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  To Hans Christian Andersen

Your story was wonderful, but the ending kinda sucked. So I changed it.




To Jane Austen

It is a truth universally acknowledged… Pride and Prejudice is amazing.
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  Chapter 1

  
  




Arielle would never have found the human if it hadn’t been for Nonette’s stories. Nonette was ancient, possibly as old as the sea itself, and she could talk with animals. Today she’d been telling Arielle of horses and of great wooden boxes humans rode into the water and of the most splendid palace with creamy towers. Sometimes her stories came from seals, or from whales who brought word of distant places, but today’s tales were brought by the gulls that circled the human town. Nonette knew that Arielle loved stories, and she always saved the best for her eager young visitor.

Arielle had been visiting Nonette every day for longer than she could remember. She lived in a large cave in the chalk reef not far from Arielle’s own, and she’d been the nearest thing to family that the girl had had. If Nonette remembered Arielle’s parents—and she must, she remembered everything—it was the one story she never told. Arielle didn’t mind being alone. She liked her solitude. But it would have been nice to have someone to belong to, maybe even someone to share a resemblance with. Arielle’s few other friends all looked like their families: they had the same hair, whether brown or gray-green or copper-gold, and the same skin tone across their arms and torsos, and the same color scales covering their tails. Arielle alone had deep red hair and eyes the blue of a tropical lagoon—not that she’d ever been to the tropics, but she’d met a dolphin once with Nonette, and the dolphin had commented. And no one else’s tail was quite the same old-copper green. Nonette didn’t resemble anyone else, either, with her quicksilver hair and scales and even eyes, which unnerved Arielle’s other friends so much they stopped visiting with her. But Arielle liked that Nonette didn’t belong with anyone; it gave her a sense of camaraderie that they were both alone together.

So Arielle went to visit Nonette every day, usually bringing something along to share for breakfast. And Nonette almost always had a new story of some sort, even if it was just a joke from the starlings about humans who couldn’t swim and so had to be carried into the water by other humans. Arielle laughed at the ridiculousness of the notion. To not be able to swim! Well, that wasn’t so very odd, given their disappointing lack of tails, the poor things. And she supposed, thinking it over later, that it wasn’t unnatural for them to wish to swim, even if they couldn’t. So perhaps it was a sign of ingenuity that they found a way to enjoy the water despite their shortcomings. Still, Arielle couldn’t help but laugh and pity them.

Nonette’s stories, far from assuaging Arielle’s natural curiosity, intrigued her. She thought of the humans often. She thought of the valiant battles that had been fought aboard ships, though she couldn’t quite figure out what the commotion was all for, and of the humans who would battle each other one on one for love or revenge or amusement. She’d heard of humans moving to music, in a way that one seal described as beautiful but a nearby gull mocked mercilessly. Arielle was good with animals—they found her and played around her nearly as much as they did with Nonette—but she never could decide if it was only because they recognized her as Nonette’s friend or if she had a gift of her own. And they never spoke to her.

Sometimes she wished that she could understand the animals too, that she could hear the stories firsthand. But more often, she wished to see for herself.

No one went close to the shore. It wasn’t safe, what with boats and fishing nets and those silly not-swimmers. Nonette only surfaced to speak to the gulls and starlings as they returned to their nests at night. But Arielle wanted so badly to see the magnificent palace, and it would be too dark to see it at night. So one day, after sharing breakfast with Nonette, instead of finding her friends or seeking out new, unexplored sections of coastline, Arielle swam toward the human town.

She kept her distance, of course, surfacing well out from the pebble beach because it was low tide and the humans would be farther from shore. Horses pulled boxes into the water, just like Nonette’s seagulls had said. Arielle giggled to watch them. There were humans, too, just dark specks in the distance. The buildings on shore were harder for her to see clearly from this far out. She waited for the tide to go in so she could get a better look.

A cluster of large rocks stood off the shore, fully exposed by the low tide, but they would soon be covered and would provide a good vantage point. Arielle swam slowly toward them, watching as the water began to lap around the base of the nearest, and then the next. As she drew closer, she saw a human figure climbing on the rocks. He used his hands and feet to scale the sides, his movements almost crablike but much more graceful. Arielle was fascinated. Who knew that legs could be so useful? And so she was watching when his leg twisted oddly under him and he collapsed with a cry, slipping from his precarious perch.

Without considering the risks, Arielle swam closer. Keeping the rocks between herself and the shore, she sought a clear view of the human. He’d fallen between two of the rocks, wedged awkwardly in a crevice. His head lolled to one side. Arielle wondered if he’d hit it against the rock when he’d fallen. She studied the rising water. The rocks would be fully submerged at high tide; they were half submerged now. An unconscious man would drown, regardless of his swimming abilities.

Arielle could hear the admonishments of her friends’ parents, commanding them to mind their own business and leave the humans to theirs, to keep their distance for the safety of all. But this man wasn’t safe, and Arielle couldn’t leave him to die, not when she was the only one who knew where he was and could help him.

She hovered nearby as the tide rose, finding a space in the lee of one of the rocks, where she was still hidden from shore but wouldn’t be battered by the waves. The man would be immovable for her until he was nearly underwater. Soon enough, however, the water reached his chest, and Arielle seized her chance. She swam up from below, shoving until she had loosened him from his position. Awkwardly, she lay him to float on his back while she came underneath him and linked her arms through his. Fortunately, the incoming tide shoved them toward the shore so that Arielle didn’t have to drag all his weight. A few hard tail-flicks brought them to the shallows.

There was no good place to leave him. Most of the other humans had abandoned their non-swimming; evening was falling, and the air was cool. For a split second, Arielle regretted that she hadn’t seen the palace spires before the sun set. Then the man groaned and struggled, and she let go. She shoved him a little farther up the beach, careful not to scrape herself on the pebbles. He half raised himself on one arm and opened his eyes.

For the first time, Arielle really looked at him. His hair was dark, as were his eyes, which blinked in unfocused confusion. His features were firm and handsome, and Arielle felt a rush of emotion she’d never felt before. She’d heard of love at first sight in Nonette’s stories, and she was sure to her core that this must be it. This human man was the most appealing thing she’d ever seen, strong and beautiful, and she stared. His eyes turned to her, half-focused, and he stared too. Then his eyes closed, and his head lolled back, and she had to shove him hard again to keep him high enough on the beach to keep his face out of the water.

Voices shouted from up the beach. Arielle darted backward in alarm. Other humans were coming, but they had to go around the big wooden horse-drawn boxes that were parked by the path; they hadn’t seen her. She slipped back to the deeper water where she’d be hidden, but she couldn’t leave without making sure they found him. If they didn’t, he’d still be at risk from the tide.

Several figures came into sight, crying out and running toward Arielle’s rescued human. She watched as they picked him up, carrying him between them away from the waves. Arielle continued to watch until they’d carried him out of sight. Then she dove back below the surface, riding the current toward her reef cave.








  
  
  Chapter 2

  
  




Arielle brought breakfast to Nonette the next morning as usual, but instead of launching into a new tale of wonder, Nonette studied Arielle silently. It was uncomfortable to be examined by that silver gaze, and Arielle fidgeted.

At length, Nonette said, “Do you have a story for me today?”

Arielle knew that someone—a fish, a gull, a seahorse, a mollusk—had seen her rescue yesterday. It was no good denying it. So she told Nonette the story, leaving out no details, and trying to imbue it with the same sense of the incredible that her ageless friend used.

When she’d finished, Nonette continued to watch her, expressionless.

“Please don’t tell,” Arielle said, when she’d again grown uncomfortable. “My lack of parents will not excuse me from blame, I know. I shouldn’t have done it, but I couldn’t not.”

“I won’t tell,” Nonette said quietly. “You did what you must. But I think you will not be quite the same after this.”

Arielle’s mouth fell open in surprise. Anyone else would have told her to put it from her mind. But she couldn’t, and she already felt the change Nonette predicted. How could Nonette know?

Arielle stayed away from the shore that day, purposefully giving it a wide berth. But she couldn’t erase the handsome face that kept appearing before her mind’s eye. She couldn’t deny the wish to see him again, to see if he had recovered from his extended time in the cold water. He probably wouldn’t remember her—head injuries were like that, even among the people of the sea—but the way he’d stared… Had he felt the same sense of falling that she had?

The next day, she swam back to the shore as if drawn by some indomitable force. She kept her distance, studying the tiny specks of humans, unable to see from that far if one was her human. Several fish darted playfully around her, and she gave up watching to play with them. She came again the day after, venturing a little closer at high tide to see the palace—a decadent confection of a building that both amused and delighted her. Before a week was out, Arielle had made it a habit of watching the humans. They were awkward and graceless, but still they fascinated her.

And then came the night of the music.

People were gathered in a wide open area beyond the beach. Arielle could get glimpses of them as she swam closer in the rising tide. The strains of music carried across the water like a murmuration of starlings, swooping and gliding and echoing over the waves. Arielle stayed to listen, dumbstruck. She barely became aware of the tide turning before she was stranded in a shallow pool to wait for its return.

The music haunted her dreams.

Nonette’s stories were no longer enough. She wanted to know more about these people who lived on land, wanted to know how they made music that melted the soul. Wanted to hear their stories and live those stories with them. And, always, she wanted to see that one beautiful face again.

At last, one evening, she saw him. She had been about to turn for home when she threw a last look across the beach, and there he was. There were others with him, talking and laughing together, but he stood looking out across the water, as if he were looking for something. 

Arielle knew with her whole being that he was looking for her. He’d seen her in that brief moment, and he was hoping for a glimpse of her in the same way she’d been looking for him. Her heart reached out to him, wishing she could swim closer. But she was not lost to caution. His friends must not see her. She twitched her head, hoping the sun would catch her brilliantly rosy hair and draw his eye, but the sun was casting a ruby glow across the whole scene, and she was invisible in it. She watched until he turned and walked away.

Nonette didn’t tell Arielle a story the next day. “You have changed,” she said instead. “I had hoped I was wrong.”

Arielle shook her head. “I knew you weren’t. They’re just so… fascinating,” she pleaded with her friend to understand. “I wish there were some way I could be human, if only for a day.”

Nonette sighed. “I shouldn’t tell you this, but it may lead to less harm than you would cause if I didn’t.”

She hesitated, and Arielle burst, “Tell me what?”

“There’s someone who could possibly grant your wish. A Fae of the sea. He… he can be found sometimes at the farthest reaches of the chalk reef, though there’s no telling when or where.”

“How will I know him?” Arielle was already moving toward the doorway.

“You’ll know,” Nonette said. “But I beg you to consider carefully. Nothing comes without price.”

Arielle sagged. “But I have nothing.”

“You needn’t fear that. He’ll find something to take in exchange if he chooses to grant your request.”

Arielle left, directing her path toward the outskirts of the reef. There was no doubt in her mind that she’d give anything to be human.




***




Arielle saw no one as she swam the reef that day or the next. She couldn’t watch the humans and search for the Faerie on the same day—the distance was too great to swim back and forth. So she alternated days, drawn to keep observing the town but unwilling to give up hope of finding a way to join them. This went on for weeks. Nonette made no further mention of the Fae or the change in Arielle, but she looked sadly at her oblivious young friend.

One day, Arielle saw someone swimming when she reached the edge of the reef. She didn’t notice him at first—his skin was the color of the chalk seabed, and his hair was like fronds of purple kelp. He blended in with the reef life as if he belonged there, as if he’d always been there and she’d simply never noticed him in all the times she’d swum out this way.

His eyes flicked to her—bottomless dark pools of frigid water—and he began to swim away.

“Oh, no, please!” she called after him. “Wait!”

He waited for her to catch up to him. As Arielle came alongside him, she understood what Nonette had meant: she had no doubt that this person was fae. He looked enough like other sea people, with a silver-scaled tail and a broad bare chest, but there was also something extra about him, something perfect and unnatural.

“What do you want, child?” His voice held the crash of waves and the song of whales. Arielle shivered.

“I want to be human,” she said softly. “Can you make it so?”

He laughed. “I can, but I don’t see why I should. What would you want to be human for? Isn’t the sea a beautiful place?”

“Oh, it is,” Arielle agreed. “But I think land is beautiful too, and music and dancing and—oh, I don’t know what else. But I want to know, do you see?”

His eyes narrowed. “You’ve met a human, haven’t you, child?”

Arielle nodded. “I rescued him from drowning. We didn’t speak, but I felt…” She suddenly remembered to whom she was talking, and she didn’t want to share her innermost thoughts with the Fae.

“You wish to know more of him, I see.”

“Not just him. Everyone. Everything,” Arielle protested.

He considered her thoughtfully. “Very well. I will tell you the terms. You will think them over for one week, and if you still wish to be human, you will meet me here.”

“Yes, please.”

“You would become human for a year and a day from the time you are changed. If you wish the change to become permanent, you must marry your human true love within that time.”

Arielle thought about this. She knew little of magic, but she knew there was always a limit, always a cost. She nodded slowly. “What else?”

“There is no guarantee that the human you met will feel about you the way you do about him. It is a hazard of love that it may not be returned. Your heart may be broken.”

Arielle remembered how she’d seen her human looking out to sea, searching for her. How could he not return her love? But she said, “I understand.”

“Understand also that if he does not, and if you do not marry your true love within a year and a day, you cannot return to the way you are now.” Her eyes widened, and his brow raised in challenge as he went on. “Once magic has given you a full transformation, you cannot go back. You will not get a second attempt at being human, either. The best I could offer would be to finish your life as a seal or dolphin.”

“Oh.”

“I can set you up well for life with the humans—you will understand their language in all its forms, and you will be delivered to them in a way to ensure your well-being and care—but you will remember nothing of your current life.”

“Nothing?” Arielle stared at him. Not Nonette? Not the creatures of the reef? Not swimming and diving with friends?

“Nothing. Your past is the price you must pay to change your future. It ensures that the sea remains safe from the humans.”

Arielle hesitated, then nodded. She understood this: if someone were to spread tales of all the life just offshore, the humans would come exploring and, in the process, destroy the beautiful world beneath the waves.

“These are the terms?” she asked.

He nodded.

“I have a week?”

He nodded again. “Come to this place and call for me.”

“What is your name?”

His mouth twitched in a private joke. “Humans have called me Poseidon. That is as good a name as any.”

“Thank you,” Arielle said. “I will return next week.”

“Think carefully, child. Count the cost before you decide.”

Arielle nodded and swam away, eager to have solitude to think it all over. She wanted to be with the humans, but those terms! She’d hoped for a week on land, or a month, not a lifetime. And certainly not a year that ended with her finishing her life as a dolphin. Granted, the dolphin she’d met with Nonette had been the most carefree creature she’d met, and it had traveled farther than anyone she knew, so perhaps life as a dolphin wouldn’t be terrible. But to become one would mean that she had failed, rejected by the human she wanted. Heartbroken. She’d forget everything she knew and treasured, wagering all her future on a hope and a dream. Was it enough? Was he enough, the one with the beautiful face?

Arielle spent the rest of the day lost in thought. She skipped breakfast with Nonette the next morning and spent the day haunting the rocks off the shore, watching for one precious human. But they were all precious in their way, and even though she didn’t see him, she enjoyed watching the rest. The next morning, Nonette told her stories from the creatures of the reef. Reminded of all she was missing and all she’d forget, Arielle played on the reef with her friends that day and the next. They teased her at first about disappearing so often but soon let it drop. She had lovely days with them, but there was a distance between them that hadn’t been there before. Arielle had missed out on adventures and inside jokes, and her friends knew nothing of the human world that filled her heart and mind. Far from convincing her to stay on the reef, Arielle’s explorations with the other young sea people only showed her how much less she belonged than ever. She had no family, and she suspected that, after the first shock, no one but Nonette would truly miss her.

When the week was up, Arielle swam out to the edge of the reef. She’d hugged Nonette goodbye that morning, though she didn’t say why, confident that her old friend would know where she’d gone when she failed to return.

“Poseidon?” she called when she reached the place where she’d met him before.

The Fae appeared before her, and she couldn’t decide whether he hadn’t been there and then was, or whether he’d always been there but was so camouflaged that she couldn’t see him until he moved. He surveyed her with unreadable eyes.

“You have considered the terms?”

“I have,” Arielle said, wishing her voice didn’t tremble as she spoke. “I still want to be human.”

“Very well, child. Take one last look at the home you will forget.”

Arielle obediently turned from him to cast her gaze over the reef, smiling at how the late morning sun danced through the water and brightened the anemones and lazily drifting fronds of kelp. She had just caught sight of a lobster climbing from its hiding place when everything went black and she knew no more. 
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She heard the waves first, gently rushing upon the pebbles. It was a calm, peaceful sound, and she was content to lie and listen. Eventually, the pebbles beneath her grew uncomfortable, and she opened her eyes and pushed herself onto one elbow. Her head swam, and she lay back down, but she kept her eyes open. The pebbles nearest her head were brown and gray and white, smoothed by the ocean into curious shapes. They were pleasant to look at, so she looked. A gull hopped from spot to spot nearby, alternately searching for food left behind by the tide and eyeing her with interest.

“I’m not food,” she croaked at it. She cleared her throat, swallowed, her mouth dry and tasting too much like salt. “But I wish you luck.”

The gull tilted its head and squawked at her, a loud cry that made her flinch.

After another minute or two, she risked raising her head again, propping it on one hand. Now she could see the waves lapping at the beach a good distance away. Nearer at hand, bits of seaweed and tiny creatures dried out in the sun, stranded by the high tide, dinner for her gull and the others that also hunted their next meal.

She wore a dress of an indeterminate shade of green, rather tattered at the edges and clinging damply to her. She must have been stranded by the tide as well.

Frowning, she pushed herself up to seated, hugging her knees and resting her head on them as the world around her sloshed and steadied. From where she sat, she could see a handful of wooden structures—massive boxes on wheels, with horses hitched to one end—some on the beach, some in the water. They were curious things, and figures moved around them. She watched with interest as one of the boxes in the water was towed back up the beach to stop not far away. A large woman in a sopping-wet dress led the horse. A smaller woman—dry—met them above the high tide line and climbed into the end of the box, which opened for her, then closed again. After a few minutes, the box opened again and the woman came out, reaching to assist someone else out. This someone was delicate and slight, with white hair twisted neatly atop her head. Her clothing was dry, but there was a bundle carried by the younger woman that may have contained wet garments.

It took several moments before they noticed the girl watching them, fascinated, from farther along the beach. They conferred together briefly before the younger woman approached.

“Good afternoon, dear.” She crouched near the girl. “Are you lost? Are you well?”

“I think I am—both of those things.”

“Where is your family?”

“I don’t know. I…” Two faces came into her mind, one pale as chalk with deep purple hair, the other human and tanned with dark hair and dark, beautiful eyes. The word family didn’t seem to apply to either one. She thought harder, but came up with only a feeling of solitude and loneliness. “I don’t think I have one.”

“Where are you from?”

She shook her head but stopped quickly as the world sloshed again. “I don’t know.”

“Do you have a name?”

“Arielle.” She was relieved to have an answer for that, at least.

“What a lovely name, Arielle. Have you a surname?”

Arielle frowned, again coming up with emptiness. “Just Arielle.”

The woman smiled kindly. “I’m Olivia Farley, and my aunt, Lady Priscilla Farley, is just over there. I believe it would be best if you came home with us for now, to get cleaned up and have something to eat. Could you do that?”

Arielle’s stomach rumbled at the thought of food. “Yes, please.”

Miss Farley helped her to her feet, allowing Arielle to lean on her shoulder as her head spun. “You’ve been through rather a lot, haven’t you, dear?” Her bright eyes were green, and she was just the same height as Arielle, which made it easier for them to walk back up the beach. Arielle studied her out of the corner of her eye, taking in the delicate nose, high cheekbones, and curling dark blonde hair. Lady Priscilla, she saw when they approached, had the same nose and grass-green eyes, but she was half a head shorter.

“Aunt Prissy, this is Arielle,” Miss Farley said, stopping before the older lady. “She has no memory of a home or family, so I thought it best that she stay with us for the day. Poor thing needs a bite to eat.”

“Well, of course she does, spending goodness knows how long in the water and sun.” Lady Priscilla’s voice was light and cheerful, and her face crinkled every which way when she smiled. Arielle liked her immediately. “You’ll stay with us, my dear, while we search for your family.”

“I don’t think I have one, ma’am,” Arielle said slowly. “I don’t remember, but I… I think I was alone.”

“Oh, you poor dear,” Lady Priscilla said. “You are most definitely coming with us, then. We’ve plenty of room, and you can stay as long as you like.”

Arielle thanked them both, and the three of them treaded slowly up the beach toward the road. Miss Farley and Lady Priscilla kept up a steady stream of talk as they walked, so that Arielle was too distracted to pay much attention to where they were walking. Before they’d reached the front door of an elegant brick house, the ladies had decided that Arielle would eat first, then have a bath.

Arielle submitted without argument as the ladies ushered her into a bright room with a table and chairs and rang the bell for tea.

“With cold meats and a decent spread, James,” Lady Priscilla instructed the footman. “This poor child needs nourishment.”

The footman looked
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