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 ~
Chapter One ~

“Mother!” gasped Marina. “You should not have
done that!”

Before Coral could respond, Hailey squealed
from a few benches over. They were on the top deck of the ferry.
Marina had asked Jeff to give her some time with her mother, and
after kissing her forehead, he went to the snack bar one deck
below. Meredith and Jill had tried to convince Hailey to join them
with Jeff, but Hailey insisted she stay with the mers in case they
needed her.

Waving at Hailey, Marina said, “I am sure
she would like to hear why you chose to sit out on those rocks. She
can be trusted.”

“As you trusted her with your tail?” asked
Coral, one of her thin eyebrows slightly raised. “Should you have
done that?”

“I would not have found you without trusting
Hailey.”

“I know that, my darling sea star.” Coral
smirked while she stroked her daughter’s long blonde hair.

Wistfully staring toward the ocean, Lorelei
said, “You should have seen Hailey in the water. If I had not first
met her with legs, I would have believed her to be mer.”

“Mer or human does not matter,” said Marina.
“Hailey is one of my dearest friends.”

Coral said, “I have lived among the humans
long enough to learn that a majority of them are trustworthy. It
seems like you have found several in so short a time, including a
special young man.”

Marina could almost feel her cheeks flushing
from embarrassment, and she stammered a defense of her relationship
with Jeff, but Lorelei interrupted by asking, “Could you continue
with your story?”

“Yes, tell us more, please.” Marina let out
a deep breath, relieved that Lorelei’s well-timed question had
rescued her.

Gathering her windblown hair, Coral scanned
the deck of the ferry. Other than Hailey bouncing anxiously in her
seat and peering over at them, there were only a few scattered
people. It was late afternoon on a weekday. According to Hailey and
the others, it wasn’t a popular time for people to head to the
island. For the same reason, there was plenty of space down below
for Jill’s minivan. Marina and Lorelei were amazed by the concept
of transporting cars over the water, and they had whispered to each
other about humans thinking of so many different ways to get
around.

“Please do not be secretive,” said Marina.
“I have finally found you, and I want to learn all I can about you.
Why would you have done something like that?”

“Because when I was your age, it was
something adventurous.” Coral snickered. “That is what happens when
your closest friend is a scout.”

“You mean Pearl?” Marina grasped Lorelei’s
hand and turned to face her friend, who leaned forward, equally
eager to hear about a mother she never knew.

“Every new experience flowed to her, and I
followed along.” Holding back tears, Coral sighed. “How odd it
sounds to say that I merely wanted to follow. Perhaps I was not yet
ready for anything more.”

Like mother-maid, like daughter-maid,
thought Marina, fondly recalling all the times she had followed
Pearl’s green-tailed daughter. Without Lorelei’s persistence,
Marina would have never taken her first steps on land.

It wasn’t until the previous moon cycle
began when Marina had finally taken the lead and decided to search
for her mother. And she had found Coral, who welcomed her after so
many moon cycles with open arms. Never had Marina instantly felt so
much love and warmth but also confusion and fear about her place in
the school. It may have been her birthright, assigned to her by the
unique color of her tail, but she wasn’t ready for it.

And she wasn’t sure if she wanted it.

“I would have followed Pearl anywhere. It
was Shelly who always complained to my parents and brother—your
uncle Ray—about the deep water we often found ourselves in.”

Upon hearing the name of the school’s
leader, shivers coursed down Marina’s spine and all the way to her
toes. If Ray was her mother’s brother, then it meant that she and
Calliope—who had teased, taunted, and tormented her—were cousins.
Marina shuddered at the thought. All her life, she had believed she
was an orphan, but the mers she never knew were her relatives had
refused to acknowledge her existence.

“I have many questions, mother.”

“I will answer what I can.” Coral looked to
the sun in the western sky, well past its highest point but far
from the horizon. “There is still time before you must put
your tail back on. And you must put on your tail and return to the
school. Because your friend over there was caught, and now the
human scientists know of our existence, you need to make Ray
understand the danger the school may be in.”

“Why would he listen to me?” Marina’s list
of questions was long, and she wasn’t sure where to start. Closing
her eyes, she took a deep breath before continuing, “Why did Ray
and Shelly never tell me I was their niece? Why did no one in the
school tell me? Why—?”

“You deserve a better mother than I.” Coral
took Marina’s hand and squeezed it tightly but gently. “I am
ashamed I cannot answer those questions. I had already left the
school by then.” She hung her head.

“Then why did you leave? And where is my
father?”

“I do not know where he is, but I can tell
why he—and then later I—no longer have our tails. Sadly, there is
far too much in my past that I should not have done.”

 


~ ~ ~

 


“Coral, Pearl, you should not be doing that!”
Shelly’s head bobbed with the waves, and she kept her purple tail
submerged, unlike the two mers openly displaying themselves while
sitting on adjacent rocks.

“Will you let it float?” Coral smacked her
fluke on the water’s surface. “Stop living your life inside a clam
shell.”

Pearl elbowed Coral in the side and said, “I
came out of my oyster shell long ago!”

Coral and Pearl laughed and flicked their
tails to splash Shelly in the face.

“That is not funny,” said Shelly, flipping
her tail to back herself away from the spray of water. “What if the
two of you are seen?”

Pearl said, “I have already scouted these
waters. There are no boats near us.”

“Boats are fast. One could appear without us
realizing it.”

Coral extended her arms. “Look around you,
Shelly. The nearest land is far behind us, and there is nothing but
clear water in every direction. This is the perfect place to get
away and relax.” She leaned back on the smooth rock and swung her
tail back and forth.

“Get away? Does your family know you feel
that way?”

“No, they do not.” Pearl slid off her rock
into the water and then drifted toward Shelly. “And you are
not going to blubber to Ray about this.”

Shelly avoided Pearl’s intense glare and
swam around the rock until she was closer to Coral’s head. “We are
no longer little maids. It is time for us to grow up and accept our
destinies.”

Stretching her arms behind her, Coral
groaned. “That is easy for you to say. Yours is easier to accept.
Do you understand the pressure that comes with mine?”

“Do you understand? Ray seems to
think you do not.”

Shelly was suddenly dragged under the water.
She struggled to escape until she realized Pearl’s hands were
clamping her at the waist. Pearl released Shelly to turn her
around, and Shelly seized the opportunity to swim upward. Before
Shelly could surface, Pearl yanked her fluke back down.

Sinking to Pearl’s depth, Shelly asked, “Why
are you behaving like a shark?”

“Do you understand that you need to let it
float?” Pearl flicked her tail and rose enough that they were no
longer looking eye to eye. “Just because you and Coral’s brother
have chosen each other, it is not your place to advise her.”

“She should have a purple-tail advising
her.” Shelly curled her tail behind her and flapped it sideways.
“One who would have prevented her from lounging on a rock.”

“Are you jealous?”

“I am one of her closest friends, and Ray is
her brother. We should be the ones to advise her, but she spends so
much time with Zale. What could a blue-tail possibly offer
her?”

“Protection. By virtue of his tail color, he
will keep the school safe.” Pearl grinned. “And because he and
Coral love each other, he will protect her to the ends of the
ocean.”

“But she will need to place the school above
her own needs. Ray says—”

“Are all your thoughts dictated by Ray?”
Pearl folded her arms across her shell-top. “I trust that when the
time comes, Coral will rise to the challenge.”

There was a splash at the surface, and then
a faint shadow passed over them.

“You do realize that I could hear you,” said
Coral, hovering above them. “My tail was touching the water, so I
heard everything.”

Shelly dropped her arms against her side and
approached Coral. “I am sorry for not saying these things directly
to you, but I am not sorry for saying them.”

Shooting forward, Pearl said, “Is your head
in a whirlpool, Shelly? That is no apology.”

Coral groaned until she had caught their
attention. “All I wanted today was to spend time with my friends
and do something we have never done. Can you please give me
that?”

Pearl and Shelly fell silent, floating in
place while Coral returned to the surface. Once there, she grabbed
hold of the rock and with a forceful kick of her tail, she jumped
out of the water and spun herself around, ultimately landing in a
seated position. Then she heaved herself backward and reclined,
keeping the tips of her fluke underneath the soothing ripples of
the waves.

The sun shined high in the sky, and the
golden light reflected off Coral’s tail and made it sparkle. She
could feel droplets of water from underneath her scales evaporating
into the moist air. Sighing, she imagined her tail dissolving and
leaving her with a pair of humanlike legs. “If only I could…”

Her voice trailed off with the realization
that she would never have that experience. While Pearl had
occasionally ventured onto land at the full moon, Coral knew it was
forbidden. She could recite the rule from memory. An orange-tail
should not drift too far from her school and must never walk on
land.

No longer dazed, Pearl and Shelly poked
their heads through the surface. “We are sorry,” said Pearl.

Shelly added, “There are still several
cycles until you—”

“Not thinking about it.” Coral swayed her
wading fluke back and forth.

Pearl sprang up to her waist and bobbed with
the larger incoming waves. She jerked her head to one side, then
another. “We are not safe here.”

As Coral sat up and looked around, Shelly
vanished into the ocean.

With one abrupt quarter turn, Pearl looked
toward the same direction Coral was facing and saw a sailboat.
“Coral, we must go!” she said, reaching for Coral’s hand before
ducking her head below the bubbling sea foam.

Coral remained transfixed on the passing
boat. Humans weren’t supposed to see her, but she had never seen
one of them. Her eyesight was exceptional in the water, but not
above it, so she squinted, trying to catch a glimpse of someone.
Anyone. Anything to show her there was more than her impending role
in the school.

Pearl flung some water up at Coral. The
sudden splash knocked Coral out of her daydream, and she dove into
the water. Grabbing Coral’s hand, Pearl kicked vigorously and
steered them deeper and deeper until the water was a dark blue.

“Maybe Shelly is right,” said Pearl. “We
should not have sat on the rocks. You might have been
seen.”

“I do not think I was,” said Coral.

Meanwhile, a young man standing on the
sailboat lowered a pair of binoculars from his eyes. Speechless, he
continued staring at the distant spot where he saw what he thought
he saw.

One of his friends on the boat patted him on
the back and asked, “See anything yet?”

“I thought I saw a…” The man with binoculars
couldn’t bring himself to admit it out loud. His friend wouldn’t
believe him. There were many plausible explanations why he
thought he saw a mermaid—a beached manatee, a trick of the
light, an overactive imagination, the beverage in the red plastic
cup his friend handed him.

“A whale watch was a great idea to celebrate
your Ph.D.,” said another friend, raising his own cup to make a
toast. “Congrats again, Hatch.”


~ Chapter Two ~

 The ferry’s
engines rumbled as it approached the dock, and Meredith cautiously
made her way over to the bench where Coral, Marina, and Lorelei
were sitting. She slightly bowed her head at Coral as a sign of
respect and to get her attention before saying, “I’m not exactly
sure how to address you. I’m not quite sure if mers have family
names, so would you be Mrs.—”

“You may call me Coral,” she said in a
melodic voice.

Taking a deep breath, Meredith sat on the
bench beside Coral. “Everything happened so fast today, and I don’t
mean to spoil the good news about you two finding each other, but I
fear the school is in danger.”

Coral tightened her gaze on Meredith before
taking her daughter’s hand. “Whatever you tell us, we will get a
message to the school.”

“My mentor at the aquarium studied Hailey
for about a week. Even though we think that we fooled most of the
people there with her costume tail, he didn’t seem too convinced.”
Meredith swallowed a lump in her throat. “He’s going to start
looking for mers where Hailey was caught.”

“I see,” said Coral with a disconcerted sigh
before closing her eyes.

Seagulls squawked as they flew overhead,
startling Meredith and Marina, but Coral didn’t flinch. Her
shoulders rose and fell as she deliberately inhaled the salty air.
“I cannot sense the location of the school from this high above the
surf,” Coral finally said. “But if they remain where they usually
camp for the northern season, then they should not be found.”

“Ray had wanted an emergency relocation once
he heard Hailey had been caught,” said Lorelei. “I told his
daughter Calliope to plead with him to keep the school in place
until either Marina or I returned.”

“I’m sorry that this happened, but I felt
you needed to know,” said Meredith, trying to take a step back, but
Coral took her hand.

“Thank you,” said Coral, looking up into
Meredith’s brown eyes. “You are a considerate maid, and a true
friend—a protector—of all merkind.”

“How can we warn the school?” asked Marina,
her voice wavering. “Lorelei has lost her tail, and I do not want
to leave now that I have found you, Mother.”

“Hailey said Barney came ashore,” said
Meredith. “Couldn’t he tell them?”

Lorelei sighed. “I do not think Barney alone
will be able to persuade Ray to remain. And I doubt Hailey’s mother
will allow her to return.”

“There is only one option.” Coral got up
from her seated position and knelt before her daughter, clasping
Marina’s hands in her own. “Marina, you have to be the mer to do
this.”

Marina shuddered and shook her head. “But
I…I do not think that—”

The ferry’s horn blared, catching everyone’s
attention. In the momentary distraction, Marina ran toward the back
of the boat. Coral took a step after her, but Lorelei held out her
palm to calm the others and assure them she’d go after Marina
herself.

Marina slumped at the back railing and
looked down at the water. Two white-capped waves spread out in the
ferry’s wake below them. Even with the light breeze blowing through
her hair, so high up from the water, Marina could feel its immense
pressure.

Sensing Lorelei was approaching, she asked,
“What if I cannot do it?”

Brushing some locks of red hair that had
blown across her face, Lorelei said, “I trust that you are ready to
rise to this new challenge.”

“The school will not listen to me. When have
I ever spoken up to another mer? I have spent my whole life as an
outsider, and Ray—my uncle—” her voice trailed off with a shudder.
“He will not allow me to suddenly—”

Lorelei put a hand on Marina’s shoulder
blade and sensed her racing heartbeat. “I would have believed that
when you first stepped on land a year ago. But you chose to
return here to find your mother, despite my concerns. Other mers in
the school would have also protested, but you were leading with
your heart. You can do that underwater now.”

“What if I am not good at it?” asked Marina,
abruptly turning toward her friend.

“But what if you are?”

They stood there, eyes locked on each other,
until the horn startled them once again. Just as unexpectedly,
Marina felt a pair of strong arms wrap themselves around her
waist.

“We’re about to dock,” whispered Jeff into
her right ear, and then he gently kissed her temple.

Marina smiled, but she was grateful that he
couldn’t see her face because with that bittersweet smile came a
few tears. If what her mother said was true—that orange-tails
shouldn’t drift too far from the school and never walk on land—then
she wasn’t sure when, or if, she’d ever see Jeff again. The
previous summer, they had only spent a couple of days together, but
since he picked her up out of Jill’s swimming pool while she wore
Hailey’s costume tail, they had seen each other almost every day
since.

And they had gotten to know each other
better. And kissed a lot more. And talked about spending more time
together. They never spoke about Marina’s true heritage or what
kind of future they could conceivably have together because Marina
knew that there weren’t any plans for her and Jeff. She had a
destiny to fulfill, one that her mother was unable to.

“You seem distant,” Jeff gently turned
Marina to face him.

She couldn’t tell him, so she looked down at
her feet in the pair of flip-flops she’d worn out all summer—feet
that, after sunset, she’d probably never see again.

“Something’s going on that you’re not
telling me. Is everything okay?” he asked, placing a hand under her
chin.

Marina recognized the gesture. He was going
to slowly, gently—amazingly—tilt her head up so he could
look at her before kissing her. Then he’d see her tears flowing
more consistently. After that, he would persist, trying to find out
what was bothering her. “Can we not talk about it right now?” she
sobbed.

There was only one way to prevent him from
seeing her cry, the only way to guarantee his eyes were closed, or
at least unfocused on hers, and that he wouldn’t pry any further. A
way to calm her nerves and to remind herself of what she was giving
up. So she stood on her toes and kissed him first.

As deeply as the ocean.

“Hey lovebirds,” called Jill, her voice
getting louder. Closer. “Boat’s about to dock. It’s time to go down
below to the car.”

Hailey pushed Jill aside and said, “No, no,
no! Marina’s gonna ride with me in Mom’s car.” She grabbed Marina’s
hand and skipped away. “Jeff can come too, I guess. Oh, and
Marina’s Mom. And Lore, too.”

Jill rolled her eyes and pushed open the
doorway to the downward stairs. “Come on, Merri. My cousin wants to
surround herself with the fishies.”

Following, Meredith closed the door before
speaking. “What’s bothering you now?”

But Jill was already at the bottom of the
stairway, pushing through the door to the vehicle bay. A whiff of
car exhaust wafted up the stairs into Meredith’s nose, and she
coughed.

When the ferry docked, Hailey waved at her
mother waiting for her. She wove her way through the other
passengers and ran down the gangway. Reaching her mother, she
jumped into Susan’s arms, almost knocking her over.

“I missed you so much!” Hailey squeezed her
mother so tightly she couldn’t reply, not that she had the
opportunity between Hailey’s words. “I had such an amazing time! It
was awesome, and then it was scary, and O-M-G, I probably shouldn’t
tell you that because all you’ll do is freak out and get mad at me,
but it was one of the most incredible things that ever happened to
me, and I wish I could do it again and again and again…”

Her mother wheezed and said, “Hailey,
I—”

Hailey released her mother and yanked her
toward the others, who had finally made it off the boat. “You
remember Marina, right?”

“How could I forget?” Susan gave Marina a
sideways glance. “She’s the one you all pretended was someone
else”

“Yeah, Mom, drop that. This is Marina’s
mom.” Hailey positioned her mother in front of Coral. The tall
blonde former mermaid tried to say something, but Hailey kept
talking. “We found her. Well, not really. She kinda found me, after
the fishermen caught me. I probably shouldn’t be telling you that
because you’re only gonna worry about it. But that’s why Marina
needed me to watch her—” Before she said tail, Hailey looked
around to make sure no one was listening. Jeff was holding Marina’s
hand, and since he didn’t know the truth about mermaids, Hailey
couldn’t risk exposing anyone. “—her you-know-what—so she
could find her mom. Which she did!”

Coral bowed her head politely. “Thank you
for caring for my daughter last summer.”

“You’re welcome,” said Susan before turning
to Hailey and cocking an eyebrow. “I didn’t plan to entertain a
full house this evening. It’s already been a crazy day with that
naked boy showing up at the back door at the crack of dawn.”

“T-M-I, Mom!” squealed Hailey as she hopped
up and down. “No one has to come into the house. We can all hang
out back till sunset. Jill can take everyone back here
afterward.”

Scanning the small group of people that had
assembled around her, Susan said, “I see Jeff, but where’s
Jillybean?”

“Getting her car.” Hailey let out an
exasperated groan. “We gotta get goin’ now, Mom. Marina has to get
back—I mean she has to…well, we gotta go.”

Hailey started stomping toward the small
parking lot until she saw the convertible. Jeff gave his aunt a
quick hug while Coral, Marina, and Lorelei each politely thanked
Susan for her hospitality.

As each of them passed, Susan counted heads.
“Wait a second, Hailey!” she called. “This is one too many people.
I can only fit myself and four others in the car.”

“Someone will have to ride with Jill and
Meredith.” Hailey turned to the others and scanned them, her
fingers pointing at them as she muttered to herself, “Marina’s
gotta come, and I can’t leave her mom here.” She noticed that Jeff
and Marina were holding hands. “I guess Jeff probably wants to stay
with Marina, but he can go with Jill. Lore is Marina’s best friend,
and I don’t want to separate them more than they’re already gonna
be.” She groaned and hopped on the balls of her feet. “I guess it’s
gonna have to be me.”

By this time, Lorelei had glided over to
Hailey. “I can wait for Jill’s car. It is not a problem.”

“Oh, you rock!” Hailey hugged Lorelei. “I’ll
text Jill to tell her!”

“Lore, you have to come with us,” pleaded
Marina, stepping away from Jeff. “I do not want to leave without
saying goodbye.”

Looking up at the sky, Lorelei said, “The
sun is still high enough. I am sure Jill will get me there in
time.”

As Lorelei headed back to the dock, Hailey
assigned everyone’s seats in the convertible. She sat in the back
behind her mother and beside Marina, with Jeff sitting on the other
side and Coral in the front seat.

During the quick drive to the house, the
breeze was relaxing, but the conversation was awkward and stilted.
Occasionally, Coral talked about how the island was mostly the same
from her visits there when she was younger. Hailey squealed at
Coral’s revelations, while Marina stayed quiet.

“You seem tense.” Jeff put his arm around
Marina. “Is everything okay?”

But Marina didn’t answer; she just squeezed
his hand tightly.

The convertible crunched over the gravel
driveway as it came to a stop, and Barney appeared from the back
deck of Hailey’s house. He was barefoot and wore a pair of white
shorts and a blue Hawaiian shirt with palm trees. Upon seeing him,
Hailey jumped out of the car and ran to him, throwing her arms
tightly around him.

“This thing makes loud and funny noises,” he
said, trying to point at the car. “I do not understand what it is.
It is strange walking out here. This ground hurts my feet. Is that
what they are called?”

Hailey covered his mouth and shushed him.
“Not everyone knows that this is your first time on land.” She
kissed him on the cheek and whispered into his ear, “But I’m
super-proud of you.”

“Now I don’t know what you all have to do
next.” Susan shut the driver’s side door of the convertible, loudly
enough to get everyone’s attention and display some general disdain
for the situation. “I have dinner to make, and I’m not in the mood
for company this evening.”

“Looks like you’ve quite a commotion here,”
said a voice from just beyond the footbridge leading to the
beach.

Hailey’s head whipped toward the sound of
footsteps clopping up the steps, and her eyes bulged. “Oh no,
nine-one-one,” she mumbled to Barney. “That’s Mr. Dobbins, my nosy
neighbor.”

“I saw the boy hanging around here most of
the day.” His steps got closer. “Haven’t seen Hailey in about a
month now, so I figured…” His voice trailed off when he caught his
first glimpse of Coral.

She and Mr. Dobbins stared at each other in
silence for a moment, and Hailey and Marina apprehensively watched
the interaction. A wave crashed onto the shore behind the house,
and one of his bushy white eyebrows rose. Coral nodded to confirm
he recognized her.

“It’s been how long since I last saw
you—fifteen, twenty years?” he asked. “Seems like yesterday my
sister took you off-island with her. My nephew was crazy about you;
you know that, right?”

“Yes,” replied Coral. “How is Daniel?”


~ Chapter Three ~

 When Hailey’s text
came through, Jill and Meredith were sitting in the minivan,
waiting for the car ahead of them to move forward.

“Wonderful.” Jill rolled her eyes after
reading the message. “There’s not enough room in my aunt’s car, so
we have to catch a fish on the way out.”

“That’s not a nice thing to say,” Meredith
said. “But I assume it means we’re looking for Lorelei.”

Nodding her head, Jill honked her car horn
upon seeing the driver ahead of her not paying attention when it
was his turn to leave the ferry. As soon as she got the signal,
Jill drove forward, and the minivan clanked over the metal exit
ramp, bouncing the two of them inside.

“Why are you so tense?” asked Meredith,
gripping the door handle to keep herself steady during the bumpy
ride.

Jill groaned as she lowered her sunglasses
onto her eyes. “I didn’t get any sleep last night because I was
breaking Hailey out of captivity. What if they catch us on video or
something and I’m identified? Not only will I lose my job—which I
really don’t care much about anymore because that costume reeks—but
I’d probably get arrested.”

“You didn’t have to—”

“It was my cousin. You weren’t gonna
stop me from helping her.” Jill pulled into the nearby parking lot
and slowed down. “Oh, and all summer I’ve been responsible for the
comings and goings of all the sea creatures we’ve inherited. When’s
that gonna stop, especially since my brother’s fallen in love with
one of them?”

“She’s going home tonight.”

“If she’s leaving, she’d better tell him
what she really is.” Jill scanned the lot as she drove, but she
didn’t see Lorelei. “I don’t want to have to deal with him moping
again. Good thing I’m leaving for college in a month—if I’m not in
prison.”

“Marina’s going back to warn the school
about Dr. Hatcher.” Meredith leaned forward, also looking for
Lorelei. “I expect that Lore’s going to stay with Coral. That’s a
fair trade, I suppose, since Lore’s father practically raised
Marina.”

Without warning, someone stepped out from
between two parked cars and jogged in front of the minivan. Jill
slammed her feet on the brakes to avoid hitting the person, who
kept walking briskly through an empty parking space on the other
side of the lot. Jill and Meredith lurched forward until their
seatbelts jerked them back.

“What was that?” asked Jill, grabbing her
sunglasses which had fallen into her lap.

“Newton’s First Law,” replied Meredith. “An
object in motion—”

“No, the woman not paying attention.”

Leaning forward to see where the person had
gone, Meredith recognized the flowing red hair. “It’s Lorelei,” she
said, unbuckling herself and stepping out of the car.

While Jill pulled into the open parking
space, Meredith headed for the sidewalk and called for Lorelei, who
didn’t answer as she crossed the street into the slow tourist
traffic. Meredith froze as a car’s tires screeched, the driver
barely avoiding hitting Lorelei. He stuck his head out his window
and shouted at her, but she didn’t react, as if she were caught in
an undertow with no way to swim out of it. The car idled forward,
and Meredith ran in front of it as the driver continued his
curse-ridden tirade.

Jill’s long strides eventually caught up
with Meredith on the other side of the street. “Where’s she going?”
she asked, her curly mane blowing in the ocean breeze.

“No idea,” said Meredith, trying to maintain
at least a glimpse of Lorelei’s long red hair. It was only an hour
until sunset, and people were coming out of the shops, going into
the restaurants, and otherwise milling about on the warm summer
evening. “You’re taller. Can you even see where she went?”

“Your X-ray vision not working there?”
chuckled Jill.

Meredith groaned, annoyed by Jill’s joking
about the “superpowers” she gained from wearing Marina’s tail the
previous summer. Though her enhanced eyesight allowed her to see
clearly and far without her eyeglasses, Meredith couldn’t see
through people.

The middle-aged couple strolling in front of
Meredith abruptly stopped to take a photograph of the pink
pre-sunset sky illuminating the wispy clouds. Swerving to avoid
hitting them, Meredith collided with a storefront. “We’ve lost
her,” she grumbled.

“Pretend you’re a stranded you-know-what.”
Jill at least whispered the words instead of outright saying
mermaid. “What kind of touristy stuff would you want to see
here?”

“I don’t know what there is to see here.”
Meredith flailed her arms in frustration as the flow of foot
traffic slowed further. “Last time on this island, it only took a
few hours before I became one of those you-know-whats.”

“Then let’s just leave and hope we find her
later.” Jill turned on her heel and started crossing the
street.

“Lorelei’s a scout, so she can probably
sense the way to...” Meredith’s voice trailed off as she felt an
unexpected jolt of inspiration. She could sense where Lorelei was
headed, even though she hadn’t seen where Lorelei had evaded them.
Meredith started walking, weaving herself around the pedestrians
and window shoppers toward a destination she didn’t consciously
know.

When Jill realized Meredith hadn’t crossed
the street with her, she groaned and rolled her eyes. She stood on
her toes to survey the other side of the road, keeping an open hand
over her eyes to shield the late afternoon sun until she spotted
her friend. From that distance, Jill could see the storefront where
Meredith had stopped and started knocking on the door.

Despite the Sorry, we’re closed sign
on the opposite side of the window and the closed curtain behind
it, Meredith continued rapping her knuckles on the glass until she
heard someone behind her clearing her throat. Upon seeing Jill
there, Meredith said, “Lorelei’s inside. I’m not sure how I know
that or why she’d come here, but—”

“The how is your superpowers.” Jill
itemized with a pointed finger. “The why is pretty obvious
if you look up.”

Meredith’s eyes followed Jill’s index finger
to a wooden sign hanging above the door and swinging in the ocean
breeze. “The Mermaid’s Lagoon,” read Meredith. “This is that
store?”

The curtain abruptly opened, startling
Meredith and Jill, and an old woman dressed in black appeared on
the other side of the window. She gave a cursory glance at Jill and
shook her head before squinting to look closely at Meredith.

Meredith stared right back at the woman and
said, “We’re looking for our friend Lorelei.”

The woman’s eyes gradually grew from thin
slits to fully bulged, and her mouth gaped open. Then she
disappeared behind the curtain.

“You’re not gonna get anywhere with her,”
said Jill. “She’s a wacko.”

The loud click of a deadbolt unlocking came
from behind the door before it creaked open, ringing a bell at the
top of the door frame. “Now that’s something I’ve never seen
before, dearie.” The storekeeper took Meredith by the hand and
guided her inside. “We’ve yet to meet, but my name’s Isabel. I own
this shop, and I have a lot of questions for you.”

Jill trudged behind, releasing an audible
sigh of contempt. Upon noticing Lorelei flipping through a book at
the counter, Jill asked, “Why’d you run away from us?”

Before Lorelei could answer, Isabel said, “I
can’t believe what I’m seeing. This is something I would have never
imagined.”

Meredith was unnerved by the way the old
woman kept staring into her eyes, almost as if she was being
hypnotized. “What is it?” asked Meredith, swallowing a lump in her
throat.

“You believe in science, Merri, so don’t
believe her hocus pocus.” Jill groaned. “If you had blue or green
eyes, she’d tell you they remind her of the ocean, and my brown
eyes remind her of dirt, or something like that.”

“It’s true that your eyes are also brown,
and I can see your attachment to the land.” Isabel leaned forward
until her nose lightly touched Meredith’s. “But there’s something
under that surface. Small but vibrant flecks of color.”

Once Meredith furrowed her brow, Isabel
pulled her head back and walked across the room. The hem of her
black dress seemed to float above the floor. From one of the
display shelves, Isabel retrieved a mirror, its back and edges
embellished with a mosaic of small pieces of sea glass, and held it
in front of Meredith’s face.

“What do you see?” asked Isabel.

Meredith looked but shrugged. “I don’t see
any flecks. I see the same face and eyes I’ve seen all my
life.”

“But they’re not the same eyes. They’ve
changed, and I’m sure you haven’t looked closely enough.” Isabel
yanked Meredith closer so she was directly under an overhead light.
“Look deeper.”

Jill protested, but Isabel shushed her.
Lorelei approached, positioning herself as a barrier between Jill
and Meredith without blocking the light. Everyone kept their focus
on Meredith while she kept her gaze on herself, trying to find
whatever the bizarre shopkeeper had supposedly seen. Isabel’s weak
hands wavered, making the search more challenging, until the light
reflected at just the right angle and Meredith saw a sparkle in her
eye.

As her pupils constricted from the bright
light, she saw the additional color among the brown pigment of her
irises, just as Isabel had said. Meredith didn’t need her glasses
or any other help beyond her enhanced vision to notice that the
dots were small—but not perfectly round—and undeniably orange.

“I…I never noticed those before.” Meredith
took hold of the mirror, mesmerized by her slightly unrecognizable
appearance.

Casting a smug smirk at Jill, Isabel
explained, “You weren’t born with them. I suspect they appeared
after your underwater experience last summer.”

Her heart pounding, Meredith lowered the
mirror and looked to her friends. “She knows?”

Lorelei nodded. “Isabel knows much about us.
She has spent time as a mer.”

After snapping her fingers twice to take
back control of the conversation, Isabel pointed at Lorelei and
asked, “What’s the rule where you come from about letting a human
borrow—or even keep—your tail?”

“It is strictly forbidden. If the mer is
found out, she could be exiled from the school.” The color drained
from Lorelei’s face as she imagined Marina’s possible
punishment.

“That may be the rule in your school, but it
wasn’t always that way.” Isabel glided to the counter and closed
the folklore book that Lorelei had been thumbing through. “One of
the other purple-tails in the pod I joined explained why I could
become a mermaid so easily, and it’s the same reason it was so easy
for Hailey.”

Lorelei remained in her mild state of shock
as she waited for Isabel to continue. Meredith kept a curious gaze
on Isabel. And Jill impatiently tapped her foot on the floor while
her eyes bounced back and forth between the three others in the
room.

“Okay, I’ll bite,” said Jill. “It’s
obviously because you both wanted to be mermaids.”

Isabel waved her finger. “Though true,
that’s not exactly why. A mer’s tail will only work on someone else
if it’s willingly given to them.”

“Marina did give her tail to Hailey,”
said Lorelei. “I watched her do it.”

Meredith cleared her throat. “What happened
to me disproves your theory. I hadn’t met Marina when I found her
tail. I didn’t even know what it was, and still, it turned me into
a mer.”

“Intriguing, isn’t it?” Isabel drifted to
Meredith. “It shouldn’t have worked on you, so why did it?
That’s the question that needs to be asked and answered.”

Jill tapped Meredith and Lorelei on their
shoulders and then backed up toward the door. “Sorry to be a
buzzkill here, but we don’t have the time for more magical
mysteries. Marina’s heading back into the ocean at sunset, and I’ve
got to bring everyone else back to the mainland.” She took hold of
the doorknob, but the others hadn’t budged.

“So what’s the answer?” asked Meredith. “Why
did it work on me?”

“Orange tails are rare, correct?” Isabel
grinned when Meredith and Lorelei nodded. “They’re so rare that
they come with very different abilities than any other color tail.”
She cocked an eyebrow at Meredith. “I’m sure you’ve noticed amazing
things you can do now that you couldn’t before.”

“I can communicate with aquatic animals,”
Meredith muttered. “They’re drawn to me.”

“They’re looking for someone to follow.”
Isabel placed her hands on Meredith’s arms and gave them a gentle
squeeze. “The orange tail chose you. It worked on you
because it sensed something deep about you.”

Meredith gulped. “What?”

“That you’d be an exceptional leader.”


~ Chapter Four ~

 “O. M. G!” Hailey
fanned her face as she jumped up and down, kicking sand in all
directions. “This is just…just, like, T-M-I. I can’t wrap a tail
around this.”

“You two know each other?” asked Marina.

Mr. Dobbins nodded. “Your mother and I go
way back. Twenty years.” The age lines on his face bent into a warm
smile. “I saw her wandering on the beach just after sunrise one
morning, often stopping to look out to sea. She looked upset or
alone or afraid, but when I tried to talk to her, she reeled away
from me.”

“You were the first—” Coral caught herself
before saying the word human, unsure if Mr. Dobbins knew her
true heritage, though she knew Jeff didn’t. “I did not know what
else to do.”

“But the next morning, I left you
some…some…what did I leave?” He fidgeted his fingers, trying to
remember the menu.

Coral giggled. “Orange juice and a blueberry
muffin. They tasted like nothing I could have ever imagined.”

Jeff held up his finger to ask a question,
but Hailey grabbed hold of it and spoke first. “Go on, keep
telling!”

“When I came back that afternoon with my
sister and nephew—they had come over on the ferry for the
holiday—the breakfast was gone.”

“Frances and Daniel?” asked Marina.

Mr. Dobbins chuckled. “That’s right; you met
them. Frances called me after you left. Gosh, she can be stubborn
sometimes. I tried hiding that I was sneaking your mother breakfast
the next few days, but Frannie found out.”

“I allowed her to find me.” Coral recalled
that night, sitting on his steps and crying after searching the
island’s beaches for days without finding Marina’s father. Ray had
told her that Zale was on land waiting for her, but the truth
ultimately dawned on her that she had been lied to. Zale was
nowhere to be found, and she couldn’t return to the sea because her
tail was gone.

Mr. Dobbins put his arm around Coral. “But
we cheered you up that night. Took you to see the Fourth of July
fireworks.”

Reminiscing about their first kiss at the
previous summer’s display, Marina and Jeff instinctively reached
for each other’s hands, intertwining their fingers.

“Then Frances took me home with her,” said
Coral. “I had nowhere else to go, and I am grateful for her
kindness.”

“You don’t know what I told her and Danny
about you!” Mr. Dobbins stepped away from Coral and held his
stomach, barely able to control his laughter. “When Danny, who was
instantly smitten with you, asked where you came from, I joked that
you were a mermaid who washed ashore on the beach. Should’ve seen
the look on his face!”

Marina and Coral exchanged furtive glances.
Before anyone could notice, Hailey’s eyes widened eyes as she
blurted, “That must be where Daniel got the inspiration for the
painting! Oh, this is too cool!”

Coral looked toward the western horizon,
where the sun was getting close to dipping into the distant water.
“Marina, it is almost time,” she said. “You need to go.”

“Go?” asked Jeff, his brow furrowed. “Go
where?”

Before anyone could give him an answer,
Barney stumbled over to Marina and said, “I have an idea. I know it
is probably not allowed, but Lore could go in my place!”

Coral patted him on the shoulder. “That is
considerate of you, but that could make matters worse for—”

Barney spoke right through her words. “It
would only be one moon cycle. Lore could help Marina. And her
father would be happy to see her. I could stay here with
Hailey!”

Hailey squealed with glee, but her mother
immediately turned to her and sternly shook her head. “Erase that
thought right now.”

“But Mom!”

“Hailey, I’ve just gotten you back after a
month that didn’t seem to go as well as originally promised.” Susan
cast a scathing glance at Marina. “I think it’s best that everyone
goes back to where they belong.”

Coral nodded and took her daughter’s hand.
“Hailey’s mother is correct. You have to go.”

Jeff cleared his throat. “Excuse me, but
what do you mean she has to go? And go where?”

Turning her back to the setting sun, Marina
looked out to the ocean and thought about the rule her mother had
mentioned during the story she told on the
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