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Millions of mermen crammed themselves into the cavern on what would soon be deemed a historic day. Excited chatter filled the small space as they contemplated on the shift in water current that had forewarned them of the coming events. None wanted to miss out on this special day. As the last few mermen trickled in, a young blonde bumped head-on with another in his haste.

“Sorry!”

He hastily bowed his head but the one he had collided with was long gone. Rubbing the sore spot on his scalp, he slipped into position among the rows of other mermen. The enthusiasm rippling through the ranks was contagious. A jittery smile lit his face as he warmed his body up with a few powerful strokes of his long, white tail. 

This was the first event in his short life as Dick 10 and he had no idea what to expect. All he knew was this was the day that they all lived and died for. His heart raced with the fear and exhilaration that came with diving headfirst into the unknown. Looking around him, he saw the same tumultuous emotions reflected in the eyes of his fellow mermen.

To his left, the older Dick 55 nudged him. “Ready for the adventure of your life, young one?”

“As ready as I will ever be.”

“Take it from me, this will take all your energy and mental acuity. So be prepared.”

“Thanks, 55.”

“Oh come on, let’s go already!” Dick 30 yelled, his tail eagerly stirring up the water to his right.

Dick 10 chuckled. He swiveled around in a 360-degree arc, taking in the amazing spectacle around him. Rows and rows of mermen stretched out in front of him, all identical to him in looks but all so different in personality.

Two rows away from him was Dick 121 who cried at the drop of a hat. Above him was Dick 69, a joker at heart who livened up the atmosphere wherever he went. Dick 55 was the wise elder, Dick 30 the impulsive and quick-to-anger youth.

All of them were special in different ways. And he... He didn’t know what was so special about himself. In just about every respect, he was plain and normal. Looking down at his hands, he felt his heart drop. Unlike his fellow mermen, he didn’t deserve a spot here. He was the worst offspring of the being that made them, a human male in all its two-legged splendor that they called Father.

How nice it must be for their father to be able to walk on two legs and journey the lands and seas of the world. Glancing down at his white tail, a prick of envy pierced his heart. Stuck in this body of water, he, like all the others, yearned to be free of his confines. To break free from this form, this place, this life. 

He brought his gaze forward and looked to the horizon with hope. Even if he wasn’t deserving of a new life, he would grab any opportunity to attain it. His life would not be wasted milling around the cavern. 

No. He wanted to see white fluffy clouds blown across the blue sky. He wanted to touch the warm sand of the desert. He wanted to taste delicacies that burned his tongue. Each night, he dreamt of all those things and more. Perhaps even more than the other mermen. His imagination knew no bounds, and in a way, reality frightened him because of the disappointment that it might bring.

His lips curled into a determined smile. Disappointment or not, he would be the one to judge. He needed to focus now. Focus on the long journey ahead to obtain that elusive pearl. 

The pearl was located in a different body of water, buried far away within raging currents that swept away the weak. Only the first merman who reached it would be granted their wish of becoming human. Only one would survive.

As if the odds weren’t bad enough, the entrance to the other body of water was more than often closed off. Only on rare occasions would it appear due to their father’s efforts. Now was their chance.

“Get ready!” A cry sounded from the front, sending his heartbeat into a flurry.

The mouth of the cavern yawned open. Dick 10 blinked as a searing white light assaulted his eyes. Water surged in, hitting his body like a brick wall. He grunted in pain as he was pushed back into the row of mermen behind him. His teeth dug into his bottom lip, drawing blood.

Dick 55 surged forward, his low and commanding voice carrying over to the back rows. “Charge, my fellow mermen!”

His words struck a note with Dick 10 whose tail swished ferociously to push him against the surging water. He gritted his teeth and swam like he never had before. The new body of hot water sloshed in the cavern, mixing with their tepid pool. Already, his skin burnt with the increase in temperature. 

He heard another shout from the frontlines. “Hurry, it’s closing!” 

Fear gripped his heart. The tide was subsiding at a rapid pace. If he couldn’t make it to the other body of water, who knew when the next opportunity would arise?

Eyes narrowing, he worked his tail to the bone. Hot water streaked past him, burning his skin, but he paid no notice. He kept his gaze steadfast on the horizon and the prize that he could not see. 

Just as the two bodies of water disconnected, he shot through to the other side. A thrill ran through his veins but not for long. From the corner of his eyes, he saw Dick 121 falling into the abyss and his other fellow mermen swimming to a screeching halt at the mouth of the closing cavern. 

He gulped past the lump in his throat and tore his gaze away from his fallen comrade. Now was not the time to mourn. Grief would eat him alive and he needed all his wits about him.

He blinked away the tears forming at the edges of his eyes and looked ahead. The number of mermen had dwindled to barely a hundred and the journey had only started. He swept his gaze around his surroundings, taking in the large, moist cavern which was unlike their birthplace. 

In the distance, he glimpsed Dick 55, Dick 30, and Dick 69. Relieved to see they had made it, he smiled and changed course, struggling against the current. When he finally drew level with Dick 55, the older merman tossed him a smile.

“You made it!”

“You too.” Dick 10 managed to give a thumbs-up despite the water lashing his skin.

“There’s still acidic waters ahead. Be careful.”

“Dick 121 didn’t make it,” he blurted out.

Dick 55’s eyes softened. “I know.”

They exchanged a look that spoke of sorrow and loss. As Dick 55’s lips parted to say something, a voice ahead yelled.

“Watch out!”

Barely hearing the warning in time, Dick 10 dodged to the right as a small droplet of fluid came rushing past, hitting Dick 30 straight in the face. A loud shriek echoed through the waters as Dick 30 fell to the bottom of the cavern. 

Dick 10 winced, the look of horror and anguish on Dick 30’s face seared into his mind. Terror ripped through him. His heartbeat quickened to a frenzied pace. The death had been far more horrifying than Dick 121’s and hit him even harder than before.

“Snap out of it, 10!”

He
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