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      Zara couldn’t help staring at the vessels that passed by her cove. Each one contained a different story and a different set of sailors. Her father had warned her that interacting with the humans, or even simply studying them, was an addiction, one she would soon have to learn to overcome. Each mermaid was presented with the same challenge on their twenty-second birthday. They each had to make a choice to stay in the waters and live with their families, or to give up everything they had always known, for love, and join the human race.

      For thousands of years, the merpeople had joined the two-legged humans’ culture, going undetected. And it wasn’t as if mermaids could never go into the waters again afterwards. Each full moon they had the opportunity to dive into the salty water of the ocean and join their fellow merpeople under the moonlight. However, each full moon that passed made that transition harder and harder for the mermaid to accomplish. The longer they were out of the ocean and away from their mer-form, the harder it was on their body to shift back to their original form.

      She knew that her decision was about to be due. She hadn’t told anyone what she was thinking about choosing; she didn’t want the added pressure from King Triton, her father, and his brother, Poseidon, her uncle. Humans always got the lineage wrong in their stories. So many of the gods were intertwined that they all ended up being related to one another in some way or another, but the rules for joining the human race were strict. A merperson could only marry once, and it could only be for love. Any other reason wouldn’t be approved. You had to have King Triton’s blessing in order to make the final conversion into the human world.

      “What are you looking at, Zara?”

      Her head whipped around to the side to look at Sadie, her mother, who was swimming in the lagoon. “That ship out there. It comes by here every day around this time, like they are just waiting.”

      “They are predators. Always remember that.” Her mother’s tone was adamant.  

      “You only say that because you don’t know them yet. Everyone is a shark to you,” Zara retorted.

      “Men are men, Zara. They will kill to get what they want.”

      “Is that what you tell Daddy?” Zara valued her mother and knew that she would always be there to support her, but she worried that her mother was constantly trying to sway her against all human men and make her change her mind about the choices she had spinning around in her head.

      “Your father is different. Gods know how to treat their women,” she said flatly.

      “No, they don’t, Mother. You are just blinded by love.” She watched the curve of her mother’s lips come up and form a smile. It was the truth. Her mother and father were very much in love, even after all these years and hundreds of children.  Humans talked about having large families with nine or ten siblings. They should try having two hundred and fifty nine sisters and twice as many brothers.

      “And what a blindness to have. You should be so lucky, young lady.”

      “One day, Mother, maybe I will be.”

      “You keep staring off into that sunset. You are a true romantic at heart.”

      “Isn’t that what you want for me?” Zara always felt like her parents were over protective of her most of all. Granted, she had only seen them with three other children as she had grown up and wasn’t exactly sure how the other seven hundred and seventy-three siblings had it, but she felt like she had it the hardest.

      “We want all of our children to find love. It is what gives us our powers. Your father and I only wish for the love we have for one another to be bestowed onto our children.”

      “I don’t want to give up the sea.”

      “No one does, but you have to follow your heart.” Her mother swam past her and out into the cove before turning back around and looking at Zara. “Your father and I love you, and we will always support you, no matter what, Zara. Remember that. Even when the situation is out of our control, we will always support you.”

      She watched her mother dive into the waters. Her mother’s tail came up out of the water to splash against a wave before sinking deep into the ocean. Just then, the ship out past the reef made a noise. Zara looked up into the sky, took note of where the sun was positioned, and realized they were about to set sail, like they did every day at that time. She didn’t want another day to pass without at least looking at the sailors aboard the vessel.

      With an oomph of energy, she pushed off of the rocks she was sitting on, dove out into the sea, and swam towards the ship. She loved the sea creatures that swam past her, the colorful fish, the bright red and blue crabs, even the seahorses that scurried away as she moved her tail past them. Everything under the sea seemed to be brighter and easier. Zara couldn’t see anything that would make her want to give up this life.

      Until she saw him, the man at the edge of the ship, looking down into the ocean. He had broad shoulders, light blond hair, and blue eyes that seemed like crystal. His body was mostly nude, like hers, his chiseled muscles on display for her to see. He was gorgeous, and he had a familiar look to him, one Zara was sure she had seen before.

      As she sat there, floating just under the surface of the water, she used her sixth sense to let her hearing travel out past the waves and up the wooden ship until she could hear him speaking, hear all of them.

      “James, get away from the side. I need you to cast the sail.”

      “Aye, aye, Captain.”

      So his name was James. Simple, easy, and strong. She liked all of that already.

      “Are we going to dock for the night, or are we coming right back out after we sell the goods?” she heard James ask.

      “We are docking for the week, but then it’s back to sea. Be sure to arrive on time, or you will be left out for the next month’s voyages.”

      “I’ll be there. Don’t worry.”

      “Good.”

      She pulled her senses back in after that. She felt the waves moving and knew that the ship was starting to sail away. It would take too much energy to propel her powers to continue. She knew where the ship docked, and she knew a shortcut. Tonight she would experience her first adventure on land in many months.

      Tonight she would see what all the fuss was all about, because outside of lying on the beach and watching the ships and sun, she hadn’t experienced anything worth giving up the sea for.
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      She cut through the waters and made her way towards the marina where most of the human men gathered at the end of the day to trade their goods with one another. Her father had shown her this area when she was still a little mermaiden. He didn’t want her to accidentally get caught in the fishing nets, nor did he want her to be sold for money. Zara had spent several long nights watching the men conduct their business. She believed she had it down. The fish and other sea animals were weighed for what they were worth. Others brought clothing into the marina and left with fish. She assumed that the cloth material had some intrinsic value that was equivalent to that of sea creatures. One day she would need to understand all of this, but today wasn’t that day.

      There was an empty rock that she saw out of the corner of her eye. It’s calling my name, she thought. She swam over to it and hopped up on top of the hot surface. She rarely took the human form that they were all capable of making, mostly because she didn’t see the point in being able to walk on land for only two hours at a time. What could she get done in such a short amount of time? That was what she always asked herself when she felt the magic of the hot sun and her body start to mix. She didn’t think she would accomplish anything really today while she was in human form, but that man was drawing her to him.

      Her tail started to move up and down on the rock, the air drying the salt water off the scaled surface of her skin. Because she did not choose to transform often, she had to concentrate on turning her tail into legs. She closed her eyes and visualized her toes, the toes she hadn’t seen in over a year. The pink coloring on the nail beds automatically appeared in her mind’s eye. She felt the scales start to disappear, and when she looked down, her creamy white legs began to expose themselves. Her skin naturally felt good against the rock’s surface. Everything felt different as a human, almost like she was experiencing two separate planets, except it was simply two different aspects of one life.

      Once her body was completely human, she used her powers of illusion to cover her body in a light, yellow silk dress. With her hands firmly planted on the rock, she brought her feet underneath her and slowly stood up. She waited a moment or two before she caught her center of gravity and then started to move over the rock and onto the pier. Zara walked down the pier and then around the grassy road until she was face to face with all of the fishermen.

      The aroma of dead fish smelled different out of the sea. Underwater, the dead fish she encountered didn’t really smell and started to decay rather quickly, at least in the parts of the undersea world that she lived in. On the surface, the putrid smell permeated the air all around her. She didn’t know how she would get it out of her hair or her nostrils.

      Zara walked up and down the aisles, looking at the different products. She had no products to exchange for money, and she didn’t know what exactly she would do with it if she had any, but she felt slightly out of place not carrying money or supplies for purchase. The men all turned their heads and looked in her direction as she walked past them. They weren’t like the seamen down below the surface. These men called out compliments, whistled, and even slapped at her ass as she passed by while calling out strange phrases at her. Zara knew her face had to have a puzzled look on it. Men just didn’t behave like this where she was from.

      “Show the lady some respect, Brad!” she heard a familiar voice call out.

      Her head spun around, and a smile broke out on her face. She felt her stomach start to tingle with the so called butterflies her siblings had spoken about before but she had never experienced. It was him, James, the man, the reason she’d come.

      “They didn’t hurt you, ma’am, did they?”

      His voice was deep and clear, everything she had always pictured a man’s would be when she’d imagined pursuing relationships. She was already lost in him as he looked back at her with crystal blue eyes.

      “Ma’am, are you okay?”

      He’s talking to me! Say something, stupid
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