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The rays of the dawning sun lanced through the window of Koa’s hut as he prepared for a day of pearling. First he donned tight breeches to protect him against scrapes from corals and rocks. To his belt he attached a fine net bag, a long knife, and his most prized possession: an enchanted conch that held ten minutes’ worth of air. Lastly he dipped his fingers into a jar of coconut oil and rubbed it into his short hair as he stepped out into the beach.

Raucous cries of the birds in the jungle behind the hut blended with the murmur of the surf. The skies were clear and the wind gentle; perfect weather for diving. The lagoon glimmered in the sun, sheltered from the ocean by a reef at its mouth. It was Koa’s pearling ground—not as rich as other places, but relatively safe and his alone.

Rubbing the leftover oil onto his shoulders, he started toward his shabby boat. The sun beating down from the cloudless sky would soon turn the beach into an oven, but to a diver, the cold of the depths was a bigger concern.

Grabbing the boat’s stern, he pushed it into the foamy surf. The wet sand swallowed his feet as he waded into the water. Once waist-deep, he clambered into the boat and worked the oars against the waves.

Within minutes, he was across the lagoon and nearing its narrow mouth. The tide was low, and the crest of the reef protruded from the water ahead. Koa heaved a rope-tied stone that served as the anchor overboard and allowed the ocean breeze to cool his sweaty skin.

Once he caught his breath, he lifted the conch to his lips and inhaled experimentally through its worn mouthpiece. While it was only a cheap substitute for chimeric gills, its wondrous enchantment had served him well.

Planting a foot on the gunwale, he jumped in head-first. Cool water closed around him, roiling with bubbles. He swam to the rope stretching down to the anchor and pulled himself deeper.

Pressure pushed against his ears as he descended to the murky bottom. Exhaling through his nose, he cast his gaze about. The sun was still low, so the corals around him appeared shadowy and muted, not yet a garden of colors they would become at midday.

Letting go of the rope, he dived into a cranny between two corals. An anemone tentacle brushed his shoulder, making him flinch, but the oil protected him from its sting.

The shadows at the bottom were thick, and he searched about by touch as much as by sight. His lips quirked up when he discovered a cluster of oysters. Drawing his knife, he pried them loose and deposited them into his net. Only then did he allow himself a breath from the conch and swam back into open waters.

A school of blue-and-yellow groupers surged past. Behind them he glimpsed an undulating jellyfish and kicked off in the opposite direction, knowing its stings could put him out of commission for days. Once far enough, he resumed his search.

The net gradually grew heavy with oysters. Tilting up his head, he sought out the silhouette of the boat and was about to surface when a cry resonated through the water.

Koa frantically scanned the surroundings. He was long used to the crackling and crunching noises made by the reef’s inhabitants, and on occasion, he even heard whale songs from the ocean, yet this was the cry of a human. A woman at that.

The cry came again, agonized and desperate. Before he knew it, his legs were propelling him toward it. Anyone diving here would be intruding upon his grounds, but if they were in danger, he had to help.

He saw fish scatter away from the reef that separated the lagoon from the ocean and swam there, shielding his face as they whisked past him in a colorful mass of scales and fins. Yet even though his eyes had acclimated to the dimness, he didn’t see anything that could have frightened them.

A crack and a faint whimper drifted to his ears; it sounded like the noises were coming from the reef’s oceanward side. He glanced up at the faraway surface and pulled in another breath. Judging by how reluctantly the conch gave it up, it was the last.

He found a gap in the towering reef and slipped through. The water cooled, and the seabed sloped down into forbidding darkness. Swimming out into the open, he looked around and froze.

Below and to the left, just a few dozen feet away, a large white shark charged at a dark crevice in the reef. Koa squinted into the shadows and couldn’t help gasping around his mouthpiece.

In that narrow crevice huddled a mermaid clutching a broken spear. Her skin was pale blue, and her scaly tail a rich cerulean that glinted in the scant rays filtering from above. A cloud of crimson spread around her, and Koa knew with a sinking heart that the shark wouldn’t relinquish its prey now that it had tasted blood.

He clenched the knife at his waist only to let go. The only thing a diver could do upon encountering a shark was to get out of its way. But just as he began to retreat, the mermaid’s eyes fell on him, and a pleading cry burst from her lips.

Without thinking, Koa bent his knees and sprang toward the shark. The net dragged him down, so he unclasped it from his belt, sparing no thought for the hard-won oysters. His lungs burned from the lack of air; he only had another minute at best.

The mermaid squeezed deeper into the crevice and shielded herself with her broken spear. Kicking furiously, Koa drew his knife. The shark appeared even larger up close, and his weapon seemed woefully inadequate, but he couldn’t stop. Just as the shark charged again, he dived in and stabbed its vulnerable gills.

The shark thrashed and nearly tore the knife from his grip. Before the creature could reorient on him, he clamped his legs around its rough body, grabbed onto its fin, and thrust the knife at its eye.

If the shark could, it would undoubtedly have howled in pain, but its struggle was eerily silent. Its scales shredded Koa’s skin as he held on for dear life and stabbed again and again. The mixture of their blood reddened the water.

Another stab, and the shark convulsed so violently that Koa was thrown off. The conch slipped from his lips, and only his years of experience prevented him from reflexively inhaling water. Raising his knife, he glared at the cloud of red.

The shark slowly sank to the bottom, trailing blood. Koa resisted an insane urge to laugh. He started toward the distant surface, but blackness was already creeping at the edges of his vision, and he knew he wouldn’t make it.

The mermaid emerged from the crevice. She glanced at the dead shark, then at Koa, and hesitantly approached him until they were face-to-face. Her violet hair spread out like a halo as her arresting purple eyes peered into his. He smiled feebly. At least she was safe.

Her lilac lips parted in a melodic trill that sounded like a question. Koa gave a choking gasp as the last of his breath escaped in a trail of bubbles. The urge to inhale became unbearable, and as blackness consumed his vision, he gave in.

Warm lips mashed to his, and instead of water, sweet air rushed into his lungs. His eyes flew wide open. The mermaid had fastened her mouth to his, the delicate gills on the sides of her neck pulsing ceaselessly. He grasped her slender shoulders and greedily sucked in her breath.

The mermaid whimpered and pulled apart, her cheeks tinged lilac. They stared at each other until Koa’s precarious situation percolated through his dazed mind and he hurriedly motioned upward.

The mermaid wrapped her arms around him and beat her limber tail, and they surged upward. Koa kicked to help them along; her breath had saved him from passing out, but his body still screamed for air.

The water grew brighter until they broke the surface in a spray. Koa inhaled deeply, coughed, and wheezed in breath after breath. The mermaid chirped with concern, her voice sounding duller out of the water. He was too busy gulping in air to reassure her.

The sun shone cheerily upon the ocean, indifferent to the drama that had taken place below. Koa squinted against the glare until he saw his boat bobbing on the waves. He gestured and spoke something that was more a gasp than a word.

The mermaid understood and pulled him toward the boat. Now that he was out of immediate danger, Koa couldn’t help stealing glances at her. Her pale blue skin was unexpectedly warm where it touched his. Fin-like ears fanned out from her glimmering violet hair. Her pert breasts rose and sank as she swung her tail, her charming face set in determination. Upon noticing his gaze, she gave him an uncertain smile that revealed slightly elongated fangs.

The boat neared. Grabbing onto the gunwale, he clambered on board. A breathless chuckle left his lips as he collapsed on his back. Not only had he survived a shark attack but also met a legendary dweller of the ocean.

“You saved my life,” he said, rising. “I...”

The mermaid was gone. Koa quickly leaned out of the boat and shaded his eyes, but there was only clear blue water as far and deep as he could see. Dismayed, he raised the anchor, and after a last look at the ocean, slowly rowed to the shore.
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