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Snip. Snip-snip. Snip.

The small metallic sound of scissors cutting through stems and leaves rings out through the otherwise still floral shop. A tinny radio plays faint bossa nova from a cobwebbed corner.

I push my sleeves up to my elbows, exposing the blue scales beneath, and my webbed fingers trim the ivory arrangement on the counter in front of me. From behind the register, I’m towering, all lanky limbs and slouched shoulders, my frame too tall and tail too wide for most human-sized aprons. I nod to the singer’s voice crooning over the radio, humming along with the words, even though they’re in another language and I’ve got no idea what I’m singing.

I pause, snipping a final stem, and gaze out the dewy window, watching figures drift along the foggy streets.

There are plenty of stories about sirens luring sailors to their deaths, using their otherworldly beauty and magical, deadly voices. As a bona fide sea monster, you’d think I’d be able to do something like that. I drum my scissors against the countertop, wondering if I could somehow telepathically lure customers into the shop instead.

“Come on in,” I’d whisper into the breeze. “We have daisies on discount.”

Nothing. Just the tumbleweed of a Chinese takeout bag rolling along the street.

I sigh. Maybe that trick only works for the ladies. As a merman, I suppose I’ll have to rely on good old-fashioned charm and wit, refined over a lifetime of being a freakishly tall sea monster raised among humans.

I glance back at the counter, snipping off one last stray leaf. The flowers aren’t going to sell themselves.

Maple Street Florals ‘n’ More used to be different. Bustling. Waves of customers, both human and not, kept me busy from dawn to dusk in the four years I’d been working here. But in recent months, that steady stream has slowed to a trickle. It’s like we’ve been cursed.

Marigold, my boss, blames our dwindling numbers on the economy. Living expenses rise, and luxuries like premium florals aren’t exactly a top priority for most, she says. I’m not so sure, though. The average wedding in San Francisco costs around $55,000, so someone in this city is shelling out for the finer details.

The bells tied above the front door jingle as someone enters. A familiar, shaggy face greets me: a faun, wringing his hands, wearing a nervous smile.

“Hi, Oddie,” he says.

“Hello, Figley,” I say, brightening as he walks into the store, his hooves tick-ticking against the wood . “You’re our first customer of the day, you know.”

Figley blinks, pulling a tiny gold watch from his pocket. “It’s almost ten. Haven’t you been open for hours?”

“Have we?” I shrug. “Time flies when you’re having fun, I guess.”

He trots beneath my arm and into the store.

“Is the A.C. still broken in here?” he asks, fanning himself.

“I haven’t noticed. Cold-blooded and all. Can I help you with something?”

He nods rapidly. “I need a special arrangement for the missus,” he explains, poking around and sniffing intently with his wet black nose at the hydrangeas displayed in the front, flinching and wrinkling his nose when it reaches a cluster of pungent marigolds. “An anniversary surprise. Nothing common, though. No roses. Something romantic, but also tasty, you see.”

“Of course,” I say. I scan my eyes across the shelves on the walls. “Hmm, no…tasty, but not romantic,” I mutter at a bucket of peppery nasturtiums. I move on to a vase of red tulips. “And you…well, romantic perhaps, but definitely not so tasty. Maybe even toxic…here, what about this?”

Figley chews eagerly on the loose dandelion I hand him.

“Can sea monsters really breathe underwater and on land?” he asks through a mouthful of yellow petals. “I always wondered, with the, you know–” He gestures to the side of his neck, indicating my gill slits.

No, I was just about to drop dead from a distinct lack of water in the air, I want to say, irked by his use of “sea monster” rather than “merfolk.” What makes me more of a monster than yourself?

Instead, I just smile and nod and ask how his wife and kids — (calves? fawns? I’m never sure) — are doing as I ring up his order. I’d handled the bouquet for the couple’s romantic elopement in the mountains a few years ago, followed by the arrangements for his wife’s baby showers each time they’d welcomed another furry, little mini-Figley into the world.

He settles on the dandelions, and I punch the price into our ancient cash register. The keys stick, and I give the machine a sharp whack. It eventually spits out the receipt. Figley side-eyes me as I hand him his change.

“Oddie!” a reedy voice warbles from the back of the shop. A moment later, Marigold Moore appears, wrestling a wobbly metal cart loaded with arrangements that lurch with every bump. Marigold’s a willowy woman in her sixties with silver hair that’s half pinned up by a pen, wearing a huge purple cardigan that’s slipping off one shoulder.

“Did the accessories for graduation come in yet?” she asks, nearly sending a bouquet of peonies tumbling as she bumps the cart into a table. Her numerous bracelets jangle, and she stops to push up her thin, wide-rimmed gold glasses.

My heart flutters with excitement. Graduation season, one of our busiest and most profitable times of the year, is almost upon us. Orders typically flood in from high schools and colleges across the city, not to mention families placing orders for parties for their graduates. With the rush of summer orders, we’ll be sure to break free of this slow rut.

“I’ll check. We got a few boxes in this morning. Good luck with your anniversary surprise, Figley,” I say to the little goat-man as he leaves with his dandelions.

I bend under the counter and sift through packages of balloons, ribbons, and confetti. Wedged between the boxes is a thick envelope labeled Glass Beach Goods. My heart skips a beat as I shove it under my arm.

“Not the confetti!” I groan as I stand back up, thumping the boxes onto the counter. “That stuff’s terrible for the environment. You know where it ends up, right? The ocean. Here, let me take that.” I pull the metal cart away from her and fling my smaller envelope into it.

“You wound me,” Marigold says with a slight smile. “I found a company that makes biodegradable confetti.”

I pump my fists in a little celebration. “Alright, we’re gonna be eco-friendly from now on. Can’t wait!”

Her smile crumbles a bit, something wistful overshadowing her cheeriness.

“Oh dear, how many of those packages did we order?” she asks abruptly, pointing at the boxes underneath the counter.

“Five…” I say, aware of how bad it sounds.

“Are you sure?”

I nod. “But—”

“Last year it was ten times that…” she says softly.

“Well, maybe everyone’s just doing things last minute this year,” I offer. “I’m sure more orders will come through.”

The front door bells twinkle. I perk up, thinking it might be another customer. Instead, my fellow florist, Rosalind, flutters into the shop. Literally - she’s a mothkin, specifically of the rosy maple variety. Rather than the shadowy fiend most people imagine when they picture mothmen, Rosalind is a round, fuzzy creature covered in pink and yellow fur, the colors of a sunlit meadow. She’s no taller than the average ten-year-old and lilts about dreamily around the room, as if her head’s always in the clouds.

I clear my throat and cross my arms, eyeing her.

“You were supposed to come in thirty minutes ago,” I say.

“The moon was extra big and bright last night,” she sighs happily, her Appalachian accent thick as syrup. She scribbles the time and date on the check-in sheet beneath the front desk. “I stayed up all night. You know, I reckon it was worth it. She was a beaut.”

“That happens every month, Rosalind. It’s called a full moon.”

“It was a supermoon, thank you very much!”

“Marigold, can you please explain that a natural celestial phenomenon is not an excuse for coming to work late?”

Our boss smiles that same sort of wistful look again. She adjusts her round, thin glasses.

“I sure am going to miss you two when I’m retired.” She straightens up. “Although, if I’m going to be crying, I suppose I might as well be crying on a year-long cruise around the world.”

“Well, we’re gonna miss you, too,” I say, and I mean it. Over the years, other employees have come and gone, some part-time, some seasonal. But mostly, it had been the three of us here together, just like this.

At seventy-one years old, though, Marigold’s retirement is well deserved. And when she’s gone, I’ll most likely be the one managing the shop – a promotion I’m more than ready for.

My first order of business as the new boss: make sure Rosalind gets to work on time.

I wheel the cart through the shop, weaving between the worn wooden shelves and placing out the pre-made spring arrangements. The air smells fresh, like florals mixed in with the faint whiff of Marigold’s homemade lavender muscle rub, and the shop is tidy, despite how old and small it is. That is, if you ignore the gardening gloves tossed on the counter and the half-eaten chocolate chip scone abandoned near the register.

This place might be small and a little outdated, with relics like a landline phone and a clunky old fax machine, but Marigold knows how to keep things running smoothly. Our flowers are always top quality, many of them handpicked from local growers. We’re known for it.

Which is why I can’t figure out why, lately, our monthly revenue has been slashed in half.

From the front of the store, I hear Rosalind pleading, “Please just let me come with you! I can fit in a suitcase. I’ll fold.”

“Oh, you’d get seasick before we even leave the dock!” Marigold says.

I glance back to make sure my boss is still chatting away. Then, I rush the cart into the back of the store, through the narrow hallway toward the office door with the words “Oddie Saltbrook” and, below that, “Assistant Manager,” displayed neatly on it.

Okay, calling it an office might be pushing it. It’s more of a glorified closet. But it has a desk and a chair and even a lamp, if you can believe it. That’s enough for this sea monster.

The dimly lit room is packed with dozens of boxes. Some are empty, while others are filled to the brim. It’s a trove of mismatched decor, like misshapen vases that had never found their forever homes. Out of some strange pity, I can’t help but keep them for myself.

I like to think of it all as organized chaos. It’s not that I’m just messy. Sea monsters, merfolk, mermen, whatever you want to call us, we’re known traditionally for mostly two things: unparalleled ferocity in battle, and the unexplainable desire to collect weird trinkets, much like a child who stuffs interesting rocks in his pockets during a walk around the park.

I may not have gotten the “wrestling sharks” gene from my merfolk kin (did my profession as a florist give it away)? But I definitely inherited the “hoards every cool, shiny object you can find” gene.

I slide my secret envelope into my hidden metal file cabinet, wedging it in between an unopened packet of sand dollars and a bunch of pink coral, and head back to the front of the shop. I’m greeted with a mess of open boxes, packing peanuts, and bubble wrap strewn across the countertop. The pink, fuzzy culprit stands, each of her four arms holding up light-up plastic ornaments, meant to go along with the graduation arrangements. Transfixed, her face oscillates between the glowing baubles.

“Rosalind!” I say, taking the plastic things from her and switching them off. “You’re gonna run the batteries out. C’mon, we go through this every day.”

She blinks her bulbous, inky eyes and shakes her head.

“Go help Marigold,” I enunciate, tossing the light-up junk back into the box. I grab Rosalind by the shoulders and gently spin her away from the box. “Put those feelers to use.”

“Can you put the box on the cart for me? It’s kinda heavy. Pleeease?” she asks.

I roll my eyes, sighing as I heft the box (which, by the way, wasn’t even that heavy) onto the cart. As the oldest of six, I was always the one who had to fix things growing up, the one who had to be responsible. It’s a curse that’s followed me into adulthood.

“Thanks, Oddie,” she says, blinking. “Oh! Marigold wanted me to tell you something. She wants us to stay late tonight. Said she has a big announcement.”

Excitement flutters through me. “Finally! The promotion.”

“What promotion?”

I smack my forehead in frustration. “Marigold is retiring at the end of the month, remember? Her daughter doesn’t want to take over, so there’s going to be an opening for a new manager.”

“Oh, that promotion.” Rosalind nods sagely. “Who do you think it’ll be?”

I glance around the empty shop.

“There’s nobody else—ugh, me. I’m hoping it’s me.”

I’ve been here the longest, and Marigold has made it clear she doesn’t want to hire anyone new for the role. The only other option is Rosalind, who I’m not sure would even notice she was manager unless it was safety-pinned to her polo.

“You think so?”

“I have a good feeling,” I say, pulling out my phone. “In fact, I’m going to text my parents right now to meet me for a celebratory dinner tonight.”

They’ll be happy to hear it. I’ve always been intentionally nebulous when discussing my career with my parents. They both work as underwater cable-layers, ideal jobs for beings who can breathe and swim underwater effortlessly. Tough and a bit stuck in the old ways, they’ve adapted well enough to life on land, but still cling to traditional notions of what it means to be a merfolk — and a man. The title of “manager” will have to sound far better to their ears than a mere “florist.”

“Don’t jinx it,” Rosalind warns. “My people got a saying: don’t count your larvae before they hatch.” She wiggles her hairy feelers at me ominously.

“I earned this,” I say with a grin. “No jinxing that.”

My stomach grumbles. “I’m going on lunch now. Keep an eye on the front, will you?” I say.

“Huh?” She looks up, her pink antennae twitching.

“And stay away from the light-up things,” I add, wiggling a scaly finger at her.

She gives a dreamy smile, her drooping pink wings lifting in a shrug. “No promises.”

I retreat to my office, ducking as I enter the narrow yellow hallway. I close the door behind me, grateful for a moment away from redirecting Rosalind. My stiff little office chair squeaks under me as I sit and retrieve my lunch from the mini fridge at my feet: cold, leftover tempura shrimp from my favorite Japanese place I’d eaten at the night before, paired with crispy sheets of salted seaweed.

I often think about how if my family had decided to stay under the water rather than coming to land those twenty years ago, I’d be stuck eating raw squids and sardines every day. Instead, my meals come from international restaurants and organic health food grocers.

Between bites of shrimp and seaweed, I carefully peel open the slender envelope from this morning, unwrapping the delicate treasure inside and placing it on my desk. It’s an order of sea plumes - purple Bush Gorgonian to be exact. Thin, delicate coral, bright purple and shaped like a fan, with brittle fingers branching out. They’re flexible, but I’m still careful when handling them. These babies were expensive to get shipped here.

I place the coral in a squat, round vase, nestling it in with the other sea-plants I’ve been collecting. With a careful hand, I weave in strands of beach grass with a few sea lavender I’d plucked after work the other day. The slender purple coral adds a much-needed pop of color to the pale beach grass. At the bottom of the sandy vase, white and green sea glass mimics the colors of the ocean. In the dim lamplight, I admire my creation.

“Okay, I think you’re ready for it now,” I whisper to the plants. From deep underneath a mountain of boxes and junk, I pull out a small, secret glass vial. I open it and give it a small shake, sloshing around the liquid inside.

The vial glows. I take an empty spritz bottle, pour some of the liquid in, and spray the arrangement. I click the lamp off, and blow on my creation, causing it to glimmer with bioluminescence.

“It works!” I whisper, smiling in rapture and quiet triumph.

For a moment I think I hear someone walk by, and I shove the glowing plant away, before realizing it was a false alarm. I know the secrecy must seem excessive, but the truth is, these are my secret creations hidden away here. Humans seem to accept us creatures, but if they accept who we really are – now that’s the question.

I turn the lamp back on and push the glowing arrangement away. There’s someone else I need to tell about Marigold’s “special announcement.” I pick up my phone and video call Lillian Crain.

“Oddie!” my human best friend says when she picks up, taking a bite of a croissant. She’s wearing a black cap with the Siren Song Cafe’s logo on it, her hay-colored braid draped over her shoulder. “Hiding out in your cave again for lunch, I see. Did you forget I’m only, like, two stores down? You could’ve just come see me in person.”

“I wasn’t sure if you were working today. Plus, I had something I had to finish.” I glance at my plant arrangement. “But anyway, I have exciting news,” I continue, I dropping my voice to a whisper.“I’m pretty sure my boss is going to officially announce the new store manager tonight. And I don’t know for sure, but it might be me.”

“Ooh, I’m sure it’s you!” Lily says brightly. “That’s so exciting. I’d say we should go out tonight to celebrate, but, ugh, I’ve got a pizza date tonight. Some guy from a dating app. I doubt he’s the one, but he’s nice. I guess.”

“Oh, that’s…great,” I say, even though I wish she’d ditch the dating apps. It’s not a jealousy thing. It’s just, from one friend to another, I hate to see her waste her time with losers.

“I can stop by before then, though!”

“That would—”

My elbow brushes against the vase next to me, causing it to shimmer and glow brightly.

“Whoa! What was that?”

“Oh, I, uh, it’s nothing–”

Just then, I hear glass shatter from out in the shop, followed by a flurry of rapid apologies. Sounds like someone out in the shop got a little too enthusiastic with the bouquets.

“Sorry, Lily! Gotta go!”

I quickly hang up and return to the front, where a flustered customer is chastising her small, scared-looking daughter. I scoop up the shattered glass off the floor with my bare hands, and the child stares at me in horror.

The shards don’t cut me, of course. They just skitter across the smooth, pale blue scales that cover my hands, tough as stone and cool to the touch. I look almost human. Same shape, same number of limbs, even a head of hair (albeit, it’s silky, teal hair). But the rest of me, the scales, the long tail, the claws and orange eyes and gills, is plenty enough to make the average human uneasy.

“No worries.” I flash a pointy-toothed smile. “These scales are hard to cut. Hey, you’re lucky you’re human. If you were from where I’m from, your mom might’ve eaten you alive.”

The little girl grips her mom’s hand tightly as I dust up the rest of the mess. ”Scary, mommy!” she squeals out, while I try not to roll my eyes.

See what I mean? Always scared, for no good reason.

Evening rolls around, and Marigold flips the little plastic sign out on the front window from Open to Closed.

“I have big news to share with you both,” she begins, clearing her throat. She’s unusually fidgety, her fingers twisting at her apron. “You’ve both been wonderful workers over the years.”

I nudge Rosalind with my elbow, a grin spreading across my face. “She thinks we’re wonderful!” I say. “Well, we think you’re wonderful, too, Marigold.”

She smiles, and it’s that same sort of hesitant look she’s been giving me all day. “Thank you, Oddie. I…well, I don’t know why I’m so nervous to tell you this, but an opportunity has presented itself for the store, our store, to grow in ways I could never manage on my own. I’ve loved this place for forty years, and we’ve had some great times, even if things have slowed down lately.”

Finally – finally, all my work here will pay off. I won’t have to worry about hiding my career from my parents anymore. With luck, I’ll be able to afford an apartment that’s not so small I can practically touch opposite walls at the same time.

“As you both know,” she continues, “I’m retiring at the end of the month. A big opportunity — a very exciting one — has recently presented itself to us. FloraMart will be acquiring Maple Street Florals next month.”

“Huh?” The grin freezes on my face as I comprehend what I’m hearing. FloraMart – the cheap retail chain? One of our biggest competitors?

“They’ll expand the store bigger than we ever could,” she continues.

“Alright, FloraMart!” Rosalind claps enthusiastically, but since her hands are more like soft feelers than human hands, the effect isn’t really the same.

I look between the two of them, my brows knitted. “What does this mean for us?” I stammer out.

Marigold continues, her voice high and pleasant. “More customers, more stability, better pay for you two. And—” she stops to fan herself with her hand — “air conditioning that won’t break down once a week. It’s a good thing, Oddie.”

I glance at Marigold, her face nervous and expectant. My mouth opens, but the words get stuck in my throat. I don’t want to disrespect her, and I really don’t want to disappoint her.

The bells on the door tinkle, and Lily strolls in. To my horror, she pops open a large bottle of something sparkling. The sound rings in my ears. She stops, glancing between my abject expression and Marigold’s awkward smile.

“Did I miss the party?” Lily says.

“There’s no…” I wildly try to convey with my eyes the messiness of the situation.

“Oh, yes, of course!” Marigold says, clapping Lily on the back. “Thank you, dear. Cheers to our new and improved future!”

Minutes later, Lily and I are outside, walking along the darkened streets, the light rail tracks beside us.

“Bought out?” Lily repeats. “I thought she wanted to retire and have someone take over.”

“That’s what I’d thought,” I reply, rubbing my hand over the scales on my neck, suddenly feeling tired. “I guess I wasn’t good enough.”

“Oh, come on! You’ve been her right-hand man for years,” Lily says. “If anyone deserves to take over, it’s you.”

“I thought so, too. Now I don’t even know if I’ll have a job. What if stupid FloraMart thinks I’m going to scare off their new customers?”

The little girl from earlier pops into my head, her eyes wide in fright as she stared at me. I can only hope the new owners won’t see me like she did.

“Did she explain anything?” Lily asks.

“She offered to stay late tonight and go over details with me, but I gotta get dinner with my parents.”

Oh, squids, my parents.

“Ugh! I told my parents I had big news. What am I supposed to tell them now?”

“Can’t you just tell them what happened?”

“No way,” I insist. “You know they don’t know what I do for a living. Something as silly as floral design isn’t a proper job to them – not for a merfolk, not for a man, especially. I thought if I could spin it as me being a business owner, they’d see it differently, and I’d get to stop lying to them, but, now…” I sigh. I can’t say I completely disagree with my parents either. I love designing, creating things with my hands - but the pay isn’t the greatest, and I want a big-boy job. Something respectably boring.

Lily puts a hand on my shoulder, which is quite impressive as I’m nearly two feet taller than her. Her hand is warm and soft.

“Look, my parents were weirded out too when I told them I wanted to move to California to be an art therapist,” she says. “You’d have thought I told them I was running off to finger paint for a living. Still better than my first dream job, though.”

I raise a brow. “Which was?”

“Unicorn rehabilitator,” she says, grinning, her hand slipping off my shoulder. “I played way too many Barbie vet games as a kid.”

“With your family already being farmers, unicorns wouldn’t have been that much of a stretch,” I point out.

She laughs, but then her face softens. “Maybe it’s time to tell them the truth. It’s okay if you’re not following the exact plan they had for you.”

I sigh.

“Do you remember what ‘Oddie’ is short for?” I ask her.

“Odysseus.”

“Uh-huh. You know who Odysseus was? A legendary hero, Lily. A king, a warrior. Meanwhile, I haven’t even gone into the ocean in years because I’m too scared.”

“It’s just a name,” she protests.

“Oh, no it’s not. That’s who they want me to be. Not a professional plant-whisperer.”

Names are no minor affair in merfolk culture. It’s common to name your guppies after noble warriors, monsters, and gods alike.

That includes the girls, too. Like killer whales, merladies are bigger (and scarier) than us mermen.

“I’m sure they’ll love you no matter what,” she says.

“Love,” I grumble back and start walking again. My thick tail drags behind me on the floor. “I’m lucky they didn’t eat me when I was young. That happens sometimes when times are tough, you know. And nobody frowns upon it.”

“Well, they didn’t eat you,” she says. “And they clearly do love you. They brought you here for a better life, didn’t they?”

She huffs when I roll my eyes.

“Well, in that case, better think of something to tell them.” She pats me on the back. “Here’s your train.”

I wave goodbye to her as I board the light rail, unease settling in my stomach like a rock at the bottom of the sea.








  
  
  Chapter 2

  
  




I catch the light rail to downtown, the clear evening in the Sunset District a perfect sixty-five degrees. My cheek rests against the train window, the glass cool against my hard scales as the city blurs by. I fidget with the frills at the end of my tail, a nervous habit since I was a guppy.

Outside, the streets run together by like watery streaks of paint, lined with tightly packed houses. Some boast ornate Victorian architecture, others stand boldly colored and eccentric. As I near downtown, the glittering lights grow brighter, while shadows stretch longer, concealing boarded-up lots and graffitied salons. In the distance, rolling hills darken, the last rays of sunlight painting the hilltops dark orange.

For all its sprawling streets and soaring high-rises, though, the city feels minuscule compared to what lies beyond: the ocean.

“Home” doesn’t quite feel like the right word for the sea. Technically, I was born there, hatched under the sea from a jelly-coated egg, nestled among the sand and anemone, alongside my seven sisters. Yet most of my life has been on dry land.

If I lived underwater now, my nights would be lit by glowing jellyfish and strange creatures. Instead, I have the city’s skyline and a vial of algae on my office floor.

And now, the thought creeps in: will I have to go back? Just thinking of my job being pulled out from underneath me with so little warning coils uneasily in my stomach as I envision the blackness of the night sea, cruel with coldness, unforgiving as a riptide.

Maybe it won’t come to that. The store is being bought out, sure, but Marigold had seemed upbeat about the whole ordeal.

I shake the thoughts off, and soon, the train pulls to a stop. I release the nervous grip on my tail. Let’s get this train wreck over with, I think bitterly.

Not long after, I find my way down the busy streets downtown to the meeting spot, trying to push away the sick feeling rising in my chest. I step into the lobby of the unfamiliar high-rise, the kind of establishment that feels a touch too polished for monsters like merfolk to be sidling around in.

Once inside, it’s hard to miss my parents: two slender, towering beings standing out like pine trees among the bustling humans. My mom is taller than my dad, who’s already taller than everybody else in the building, myself included.

Sedna and Aegir Saltbrook are covered from gill to toe in iridescent scales that glisten under the white lights inside. My mom’s scales are a deep blue, dark as the open ocean, while my dad’s are a paler teal, the color of calm shallows — just like mine. I’ve also inherited my dad’s thin, spiny fins that run along his arms and cheeks. My mom, on the other hand, has fins that are long and flowing, like the frills on a betta fish. The one thing we all have in common, though, is our identical orange eyes that seem to reflect even the smallest amount of light.

You wouldn’t guess they’re manual laborers, either; my dad’s dressed in a fine button-up and slacks (an outfit a little too close to my own for my liking), and my mom’s in a rather shimmery golden dress. They’ve done their best to pass with tailored clothes and polished manners, but nothing really hides the glint of scales under the lights.

And really, so much about us is human-like. Two legs, two arms. Five scaly toes on each foot, five webbed fingers on each hand. We dress similarly enough, just with a few adjustments for tails and height. Our faces aren’t far off either.

But up close, there is no denying that we are absolutely not human.

My parents catch sight of me and wave enthusiastically, and my dad points toward an elevator.

“This place is on the fifth floor,” he says, already walking in long strides towards it. I try to keep up with him. My mom wraps a long arm around me and squeezes my shoulder for a moment.

“The elevator? Really?” I ask, jabbing him lightly in the ribs as we step inside. “Not the stairs? You must be getting old.”

“We were under for nearly two weeks this stint! Still haven’t got my land legs,” my dad chortles, his laugh the sound of tumbling rocks. He smacks me on the back, only about a thousand times harder. I try not to wince.

The shiny doors close, and the elevator whirrs as it ascends.

“I’m surprised you guys didn’t want to meet at the Roll House,” I say. The little sushi joint had been their favorite dinner spot for as long as I can remember, the only spot in town run by merfolk. It wasn’t anything too swanky like this place, but it had character.

“It closed down,” my mom says. “Can you believe it? Open for fifteen years and then”—she snaps her fingers—“just like that, gone!”

I mumble my agreement, sharing her disappointment, the discovery bringing my work problems to the forefront of my mind. The elevator dings, and we step out into the restaurant, which greets us with its cool, low lighting, sleek curved booths, the busy hum of people. A long blue fish tank sits behind the sushi bar, and for a second, I’m stuck, watching the colorful, exotic fish swim round and round. It’s only when the waitress comes to seat us that I snap out of it.

I wonder how long I can keep my parents riding the nostalgia train, and maybe get them to forget why I wanted to meet with them in the first place. If it’s a celebratory dinner they’re expecting, well, they’re going to be disappointed.

“That’s so sad to hear about the Roll House. I remember going there a lot when I was little. The owner, Mr. Sam, was so nice. Remember, he used to let kids eat for free on Wednesdays,” I say once we’re seated.

“He was a total sweetheart, but—,” my mom says, shaking her head and popping open her menu. “Too nice for his own good. The ocean’s tough, but the human world is no joke, either. You can’t screw up being a monster in this town. Ooh, I think I’ll start with the grilled squid.”

I should’ve known better than to expect emotional waxing from my parents, of all people. I flip open the vast menu, my eyes glazing over the multitude of sushi options. As much as I love sushi, my stomach feels tight. Everything seems less appetizing than usual.

“Maybe if he’d stopped letting guppies eat for free, he’d still be in business,” my dad says, laughing at his own joke and leaning in to peek at my mom’s menu. “Speaking of work, how’s yours going?”

So much for nostalgia.

“It’s fine,” I croak. “Business is…good.”

Thankfully, our waiter appears, a mustached fellow around my age with a warm smile, ready to take our orders.

“Give me the chef’s special. Look, Oddie, it has fatty tuna, sea urchin, and salmon roe! Throw in a rainbow dragon roll in there, too,” my dad says, slapping the menu down, looking proud of his order.

The waiter turns to me. “And for you?”

“Uh, just water, please. I’ll have a plain salmon roll and some miso soup,” I say.

“Do you think he’s going to remember all that?” my dad asks me when the waiter leaves. “He didn’t write it down.”

“He will,” I say.

“How’s your job going?” he asks, voice loud as ever. “Agricultural supply chain management, right? Tell me, son. Do you spend most of your time just filling out shipping paperwork? Or is it more hands-on?”

“Uh, a little bit of both.” I crack my neck nervously, glancing around at the light fixtures above us.

“Whatever you’re doing, you keep doing it,” my mom says. “At least you’re not the Fishbournes’ son. He’s in college for modern dance,” she hisses.

“It’s bad enough that one of my daughters is spending a year hiking, and ‘finding herself’,” she laments.

“Nixie’s not still doing that?” I ask incredulously.

“She is! But, I’m just glad you have a good head on your shoulders to work a steady job. You and Galene, and Neoma,” she says, referring to my sisters closest in age to me. “You three were always the smart ones.”

“Have you heard about the Lightwaters’ kid, though…” my dad interjects.

Somewhere between my parents’ discussion of both the successes and abject failures of other merfolk children of their friends, and me regretting every choice I’ve ever made in the past few years, our waiter reappears. He sets down each carefully balanced plate: glistening, buttery sashimi, charred squid with a drizzle of some citrusy-smelling sauce. Thick, tender cuts of tuna, mustard-gold sea urchin, glossy orange beads of roe. A rainbow roll with layers of avocado and raw fish topped with black sesame seeds, draped in a dark, savory sauce.

The spread is impressive. It all looks delicious, but my stomach is still so tight that I’m glad I ordered a simple salmon roll and soup.

I pick up my spoon and sip at the miso, trying to act normal, when my mom suddenly clasps her hands together and closes her eyes.

“Thank you to the Black Kraken for this meal…” she says, her voice low and reverent.

I freeze mid-sip, the spoon clinking against the bowl. Glancing over, I catch my dad just as he drops a piece of sushi, half-chewed, back onto his plate.

A familiar flash of embarrassment rolls over me. As if we didn’t already stand out enough against the beautiful earthen tones of the human skin and hair with our blue scales and alien, orange eyes. Now we’re offering prayers to a giant legendary squid that merfolk believe is sleeping at the center of the Earth, waiting to return and reclaim the seas. I can practically feel the curious stares of the humans around us.

My mom finishes the prayer, and my parents dig in while I peck sedately at my food.

“So,” I say, my throat feeling a bit sandpapery, “Anything new in the underwater cable-laying world?”

“Comes and goes,” my dad says, mouth half-full of sushi. “Cities grow, so does infrastructure. There’s a big push for more fiber optics lately. With new data centers popping up along the coast, we’re basically laying underwater highways of information.”

He stabs the air with his fork, illustrating points on an invisible map as he talks. “Did you know some of of the new cables can handle hundreds of terabits per second. Way more than anything we had a decade ago. And now they’ve got sensors built in to detect power fluctuations or forming faults….”

He goes on and on and on, my mom interjecting some opinion about something on the menu here and there. My dad, with his thin glasses over his orange eyes, and high socks, appears like any other nerdy, too-enthusiastic-about-his-work dad in the human world. Except he’s scaly and blue with a giant tail trailing behind him. I tune the both of them out.

“You know, our company’s got an opening for a mechanic,” my mom says. I zone back in, dread pulling me along. “You don’t have any experience, but who needs it when you can breathe underwater?”

“Great pay, too, son,” my dad chimes in. “Even for starting out. These offshore companies shell out top dollar for merfolk. It’ll keep you in shape, too, being under the water so much. I worry you’re out of the water too much. You’re losing muscle mass as we speak. Are you ever going to visit home again — the bay, I mean?”

I don’t respond; instead, I watch the fish in the restaurant’s giant tube aquarium swim around as we eat their brethren. How morbid.

“And you know,” my mom adds, “it’s really past time you move out from the condo. It was supposed to be temporary, remember? Just until you got your footing. But it’s been three years and eventually, one of the girls will need it. It’s for all of you to share.”

“Rent is expensive.” I say plainly, hot frustration rising in me as I swirl the spoon around in my soup bowl.

“Why don’t you look into buying?”

“Do you really think I can afford a house right now?” I snap.

“Well, that’s why this mechanic position could be a good thing for you!”

It’s a fight to even get one word out.

“None of the girls wanted the job?” I ask.

My mom waves a hand. “Galene just got a new job at some accounting firm,” she says. “and Neoma’s so busy in college. Plus, the younger girls are all so hard-headed. Not like you - always so well-behaved and hardworking and honest—”

“No,” I interrupt, my voice rising, slapping the table a little more forcefully than intending. “I don’t need that job because, well, I actually just got a promotion at work.”

They both stare
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