one of the pearls from her coral comb, then crushed it in her palm and blew the dust away toward the horizon behind her. At once, a mirage took shape over the water: a fairy castle floating above the sea. The little princess laughed with glee as she pointed the illusion out to her mother and father. Corentin grinned and hugged his daughter tighter, and Nerissa kissed her on the top of her head.
As the ship sailed on through the waters, Llyr looked up the rock at his mistress.
“Do you ever regret letting the prince go?” he asked.
Eudora glanced down at her bare feet. Her skin was still the same warm olive tone it had been since she drank the beauty potion—the same tone it used to be before she became a sea witch, she now remembered.
“Not at all,” she said, still smiling as she looked up at Corentin and Nerissa again. “That was not my story to live.”
The royal vessel continued on across the sea. Eudora looked down at the dragon and gestured with her head toward the ship.
“See them safely on,” she commanded.
He bowed his scaly blue head. “Yes, my lady.”
Llyr swam away toward the ship. He would hide in its shadow, weaving ahead in the water, calming the waves and keeping a watchful guardian’s eye on Corentin and Nerissa’s family.
As Eudora watched him leave with the ship, her thoughts inevitably drifted to Atreus and the promise she’d made to him. Her heart still ached with loneliness whenever she remembered him, but it also fluttered at the memory of his kiss. She had meant what she said to Llyr: Corentin belonged with Nerissa, while her own love story awaited her elsewhere.
“I will see you soon, my love,” she whispered.
Only two hundred and ninety-five years to go.

The End
