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It was seldom that the mer came on land, though they had legs and could walk just as well as any land creature. They could even breathe air and could have lived on the surface had they wished, but they believed themselves bound to the water by Mizra, who − according to myth − was their mother and creator. Once a mer left the undersea, it was said she would die for want of it.

Occasionally, the mer laid out on rocks to sunbathe or moonbathe, depending on the time of day. The beauteous creatures would stretch on their backs, brown skin patched with blue scales and glistening with seawater in the wind. 

Ona found herself walking alone on the white sands of the beach that dark night when she observed a mer upon a great rock that stood some way out in the water. She thought nothing of it and was content to keep walking when she noticed the woman struggling weakly and realized she was tied down. 

The water frothed around the rock as the small mer lay on her back, breasts thrust to the stars and heaving with her frightened breaths. The fin of a shark lurked in the water. It slowly circled the rock, sometimes dipping so that its fin disappeared in the foam. Ona could see dark blood trailing from the mer’s slender leg and into the waves: she had been cut and left there to bleed, obvious bait for the shark.

The moons of Allaca were high in a clear, starry sky. They reflected on the black waters of the sea, one larger than the other. Their light fell in a bright pool over the mer tied to the rock, and as Ona noted the alignment of the stars, she slowly realized why the woman had been left there to be eaten: it was the time of Luna Izira.

The mer believed that if they sacrificed one of their young to Mizra during the Luna Izira star alignment, eventually, Mizra would return to them. 

Superstitious fools, Ona thought, watching in sympathy as the helpless woman panted and screamed softly. The shark was leaping from the water now, snapping, trying to reach her. She twisted against the rock, the gills on her neck flexing, her lovely body glistening with water. She was so beautiful and so helpless. She froze when she felt Ona’s stare, and very slowly, her slanted eyes turned in Ona’s direction. 

The young woman fell still and simply looked at Ona, as if the connecting of their eyes had calmed her, had taken her fear. Limp blue tentacles slapped wet in the wind across her eyes and thick lips, growing as they were from her head, and when the shark leapt another time and snapped at her, she did not scream but kept looking steadily at Ona.

The frustrated shark missed and hit the water in yet another white spray. Ona lifted her hand, and when the shark leapt yet again, its small eyes widened and went blank. It hit the water with another great splash but stayed beneath this time, and Ona watched as it swam away, its fin shrinking until it was a dot in the distance. She had taken control of its mind the way a driver took control of a rickshaw, had forced the shark to swim in another direction against its will. Now the waters lay still, only sweeping gently at the shore, and in the silence, the mer lay calmly, looking at Ona and waiting for her to approach with quiet expectation.

With the shark gone, Ona stepped onto the water and slowly walked across its surface, her raven cape lifting like black silk in the wind. The water was tossing gently, but it smoothed for her as she came, spreading flat and solid as marble tiles beneath her bare feet. 

Ona waved her hand again, and the ropes binding the mer snapped free, tumbling away into the water. The mer slowly sat up and massaged her aching wrists. Now Ona could see that she was small, only a little above four feet tall. She hesitated as she looked with curiosity at Ona, pushing a blue head-tentacle behind an ear that was webbed and fin-like. 

“Onnaca no peak?” said the mer in a voice that was surprisingly pleasant to Ona’s ear. When the woman spoke, her voice vibrated, echoing through her gills. She was speaking one of the many tongues of the mer.

Being creatures of the sea, the mer spoke telepathically to one another. It was a necessary evolution of their blind ancient ancestors, who dwelt in the darkest reaches of the ocean and needed to communicate over long distances without seeing or hearing one another. When on land, however, the mer were perfectly capable of speaking aloud.

Ona, though she was more than one thousand years old, only knew a mere twenty-six Allacan languages. She searched the lexicon of her brain for a translation and realized the mer had asked her if she was hungry. More specifically, she had asked if Ona liked seafood. 

When Ona looked up again, the mer was smiling at her with eyes that were hooded flirtatiously. Her eyes reminded Ona of the lorna: the pupils were narrow and they practically glowed against the night sky.

When Ona didn’t answer, the flirtatious young mer shrugged one shoulder and twisted a length of squirming tentacle around her slender, webbed finger. She tilted her head, watching Ona. 

Ona quickly turned her eyes away, and resigned to resist, she was heading for the shore when she heard the mer call after her, almost desperate and sad. The woman was likely shocked and disappointed: very few could resist the charms of a mer, and yet, Ona had turned and walked silently away. Without hesitating. Without looking back. 

Steeling herself, Ona slowly turned back around. She paused: the pretty mer was leaning down from the rock, arm reaching. From her hand dangled a length of cord, and from the cord dangled the most beautiful amulet Ona had ever seen. But she had seen it. It was the royal seal of Zora, one of many undersea realms in the vast Siporra Sea.  

Ona’s eyes slowly traveled to the young woman’s face, and they widened in surprise. “Princess?” she said. Then, clearing her throat, she said in the woman’s language, “Prinna’no peak?” 

There was no other explanation. Either the young woman was a remarkable thief or she was the princess of Zora. Though either scenario could have easily sentenced her to the fate of shark bait.

The woman nodded unhappily and gestured with the necklace, urging Ona to take it. Ona reached out, letting the necklace tumble in a gleaming pile in her hand. The face of the piece was made of a turquoise-colored stone and was encircled by a ring of gleaming, wet gold. The symbol on the center of the amulet was that of a dolphin swimming through a ring of reef. The mer were known for riding the creatures, but Zora was the realm where they were expertly bred. 

Ona heard the woman make a trilling noise like a sorrowful bird. When Ona looked up again, the mer’s face was somber, her cat-eyes down. 

Ona understood. If the woman was indeed the princess of Zora (in her language, the prinna), she could never return to her people. She had been given in sacrifice. Returning would bring
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