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As long as you arm yourself with a teapot and a magic wand, you can face the invisible threats
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oneCrystal’s Magical Tale

I yawned and rolled in my bed. Opening one eye, I inspected my room submerged in the shadows and turned on the other side, hoping to catch some more hours of sleep. Today of all days, I did not want to wake up. In fact, I’d rather spend the next few hundred years buried deep in a cave or die. The sunrays sneaked up to my face, and I groaned. Giving up the lost battle, I swam out of my bed. Letting the sun caress my face, I combed my onyx hair, weaving it into a knot, and looked at the horizon. 
The sea spread far and wide before my eyes as everyone started waking up from their slumber. The anemones wove their tentacles, kicking away the fish that had found sanctuary for the night inside them. Fish with neon and vibrant colors drew my attention to the square. The sea carried my neighbors’ chatter as they greeted each other and went on with their day. 
Before long, the city of Ocearai had woken up. Even if some residents wanted to sleep, the loud cries of the merchants calling people to buy the freshest goods, mothers yelling for their children, and ladies arguing about the best hair conditioner, wouldn’t let them. They could wake up a shark.
A big bubble ascended and popped on my lap. I cast my eyes to the direction it had come from and curled my lips into a smile. I waved my hand at mom’s best friend, Gloria Beach, and thanked my luck, I was far away so she couldn’t see my pretenses.
“Happy birthday!” she yelled. She waved her hands like a flag, attracting everyone’s attention. Every underwater fish stopped and sang wishes in a high-pitched voice.
Thanks a lot. Now everyone knows it from here to the smallest village. I nodded and commanded my fins to move, but I was so shocked from anger my limbs didn’t obey. I wanted to slit her throat into tiny pieces and hang them on the mermaid statue with the silly smile in the square. 
I caught a whiff of blood and my nostrils flared. I lowered my eyes. A red drop of blood stained my lap where my clawed hands rested just a moment ago. As much as everyone pretended to be a social and friendly creature, our appearance said otherwise. Despite all the colors, we were dangerous creatures who could tear our prey into shreds. Our veggie diet was a ruse. We craved blood, and we got it when no one was around to judge us. 
I flipped and sat at my vanity. I opened the big round box containing my medicine remedies and tended to my scraped scales. It wasn’t deep, but it could be troublesome if I came across any predators. The seaweed bandages hugged the injured spot and I chuckled on what my mother would think. She wanted me to look perfect for my birthday.
I bit my lip and punched the table with my fist, the boxes bouncing. My mother’s friend had a way of getting under my skin. Normally I could ignore her, but today of all days, she chose to make a spectacle. I hated her but had to act all nice when mom was around and the only explanation I had given when questioned was her weirdness. Of all the mermaids, Gloria was the worst. Acting all kind and motherly but behind closed doors, she was a ferocious being.
I looked at my white eyes framing my almond skin and bubbles came out of my mouth as I sighed. My hair fell like squid’s ink over my shoulders. 
Today was my birthday and would be quite possibly the worst day of my life. When a mermaid turned sixteen, she had to get married. The kingdom dictated it, and no one had ever broken the law. It wasn’t only the pressure I got from my family or the strange looks from my peers because I gushed for no guy, the impossible possibility that haunted my mind was myself. I didn’t like anyone and I had met quite possibly every merman in our city since my mother insisted I attended every party. There weren’t a few times I wondered if something was wrong with me. Why was I so different from everyone else?
I dipped my finger into a gold algae crème and drew a line on my forehead. I grimaced. Just because I promised my mother I would be prettier than usual didn’t mean I had to like it. 
“Let’s get over with it,” I muttered and used all the products from the pile she had loaded me with. 
“Finally. I’m done with this nonsense.” I put the lid on the last bottle and swam over to my bookcase. Passing my finger over the stone tablets with my favorite stories, imagining I was a part of their journey, brought me serenity. Reading and travels were my only joy. With deep regret, I left the sunset walls of my sanctuary without looking at the mirror. No need to look at the atrocity I had created. My jaw dropped when the main room of our house came into view.
Every surface glowed, and all the shiny objects such as golden vases, silverware, strings of pearls and sparkling seashells Mom had bought when she married Dad left their hiding places and came to sit in prominent positions around the house. I rolled my eyes at the sight of the new look and fidgeted at the thought we would have guests in the afternoon. Mom only gave the house a makeover when she wanted to seem important in front of the guests. The need to impress outsiders never ceased to amaze me. 
I used to have a good relationship with my parents until I turned twelve and they started pestering me with marriage plans and upcoming proposals that never came. 
 On my way to the kitchen, I saw light coming from the storage room and scrubbing noises mixed with humming seeped through the door. I pursed my lips and got into the safety of the kitchen with my somber thoughts as my companions. I made a breakfast of algae toast and seaweed pies.
Down below, Mom stored the precious liquids, which was just a fancy name for drinks that sometimes contained dangerous substances. Contrary to popular belief, mermaids and mermen drank and sometimes more than they could hold. Despite living in the sea, our magic allowed us to drink anything and if we found ourselves in dry land, we grew legs.
“Linaaa!” I heard the penetrating voice of the despicable neighbor. 
I coughed the last bite of toast and my head snapped left and right for an exit point. I threw the plate on the sink and with a few strokes, reached the hidden door that led to the storage room. The humming had stopped, and I saw the glittering bits of mom’s orange tail swimming outside, calling her friend. When I made sure it was safe, I crossed the rows of colorful bottles and opened the door to the outside. 
Built before humans existed, the city was far more advanced than any civilization. Buildings of every kind and shape spread across the ocean floor, dressed with all sorts of materials found across the undersea. The deeper in the sea you went, the more luminous the buildings. The center of Ocearai was full of life—shops selling beautiful things such as fancy jewelry, pretty clothes, and unique paintings. Scientific centers worked every day to invent and provide us with the best devices, a fact that made our city a much-envied gem. Then there was the suburbia where nature thrived and created caves filled with extraordinary treasures and small miracles.
Taking every precaution possible, I reached the gates of our city. I relaxed my tight muscles and rubbed my chest where my heart hip-hopped ever since I heard Gloria’s yell.
She portrayed herself as a pleasant person, playing the act of a good friend, neighbor and wife, but I knew she was a vicious beast. Her wedding was a few years back, and I always remembered it, for what happened changed my life.
[image: image-placeholder]Gloria Beach had invited everyone and mom didn't miss a chance to remind me it was the perfect opportunity to look for a guy. I tried but my heart just wasn’t in it. When the feast had turned to a bacchanal, I had enough. The guys were clearly more into drinking than chatting with a repulsive mermaid who was more interested in books than a bunch of arrogant guys engrossed in their muscle power and showing off their not-so-perfect hair. 
I scowled at the crowd blocking the way to the door and looked for another way out. All the merhouses had more than one exit because we had many enemies—sharks were elusive, damn them!—so I slipped past some dancing couples and saw a room with a half-open door. I smiled and swam swiftly inside and shut the door behind me.
The room reeked of blood, making my insides twist. My mouth watered in the prospect of the meat I was smelling and my pointy teeth tore my lips. I approached toward the panting sound in the center of the room, and I shrieked. I had frozen in front of the massacre that was taking place before my wide eyes. 
Fear had chained me in place, but I managed to wake up when blood flew right next to me. By some luck, the monster had not heard me, engrossed on tearing apart the flesh and stuffing it in her mouth. I crawled in a dark corner near a cupboard and waited, fear gnawing at my sides. 
The new wife had hired staff to deliver the foods and after their hard work, she had invited them with a giddy smile to enjoy the festivities alongside us. 
Shivering in my dark corner, I couldn’t get the image of the blonde mermen with the twinkling eyes. They had such a long life waiting for them and the new wife cut it before it started. She devoured these poor young men, slitting their throats with her clawed hands, the contortion of her monster face baptized with their blood. 
The tearing of flesh continued and unable to bear it, I stuck my fingers in my ears to stop the thuds of limbs as they fell on the blue tiled floor from invading my mind.
When I felt a change in the water, I allowed sounds to filter through my ears. I bit my arm so I wouldn’t cough. Concentrated in the buzzing of my ears, I hadn’t noticed the smell of blood had significantly increased.
I shrunk even further in my corner when I caught a glimpse of her figure. She stood in front of the mirror and combed her tangled hair. The pink wedding outfit hid the blood stains it had sustained from her vile attack to the poor youths. She raised one finger and wiped the blood from her splattered face and licked it, moaning.
“I wish I could get married every day, don’t you?”
My eyes darted in the room, trying to find who was there with her, but the water didn’t betray anyone else’s presence except the wife’s nervous flip of the tail. Was she talking to herself?
“Perfect.” She painted her lips with a red concoction that I was certain it was blood. “Shame we can’t eat freely now that everyone’s watching me and that stupid law about going vegetarian. Bah!” She knocked her fist on the mirror, smashing some pieces. She then swam out of the room like nothing happened.
I thought an eternity had passed until I stirred. Every time I heard a noise, I thought she was coming back and shrunk further in my hiding spot. I swam slowly, inspecting every corner. My nose twitched at the stench of the blood that slowly evaporated and turned away. My eyes widened at the empty ocean floor. There was nothing left betraying the massacre.
I accidentally hit a knickknack and my heart raced until I put it in its place, hoping she wouldn’t notice. A glow caught my gaze, and I lowered to the ground. I should have left as soon as possible, but I wanted to find something that proved I hadn’t dreamed all of it. It seemed more plausible than her being a monster. I enclosed my palm around the object and pulled it out. I screamed, throwing it away. It was a bone.
Shivering, I swam around the room and when I regained my composure, I approached the object and lifted it. Surely enough, it was a bone. White. With teeth marks as if someone gnawed at it. My teeth rattled as I held it, but I set my jaw, my mind set on the task. If there was a bone, there would be others. Despite my disgust, I rummaged through the room for possible places. 
I pulled at my hair, laughing. The tears falling from my eyes reminded me of the blood and I screamed. My breath came in waves, upsetting the water and I concentrated on a blue vase without looking on anything else. Blue was good, like the sea that gave life. It resembled the colors on my friend’s skin and the sky that many admired. Slowly, my breath slowed down. When I came to my senses, I pushed my mind to work.
“The garbage bin.” 
I fluttered my eyes, welcoming the dryness overwhelming my throat. I should be punished. I did nothing to stop her. Pulling the bag I always carried with me open, I stuffed them inside. They deserved a better fate than getting collected by scavengers.
When I finished, I lifted my gaze to a door across from me, and tilted my head. Making my exit, I traveled through the night, defying any danger I might encounter. There were worse things to be afraid of. I buried the bones in a cave I visited often and decorated the tombs with the most precious stones and pearls I found. They deserved better.
[image: image-placeholder]From that day and thereafter, I became an herbivorous supporter. The scent of blood nauseated me to no end, it reminded me of the events of that horrible day.
Merpeople and fish entered and exited the gate, and swimming alongside with them, I was able to pass mostly undetected. 
“Oh, I picked up this pink pearl necklace from the jeweler’s. Isn’t it beautiful? They are selling so much rubbish nowadays but my trained eye couldn’t miss this incredible treasure.” The older of the two mermaids said, arranging the pearl necklace to expose more of its brightness. When she caught sight of me, her lip curled. She whispered loudly to her younger friend, “Behold, the colorless mermaid! Would you look at her? No wonder she hasn’t married yet.” 
Clenching my hands, I ignored her, hoping they would take the next turn and disappear. But no such luck. Not only was she rude, making me want to sink my teeth on her neck so she could shut up, she was also ridiculously pink.
“You’re right,” her younger friend pitched in. “She looks like a bad omen. Especially with that black hair.” She snickered. “I’ve spoken to her once at Delma’s party and oh, my golden stars!” The younger mermaid rolled her eyes, making a face of absolute disgust. “If not for her scales, I wouldn’t think of her as a mermaid. Not social and her mood is sooo dark. Can you believe that?” 
And I was starting to like her. 
Mermaids were born in color. No mermaid had the same color of tail as scales or features. Some had such bright colors on their body they competed with neon fish. Except me.
When the black line of rocks representing the city boundaries appeared in front of me, I sighed. Nobody went to the caves since they were too busy with working and my peers preferred beauty salons to taking a stroll to the suburbia, like me. I endured the insulting chatter of the jellyfish pink-haired mermaids until our paths were separated. 
I took the way leading to the caves and prepared for the excursion to ease my troubled mind.
My favorite pastime was exploring caves. I found all kinds of stuff inside, such as sparkling gems, dotted seashells, intricate pieces from vases and trinkets that fell from above. 
The onyx stone greeted me when I reached the canyon, and I smiled as I slipped inside. Diamonds broke the darkness of the cave, spreading their colorful glow. What fascinated me the most was when sunlight dared to pay us a visit, they reflected the light, causing rainbows to form. This cave felt more like a home than my own, and also my sanctuary—no one judged me, and no one forced me into things I didn’t want to do. If I could, I would live in this cave forever.
“Hey, stars!” I waved at the direction of the crystal tombs. Since I never knew the mermen’ names who were devoured unjustly, I called them stars. Stars were beautiful and sparkly.
“Hi, Crystal!” Lis greeted me. “You’re early today,” she noted without lifting her eyes from the conch shell she was studying.
The only true friend and faithful companion I had was Lis. Being a fish, she should be off limits since mermaids only socialized with merpeople but I was never good at following rules. Lis understood me like no one else, and she was not a greedy, flesh-eating monster, like all mermaids. Exploring caves was a must since she had a shop in the city with the most exquisite and extraordinary pieces anyone had seen. Mermaids and fish alike lined up outside in order to have them.
Fluorescent plants bathed the cave in light, and I watched their leaves dance in the water before addressing her. 
“Yeah, I had to get away. The lovely neighbor showed up first thing in the morning.” I proceeded on giving her the details of the show. I wrinkled my nose when my mind conjured the image of her fake smile and started biting the inside of my cheek. With a violent stroke, I went to the corner where new stuff usually fell from a hole in the ceiling. 
 My life had started to feel like a torture. Maybe I should just go and live in the deepest hole in the ocean where no one can ever find me, I thought bitterly. I examined a piece of cracked green glass and threw it away.
“Sorry.” Lis fell silent, but then she came to me, tugged my arm and held her fins glittering with a handful of circular items, the light shimmering in their depths. “Look! I found some colorful pearls over there while waiting for you. They will make some fine jewelry.” Her excitement was contagious. Seeing her so happy brought me joy.
Lis could always find a way to make me smile. “I’m sure they will.” While Lis laid the pearls in her basket, arranging them by color, I picked up a shiny item that turned out to be a stone. Examining the round object, I determined that it was a rather unusual stone. It had the shade of lapis and a yellow marbling adorned its surface. Smooth to the touch and medium weight, it was easy to carry without losing it. However, it glowed too much and when I touched it, the stone changed colors to grey black and white. A nagging feeling grew in my mind. It offered me the warm feeling of tangible joy, the black pit of terror and something I could only describe as magic. 
“Do you know what’s this?” I asked Lis, who was still looking for pearls on the other side of the cave. “I’ve never seen anything like it, and I have the wild sense it belongs to another world.”
Lis flew from the other side of the cave. “Neither have I.” When Lis wrapped her fin around the stone, the colors changed to carmine pink and yellow. “So peculiar. Why is it doing this?”
I shrugged. “Your guess is as good as mine. Do you feel anything?”
Lis nodded, grinning widely. “It gives me the sense of bliss, like when I create jewelry or when I visit my friends. Do you think it taps to our memories?”
“No, it’s something else.” The stone made me feel things I had yet to know so it couldn’t tap in my memories unless it picked the darkest ones. 
“Do you think it’s from another world?” 
“I don’t know how I know. It’s just this feeling I have…” I shrugged, unable to explain the reason or how I obtained this knowledge. While having magic, we couldn’t predict the future or had any fancy powers. Just a predator in search of their next meal. 
Lis turned the stone between her blue frontal fins, bringing it close to her. “I want to examine it further.” The familiar sparkle danced in her eyes and I knew she would spend days locked in her workshop until she made the stone yield all its secrets. Lis swam further into the cave in search of more treasures, her white dots atop of her blue skin radiating in the dark.
We rummaged through the rest of the cave, but we found nothing like the strange stone.
“Someone must have lost it because no one would have thrown such a pretty treasure away. Unless it’s dangerous?”
“Dangerous?” The idea was ridiculous. Nothing bad ever came from a stone, and this one sat harmless. “Mermaids are more dangerous than this shiny stone. Why do you accuse it so?”
“Perhaps you’re right, but your feeling is never wrong. I’ll name it tiger stone!”
“Lis, why do you have to name every stone we find? And this is a lapis stone, not a tiger's eye.” I blew bubbles from my mouth, exasperated with her tactics.
“Because it’s unique.”
“Ugh!” I gave up because I knew it was a lost battle. 
“If it proves her worth, I’ll have it in my shop as a good luck charm.”
I shook my head in disbelief. Sometimes, Lis could be such a dreamer. I envied her because she didn’t endure the pressure I did. Fish were workers in our community—it was their choice if they got married or not. As long as they produced work, everything went smoothly as far as our city was concerned. 
Lis turned her gaze up for a moment, and when she looked back at me, a shade of disappointment covered up her face. “We should get going, it’s getting late.”
The cave had grown darker, and neon fish lit the way to the city before the night settled in. I couldn’t believe how fast time flew by. With a sigh, I picked up some pieces Lis had gathered in a pile.
“Don’t look so glum. It’s going to be all right,” she encouraged me even though she knew things wouldn’t be better. One of these days a merman would be chosen for me and I would have to live in a world of lies and dangers I didn’t want. I had my whole life to figure out who I was and who I wanted to spend my life with. I never understood why they rushed us, but after a few years of denial I knew I was different from them. I would never accept my fate of getting married or removing one’s life of my own just to please my urges. 
“It won’t.” My voice sounded empty, reflecting the depths of an abandoned cave. 
Every time I returned home, Mom pestered me on why I spent all my day outside instead of getting to know people while she scoured the neighborhood for upcoming parties I could join. I tightened my fingers around my bag as I cast a look at the graves. 
“But at least I am true.” 
With a heavy heart, I gathered the last pieces of treasure, my giddiness long gone. They felt like pieces of my broken heart. 
“I don’t even know if I want to get married yet. I’m too young! Plus, how am I going to fall in love if all I’m allowed to do is roam this tiny city of ours? I want to travel and see beyond the reef, beyond the rocks, far, far away…” I may have accused Lis of being a daydreamer but so was I. I dreamed of an impossible life, a life without responsibilities where I could do whatever crossed my mind.
Lis nodded, her kind eyes filled with sadness, and swam out of the cave, leaving me alone with my dark thoughts.
“I just wish I could leave,” I said in a desperate voice. 
I felt trapped in a life that had just begun. Life spread on the path filled with possibilities, calling out to me, but instead, I was caged to marry someone I would never love. Just because a stupid rule said so. I clenched my fist, my knuckles turned white before punching the wall, all whilst thinking over my dreams. A hiss came out of my mouth and I screamed in frustration. 
After the episode, I collected myself enough to exit the cave with depressing strokes and sighed. I wish...
I hadn’t made it very far when I felt the current change. The waters were always calm this time of year, and we were in a rather secluded area, so it was rather odd. My nostrils flared and my skin crawled. Half-lidding my eyes, I let the scene filter through my eyelids in search of the disturbance. To make matters worse, the temperature dropped to ice cold. Something shoved me from behind and I turned but it was only the water that had obtained more power than I was used to.
Mystified, I looked up, in search of the source, but there was nothing indicating what triggered the current’s sudden change. Ships sometimes crossed the ocean causing turmoil to the water’s surface. However, we were too deep and sharks didn’t just float over our heads peacefully. 
“What is going on?” Lis cried out. 
Pushing her body against the current, she grabbed a sea plume just in time. The current carried all the signs of a storm except it showed up out of nowhere. Nature had a way of warning its residents so we could take cover. If I didn’t know any better, I’d bet my fins it was manufactured. But that ain’t possible. 
“I don’t know!” I screamed, trying to hold on to the cave, but the current became even stronger. My claws sprung up and I dug on the onyx stone. Unfortunately, the entrance was too far away from me to reach it so I held on in the hope it would cease soon. The water slapped me on the sides and I bit my lips. 
What is that? I couldn’t control my tail and lost my grip on the cave, but Lis grabbed me.
“Hold on!”
The water swirled in high velocity and the sea plume seemed too weak to withstand such a catastrophe. And we insignificant beings did our best but Mother Nature dictated our fates and in this precise moment, it might be in my best interest to let go. I just didn’t want Lis to suffer. 
The storm had a mind of its own with the purpose of bringing us down. I tried fighting, but I couldn’t resist its wild force and, in the end, the current claimed me.
“Crystal!!”
“Lis!” I cried. 
Our eyes locked and then her blue skin left my gaze when the water jerked me away. Flipping my hands, I desperately searched for an escape from my predicament, I fought with all my strength, but in vain. The pressure of the water became too much, assaulting me with an unknown force. My vision darkened.
[image: image-placeholder]The water’s gentle push awoke me from my slumber. My nose and my throat ached terribly. I half-opened my eyes to see a hermit crab sharpen its claws. “Aren’t you way too far from your home, lady?”
I frowned at his audacity. I could just have him for dinner. The crab climbed on my hand and explored the surface for grains of salt and useful things. I observed the crab, completely awake, but more and more mystified of his attitude. 
“Mmm...so delicious! Thank you, I am now equipped for an entire year! When do you plan to come back?”
“Umm…” His chatter irritated me, and I hated how it kept touching my hands like I was his possession. “Get off me!” I hissed and sent him flying. He landed on a rock, his antennae swinging on the sea breeze.
“Wha...hold on! I am only after the salt. Nothing else. Women! So touchy.” Snapping his claws, he shook his head back and forth like it was the most repulsive thing ever. “Salt is very valuable and hard to come by these days.” He started rubbing the insides of his claw, removing the dirt. “Where are you from? You don’t belong here.”
I contemplated on an answer, given his suspicious attitude, but I sensed he was telling the truth. Especially since he kept licking his mouth as he eyed the compartment of his seashell where he had stored the salt gathered from my arm. “Ocearai.”
“Ocearai? That’s a mer—” He turned his full attention to me, scrutinizing me and jumped back, almost overturning. “You’re a mermaid! That’s why you’re so salty.”
“Well, duh. What did you think I was? A human?”
“A mage.”
I shrugged. “What is this?”
“More dangerous than humans and especially for you.”
Just my luck. “How did I get in here and how can I return to my city?”
The hermit scratched its shell, scuttling on the rock. “No idea on how you came, but it will take you a month to return. It’s very far. Even with your speed. Perhaps magic brought you to this city.” He pointed a claw behind me and I turned.
Where am I? It seemed like a human city, but it gave out an unfamiliar intense glow. 
“I wouldn’t go this way if I were you. Mages can cast magic and craft potions using fish and animal parts. I reckon a mermaid would be very valuable if found.”
I faced the hermit crab, but my mind begged me a glimpse of the mages’ city. Something about it seemed familiar. It called for me like the song of the ocean.
I couldn't command my mind any more than I could command the storm. “I consider myself warned.” 
I dove in and swam to the shore. It seemed deserted but waited till the coast was clear before rolling on the sand. I kept my gaze up in the event a resident would have the sudden inspiration to stroll by the beach but my eyes kept fleeting to my tail’s transformation into feet. Nothing could quench my fascination about untouchable worlds. 
More often than advisable, I swam near human residences and in human form, I explored the wonders of the dangerous species. Father always warned me about them like all the other males were, but the prospect of something new and unknown was too appealing to resist. Walking among them, I learned about their intense emotions, kindness of hearts and saw their technology. They were still a danger to merpeople, but their culture mesmerized me.
Testing my legs, it didn’t take me long to find my balance and begin my adventure.
What a city. It’s huge!
The closer I got to the mages’ city, the more I realized it was no human city. Buildings made of glass and a blue stone so high they almost touched the sky and vibes of energy bounced off the top of them, creating shapes.
I observed them for a while, trying to get the idea of the constructions, but even with my marvelous vision, I couldn’t fathom the idea of the city. There were no doors but massive windows. 
How do they exit their houses when there are no bridges to cross or doors?
A movement attracted my gaze to a building where a person had opened the window. He climbed on the windowsill and my mouth dropped open. 
Is he out of his mind? Or does he have a death wish? I snorted but kept on watching. I couldn’t risk my cover for his sake. 
The person jumped out of the window, but instead of dropping like a rock as I expected, he glided in the sky like a bird and slipped into another building.
My eyes rounded as I gazed at the spot he had disappeared. How peculiar. Mages have much more advanced magic than ours. I observed more mages jumping off windows and soaring the skies. So convenient, but is there a cost for using this bird power?
I zoomed in and blinked rapidly at the strange occurrence. Flashes had appeared in my vision, blotching the blue glass with rainbow colors. 
Lightning? I looked at the crystal clear sky. What on earth is going on with this city? 
I kept walking toward the buildings without taking my eyes off the lightning, but I stopped when I felt the sand thinning. As much as my curiosity starved for the knowledge, I wouldn’t put myself in danger of dehydration. My human form could last an hour on land if I wasn’t near the sea. As long as I was on the beach, I could retain it for as long as I wanted.
 Taking my gaze away from the buildings, I observed the water’s surface shining like it had little diamonds in it. I walked to the edge and dipped my hand in. The clear and cool touch of the water came as a surprise. Following the coastline, the intense golden color blinded me, but it felt no different than any other beach or my mermaid senses would have spiked in alert. 
Frowning, I tried to shape an image of the mages’ characters and actions but there were too many things missing. The only way I would get the full image was if I met one of these magical beings up close. However, I heeded the crab’s advice. Friends or foes, we marine creatures protected each other from the common enemy: humans or in this case, mages. 
I studied the scene, trying to grasp what in the seven seas was going on with these lightning bolts bouncing between these two buildings. A thought occurred to me and I looked up. From the moment I landed in this city, it was dark, but not as it should be. I never paid much attention to the sky since it didn’t affect me.
“Now that’s not something you see every day.” The color of the moon was… “Purple?” I knitted my eyebrows. It was morning in Ocearai unless it’s a different time here? I stomped my foot, irritated and confused from the things I couldn’t understand. 
“Welcome to Magicton, the City of Mages where everyone has purple eyes and an attitude.”
I whipped my head, my hands reaching my sides ready to strike. 
A person stood across from me. He was young. His voice betrayed sadness befitting to a much older man, wisdom gained by age. He wasn’t noticeable. Dark skinned with a mop of hair shadowing his figure but the blue ocean eyes popped out against his face like sunlight smiling down on a dark cave. 
He resembled a human, but the aura jumping around him told me what I needed to know. 
He is a mage. “Your eyes aren’t purple,” I retorted, crossing my arms. Not the wisest thing to say to a stranger, carrying a dangerous power, but I could dive for my escape. How much harm could they really cause?
The young man chuckled, his eyes twinkling.
Oh good, I amuse him. I kept my mouth shut and tapped into my powers, but they had been put into hibernation. The way he stood out in the open with his relaxed stance brought me serenity. My gut said he didn’t mean harm, but that could be a trap.
“I’m the case that defies the rule.” He pressed his fingers on his lips as he seized me up. 
My skin tingled with a strange sensation. It was not fear, but a warm feeling nestled in my chest quite similar to the one the stone emitted. I could not put my finger on it, but I longed to put a name on it.
“What brings you to the magical city? Are you in need of some potions or some spell?” He waved his fingers, a blue glow bounced before evaporating into the salty breeze. He rolled his eyes.
“Just visiting.” 
He blinked, his shock evident in the hands that went from his pockets to combing his hair upsetting it more. Many moments passed before he relaxed his shoulders and took a seat on a rock that was sitting among the seashells and colorful stones on the sand. “I see.” He moved back and forth and gazed at the sea without looking at me.
How trusting he was with a stranger he had never met before. “Tell me about your place. Is it far from here?” His eyes held an intense glow, and I recognized the spark of adventure. Maybe he and I weren’t too different.
“It’s near the sea.” I twirled my hair to gain time. “It’s a small town surrounded by mountains and there are underwater caves filled with treasures,” I improvised. 
“Sounds fascinating. I…” His words interrupted claps of thunder and a violent rock rain. At first, it was just annoying little pebbles but more rocks followed growing in size, scraping my skin. 
“Wait, I’ll…” He started, but he never got to finish. 
Angry lightning sizzled the atmosphere as it descended at tremendous speed, putting an end to my stay. My patience ran out. I dove into the water.
The water hugged my body, my fins sprang out, making room for the gills. I should have taken cover in the deepest waters but his eyes held me in place. 
“Wait!” The mage had one palm raised and underneath his feet a blue magic circle with a moon glowed. “What are you...you’re a mermaid?”
Shoot the crabs! The water blistered my skin, and I swiftly put my emotions under control before deadly me made an appearance. Warmth colored my cheeks slowly ascending to my face. Unable to control any of this, I took refuge underwater. 
“Wait!” Through the blurry water, I saw his figure looking several feet away from my position, trying to find me. “I won’t hurt you,” he called and cast his gaze in the other direction. “I promise.”
I blinked. Promises was a tricky card. If an individual made a promise, they were bound until they fulfilled it or died. No matter what the rules of this world were, promises existed in my world and this would be my protection. I emerged from the depths of the sea. 
When he saw me, he stilled. For a moment, we studied each other in silence, as we tried to read the secrets the seashells whispered.
“What are you doing here?” he said at last, his voice tingling in awe. 
I caught his gaze looking at the water in front of me, his eyes betraying only curiosity. “I have never seen anyone like you who’s alive.”
Anger pulsed in my temples. “So I am your experiment?”
“You misunderstood. I don’t want to harm you, but there are other mages who will. This is not a safe place for you. Tell me what you need and I’ll help you find it before anyone notices you’re here.” His eyes sparkled kindness and soon, my anger diffused to annoyance.
“I am not searching for anything in your city. It is puzzling for me to be in a place I don’t recognize. I don’t know how I found myself in here but I think this stone is at fault.” I fished the tiger stone out of my bag. The stone started to emit a powerful glow as it chimed a soft sound. Then it shot a blue beam of light. Half-lidding my eyes, I followed it to the man’s chest. “Tiger stones and scales. If that’s not magic, then I’m a catfish.” 
When the light diffused, the stone bore no markings anymore. It seemed just another gray stone you’ll find on shore. “More show than action.”
“Where did you find this?” The man’s wondrous eyes seemed almost black. “This is what brought you here. It’s extremely rare and works like a portal.”
I raised my eyebrow, tilting my head.
His mouth quirked. “It’s a way of traveling. Imagine walking through a door that can take you whenever you want. You just have to wish it.”
“Very convenient, but if this stone comes from here, how did it land in my place? I live very far away.”
The man scratched his chin, his forehead lined up as he fell in deep thought. “I don’t know. Even if someone threw it away, it wouldn’t have ended up on your side. It’s very strange.” A clap of thunder illuminated the purple sky, and his gaze darkened. “None of these are your concern. I will get you as close to your homeland as I can. It’s too dangerous for you to stay here.”
He walked to the shore, and held his hand. I hesitated but then I noticed the marking on his arm. 
“You have mermaid blood in you. Perhaps that’s why the stone found me. Who was it?”
His kind expression dissolved into shock. The man took a step back as if I had punched him, his hands twitching. “What? No. This is from an accident I had when I was young.” His voice appeared steady, but my ears caught the slight quiver of insecurity. His chiseled jawline revealed agitation.
I didn’t pursue it further since he had the intention to let me leave in one piece. I didn’t desire to butcher my chances of survival. “How do I get out of here?”
He blinked and took careful steps towards me when the earth quivered. The water only stirred, but the pavement on the road crossing the beach screamed as cracks attacked its surface. I immediately checked on the mage and breathed my tension away. While I studied the sculpted features of the man, it dawned to me I cared. For a strange moment of imminent danger, I cared not for myself but for a stranger I knew nothing about. What was this?
“I’m fine,” he reassured me and turned to the buildings loomed over behind him. 
Lightning danced at the top, emitting smoke and vile smells to the other side. From afar, it seemed harmless but I could see pieces of stone and glass plummet down. 
“It’s a usual occurrence. Mages attempt to live in harmony but we solve our difference with animalistic tactics.” He snorted. His sneer melted and a blush overcame his features. “I am sorry, I meant no offense.”
I nodded, my focus didn’t shift from the building that groaned from the ongoing battle. 
“What’s your name?” 
I looked at the curious eyes peering at me as they tried to read me. “You…” My brow furrowed, struggling to find the words I needed. “Umm...Crystal.” Merpeople had no need of introductions since we automatically knew each other’s names.
“That’s a pretty name. I’m Marcus.”
A majestic name for a man of secrets. I wrung my fingers and studied the fish passing by, trying to come up with a topic of conversation. Merpeople were constantly talking about everything, jumping from one subject to another, but I had no idea what to do with a person who was as silent as myself. Better yet, I didn’t know what subject I should touch upon with a mage. What I knew though was that I needed to keep hearing his voice, the strange notes and tones so soothing and peculiar. 
I heard him swear under his breath and located the object of his distress.
The figures of three men headed our way. Acidic saliva burned my tongue, and I knew this was not a good sign. “These people are dangerous.”
“Especially for you. I need to get you out of here.” Marcus whipped the air with his hands and a fog descended, separating us. I rubbed my eyes, but I still couldn’t see him clearly. “I have concealed you from sight, but it won’t last long. I’ll deal with them and meet you at the harbor.” He pointed to the other side where I had met the hermit crab.
He started walking away with his fist glowing. I dove into the water and crossed half the distance when I stopped. Watching the stones bounce from the water’s lapping movement, I considered my options. I could wait safely at the harbor while Marcus took care of the men with the ill intentions. When the venom attacked my mouth, it was a warning. 
Marcus had to fight. Given that the lightning sparks on the roof hadn’t ceased since my arrival, I figured mages were stronger and deadlier than I gave them credit for. That thought didn’t sit well with me. I emerged on the surface and caught glimpses of blue and red crossing in the air, causing loud explosions. The fight had already started. With a flip of my tail, I swam to the direction of the man who spoke to my senses.
[image: image-placeholder]I was wrong. These men had not only ill intentions. They were vile and dark, thirsty for killing. As soon as I reached the shore, I understood from the smoke surrounding Marcus that he had little chances of survival and my heart leaped on my chest.
Biting my lip, I dug my hands in the sand and summoned my power. Mermaids were not just swimming and biting. We had some tricks on our scales, but I had the impression most of them were useless. Until now. 
Water started tracing a path from the sea to the sand. I held out my webbed hands, guiding the water directly to the fight. If I tried a direct assault, I could harm Marcus but with water, you could never go wrong. The men screamed as water suffocated them, bubbles caging them like fish in a net. They kept fighting, but air ran out quickly and they collapsed.
With the men struggling for breath, I left the sea, took my human form and approached Marcus. “Are you all right?” 
Marcus looked between me and the fallen mages. Eyebrows drawn, fingers clenching, he opened his mouth several times before he voiced his thoughts. “Did you do this?” I nodded slowly, and he rubbed his knuckles as he kept glancing at them.
I started having second thoughts when I saw his gaze fixing to the fallen. “Were they your friends? I thought they were your enemies.”
“They are my enemies, but I didn’t know you could fight.”
I rolled my eyes, pursing my lips. Humans were idiots thinking women were vulnerable, and I was starting to think mages might have the same impression. 
He clapped, and the same blue shining circle with the moon appeared underneath him. The mages disappeared out of sight. “I sent them away, but they’re fine,” he reassured me as if I was going to care about small-minded creatures like them.
“I wouldn’t care even if they burned alive.” I returned his startled gaze, unfazed. “Just because you have this strange belief of women being weak doesn’t mean it’s true. Mermaids are dangerous.” I smiled and let my pointy teeth show.
“I stand corrected.” Marcus frowned but showed no signs of fear, which I found puzzling. Most would have taken the hatchet by now. He started walking, and I let my teeth shrink before following him.
“What is this place? The rules contradict one another. I’ve been to the human world, but this city differs from what I’ve ever encountered.”
Marcus snapped his head so fast, his bones cracked. “You’ve been to the human world? What’s it like?” His arms tensed and his eyes searched mine for answers, the same thirst revealing itself in the sparkling depths. 
“It’s...interesting. They don’t have magic but something called technology, but they get many things done with it. They can communicate over long distances with a really tiny device and watch images move through a black box…”
“Fascinating!” Marcus grinned and opened his mouth, but stumbled.
Mirth overcame me when I watched him struggle to regain his balance, his face reddening. 
You’d think an inlander would have better balance than a mermaid.
The path had become rocky and feeling the bites underneath my feet, I winced. My human form only allowed me to wear a dress, shoes not included in the package. 
“I thought we were going to the harbor.” I glanced anxiously at the golden sand vanishing behind us the further we moved away. “I can’t stray away from the beach.”
Marcus’ forehead wrinkled. “Maybe I can cast a spell so you can retain your form,” he suggested, raising his eyebrow. “I was going to meet you at the harbor, but our destination is this way.” 
The blue building stood apart from the others since it was much shorter, but its light was the strongest. “This is where the portals for all the realms are. It can take you whenever you wish for and I know there’s a portal for your world.”
“What is this place? What do your people do?” I repeated my previous question. 
“The city of Mages was created to shield our powers and provide us with a sanctuary from enemies and power seekers. We can magically summon anything we need to feed ourselves, so we don’t really need the help of others. We draw our powers from the moon, and that is why our eyes are purple.” Marcus didn’t say anything about him even though I suspected his dissimilarity was because of the mermaid blood swimming inside him. “Over time, we created potions and remedies, selling them to nearby towns. They became so popular, people paid us visits. Gradually, we lifted the city’s protective boundaries to let people come to us.
“With the visits came mixed marriages, and the problems increased. A portion of the population believed in mage blood while others believed in species unity, and so the unofficial war rained on us.”
“That’s not so different from any society,” I noted, thinking of human civilizations. Merpeople had no problem of showing their distaste toward an individual in the worst possible way, however, because of our marine composition, we could only be someone who could live underwater. 
“Only…the full-blooded mages are all vile now, corrupted by their attempt to stay pure and their journey to obtain more power. We’re drowning.” His features stretched into a grim expression. “I am only staying because I am stranded here, but as soon as I find a way, I will leave for the furthest island there is. My proud city became my cage.”
“What keeps you here?” I wanted to help him and I sensed the pain in the edges of his eyes, the curve of his mouth and the tension of his jaw. He put on a brave mask to face the world, but inside, he writhed like a wild animal, longing to escape. Just like I was.
“Unless I reach the peak of my powers, I can’t leave. There’s a moment when we become full realized mages with all the powers at our disposal. Most mages get this when they kill someone or brew a powerful deadly potion or…”
“Is there no peaceful way to do that?” I started to feel the reason behind his bitterness. The cost for his freedom was the kindness of his heart, but he shouldn’t have to. But I had no problem in killing someone to set him free. After all, that’s what I was designed to do by nature. A killer. “Maybe I can do it for you.”
His tense mouth slacked. “You? You’ll kill for me?” Marcus sneered. “You are either naïve or a serial killer.”
My eyes blurred, the blood pumped in my ears. “Mermaids are killers, boy. Just because we’re all pretty doesn’t mean we’re nice like yourself.” I closed my fists to hide the claws that elongated.
“I am sorry. I didn’t mean to offend you. Please forgive me.” 
I blinked my eyes open and took deep breaths. In and out to find my inner peace. I gave a curt nod and focused on our destination. I picked up the pace, watching the building come closer. The faster I arrived, the faster I got rid of him.
It took me years to train myself to keep my thoughts inside my head and wear a fake mask whenever I was surrounded by people who didn’t know me. When I was home with my parents eating the greenery where Dad made tasteless jokes about blood. Pretend. When I was at parties, guys complained about the lack of meat from the buffet. Pretend. Seeing Gloria Beach and her failed attempts at making seaweed pie while humming about meat. Pretend. 
But this guy right here was treating me like a damsel in distress when I could have him for dinner without even trying. I fought with all my might to protect him from the vicious beast that longed for its unquenchable thirst of blood. Despite his awkwardness, I was interested in him and that scared me. 
“Hey, wait up.” Marcus caught up with me and grabbed my hand. The world stopped dead when I shot him a look. His hand was warm and soft. He let go of me and the world carried on. “You’re...wet.”
“Did you expect something solid?”
Marcus grinned, causing his eyes to spark stars, and I returned a forced smile, chewing the inside of my mouth viciously. 
“Can you tell me more about you?” he said, walking beside me. 
Instinct took over, and I recited the things I knew from memory. “Mermaids are vicious creatures. We now feed on anything green and call ourselves herbivorous, but that’s a lie. We are designed to kill, and we can only be compared with the sharks who are our deadly enemies. Super vision, super hearing and…”
Marcus took my hand, and I lost the flow of my words. I liked his touch. It felt safe.
“I didn’t mean about mermaids, I meant about you.”
My thoughts went into multiple directions and then scattered when he pulled his hand away. What was there to know about me? Why would he want to know about me? I was a nobody. “I was born in Ocearai and I never fitted. All mermaids are born with bright colors, and I am the opposite. I’ve been trying to escape my fate for some good years without success.” 
“I’m sure there’s plenty more, but it’s a start,” Marcus said, putting his hands in his pockets. “Who are you running away from?”
“My future mate.” I hesitated, like I did every time I met someone my mother introduced. 
“I assume there’s a stupid rule that forces you to marry someone who doesn’t deserve you.” His words echoed like my thoughts, carefully tucked away in the darker corners of my mind. “Otherwise, you would have already set out to explore the world. It’s usually like that.”
I stayed silent. This person could see inside my soul. “Are you using magic?”
“I don’t have to, but I’d never invade anyone’s personal space like that.” Marcus stopped and huffed.
I was almost relieved to see the obstacle blocking our path saving me from the uncomfortable conversation. Three men marched proudly, black and purple fireballs bouncing on their strong hands. I didn’t need to feel the venom burning my tongue to know they were bad news. 
Marcus’ shoulders tensed and his left leg shook. I watched his hand clutch an amulet around his neck bearing the sun and moon symbol. My ears picked up the tiny sound of teeth gnashing. 
I looked at the men but saw no cause for worry. They were muscled, especially the middle man who I assumed was the leader. He wore golden chains around his buff neck, but their corrupted auras slithered in their feet instead of hovering like they should be.
“What do we have here?” the leader’s voice boomed. “A visitor? We take care of visitors, not unimportant mages who can’t cast a spell...Like you!” He guffawed. 
So much pretense for my sake, I should feel honored. The more he talked, the more certain I became of his weakness. 
Golden curls adorned his frame and his cool purple eyes gobbled the image of me. “Lady, we can show you the best…”
“Aren’t we going to kill her?” The man on the left with the blinking eyes turned to him.
“You moron!” The leader’s face flushed and he launched in a stream of curses to his first in command.
“Run, I’ll hold them off.” Marcus motioned to the beach. “They’ve been hunting mermaids for a long time so they recognize your kind.”
“I can fight them off.”
Marcus shook his head before staring at me. “Crystal, they’re experienced. They show no mercy.”
“So do I!”
We crossed our gazes silently but no one backed out until Marcus confessed, “I don’t want you to get hurt. Just go and I’ll take care of them.” 
The acid burned my tongue, begging to be released. I wanted to fight, but he knew the city and its people better. If there was anything I had learned from being a mermaid was never underestimate your opponent. I backed away, and that’s when the giant iron bars sprung out of the ground. 
“Where’d you think you’re going?” The leader spat, smoke coming out his hand. 
I tilted my head and Marcus muttered an assortment of words I didn’t understand, but the meaning was clear. 
“Guess you got your wish. Take the two and I’ll take Vexx.”
How suitable a name for a villain. 
“Relieve them of their amulets and they’ll be powerless.” Marcus lifted his hand and a sparkling ball whooshed in the air. 
The two men screamed when the blue light blinded them. I turned to the two men who shot spells that bounced in all directions, with their eyes covered. 
“Piece of smelt.” I let my claws grow and summoned the power of the sea instead of facing them in a body fight. Whatever magic kept us inside the cage, it didn’t keep the water out. Slowly, the water weaved paths in the sand until it reached me, creating furrows around me. I pushed my body, and the water pranced to the blinded mages. 
“Sea whore, I’ll get you!” The first in command screamed. “Both of us now,” he commanded the other mage.
The mages moved their hands, but nothing happened. 
I chuckled at their seagull stance and waved the two amulets the water had snatched from their necks. “Are you looking for this?”
“Give them back, you bitch!” They waved their firsts, spewing insults. 
Didn’t it cross their brain they could chase me on foot? I snorted. Too challenging for their fish brain. I raised a claw and carved the black surface. The amulets stopped emitting the dim light and broke into pieces. The mages screeched and fell on the ground like dry fish, their powers drained. 
I turned the useless amulets on my hand and tilted my head. “That’s how the mages function? Why rely on a thing you might lose?” I threw the amulet and headed to the raging storm.
The purple sky had taken the color of the rocks, but I was most alarmed by the thundering lightning, blocking my way to Marcus. 
Biting my lip, I nodded. I abhorred this kind of transportation, but if I was to cross… I inhaled and closed my eyes, muting all sounds, and concentrated on the small grains of sand tickling my feet. I felt myself melting and focused harder, pushing my thoughts into the sand that needed the sea to survive and yet, never got what it desired. 
“Water, water!” A throaty voice boomed in my ears. “Lady of the sea, give us water.” 
I sensed the million grains clinging in my body that had decreased to one tiny drop of water. I ignored the wailing voice and willed myself to travel among the thousand residents. When fire burned my body and the thought of combustion took over my head, I popped into the air and into my human form. I couldn’t have picked a more perfect spot. 
“Oh good, you’re here. You might as well help a bit.” Marcus blasted a serpent into bits and swiped his hand to raise an ice wall.
“Now you want my help!” I thundered, irritated that sand had stuck to every part of my body. “Close your ears.” 
Marcus snapped his fingers and continued barricading the front. The ice wall shuttered with a loud noise and tongues of fire licked the sand, bringing death in their path. 
I screamed. Blood gushed from Vexx’ ears who wobbled. He coughed the red liquid and shot fireballs at us with an awful aim.
“Thanks for the warning.” Marcus whirled and a shower of blue light announced the arrival of another ice wall drawn with Marcus’ symbols. 
“You didn’t deserve it.” I still sulked. Shifting my gaze to Vexx, I raised my eyebrows. The wall didn’t prevent me from seeing his hands straightening, aiming at the wall. I focused on his neck but saw no amulet. “I can’t see an amulet. Is it hidden?”
Marcus was late to answer as Vexx managed a blow on the wall. A piece came out and Marcus winced. “He doesn’t...have. He draws power from the other dark amulets. Has lots of followers so it’s impossible to defeat him.” Another piece of the wall came away and Vexx extended his fist, shattering the wall. I caught Marcus before he crashed. 
“I’m weak. Don’t have much power. It’s just me.” 
“Poor Marcus. So much magic, and yet you are useless,” Vexx snickered.
He shivered and took out his amulet. “Take it. It has enough power to...to take you away from this blasted city.”
I enclosed the amulet in my palm and it shimmered a blue light. “Keep it. I wouldn’t be able to use it and I’m not leaving you here.”
The crackling of lightning filled my ears, and I leaped on my feet, moving my arms. Water squirted off the sand and rained on us.
“You’re going to be my experiment,” Vexx spat, commanding a black lake at his feet.
“Careful,” Marcus yelled from behind me. “Don’t let it touch you or it will bind your magic and your hands. You can only defeat it with fire.” I heard him muttering strange words followed by splashing sounds. “Come on!”
“I’ve got it covered.” 
The black goo sped up. I dug into my mouth and found the extra canine in the corner of my mouth. I pressed, and it came off with a loud crack. Fixing my gaze to the black goo that was closing in on me, I summoned water and sand into a mixture and dipped the canine with the blood still dripping from the hole. I rubbed the composition in my palm until it glowed and shifted into a solid box. 
“Hey idiot,” I called at Vexx, who turned. “Catch.”
I raised a wall of water and turned to check in on Marcus, who seemed to have temporarily recovered. His eyes shimmered with amazement. 
“What would you do without me?”
He grinned a smile causing weakness in my legs. “I’d be very much dead. Can you stop bringing this up? You’re not a mage, so I thought…”
“No, I am something worse. Now quit staring at me like a clownfish and get up.”
“Must be my lucky day. I am getting lots of interesting insults today.” Marcus leaped on his feet and took a battle stance. “I’m getting bored of his face.”
“Then we can finish him off and I’ll get on my way.”
“So you can get married?” 
I scoffed. 
“I am not letting you go. We will explore the world away from responsibilities!” 
I blinked, and my chest started beating faster than a shark’s jaws when faced with a snack. I suspected there was a heart residing in my chest that somehow seemed to be beating. Tour with him? The idea was alluring. “We?” 
He blushed all shades of red. “Umm...if you want to,” he backed up, but the preposition was already on the table. “We’ll talk about this later.” 
The water wall quivered, and I blew air from my lungs. It froze, but blood dripped from the corners.
“He’s getting desperate.” Marcus grinned at me and glimpses of light appeared on the ice wall. “The more he attacks, the more power he consumes. This is amazing!” 
The sparks on the ice wall seemed like little stars. My eyes connected the dots and nodded at the ingenious mind: a net. 
“Now, let’s separate it!”
I pulled the left side at the same time as he pulled the right and the opening revealed a twisted version of Vexx. 
“How the hell is he still standing?” The impossibility was too great to be real. 
Vexx was covered in a mix of blood, black goo and sand. Smoke came out of his ears as his distorted face painted a grave picture. On top of that, he cried insults in an unknown language, waving his arms. 
“Is he mad?” 
“Welcome to the Mage city.” Marcus threw the star net in the air, but Vexx ripped it apart with his bare hands. “I did not expect that.” He glanced at me.
“If you ask for my help, I will punch you.”
“When will you let that go?”
I grumbled and formed a giant water ball right where the crazed enemy stood, but Vexx slipped from its clutches. “Insolent.” I summoned the sand to my aid but the mad mage was elusive. “Well, are you going to help or not?”
“What do you think I’m doing?” Marcus clapped and a shower of sea stars rained. 
“Sea stars? Get off my territory!” I growled.
Marcus shrugged. “All is fair.” 
The shower of sea stars kept raining but Vexx fried my dear sea friends as if they were falling leaves. For every dead sea star, I gained bruises and cuts on my hands. 
I focused on the remaining sea stars and called upon the power of the dead sea life. 
The sea remembers and I shall take revenge for them.
Every fish, mermaid, animal, sea plant Vexx had harmed linked their thoughts with mine. And they were a lot. Whispers of how he tortured, diced their parts, cooked them to obtain more power. Rage blinded me and pain tore at my every cell. I had no desire to kill him, I wanted him to suffer.
“Not to be a mood killer, but you need to wake up from whatever dream you’re…”
I snapped my eyes open and nearly clawed at his face. “I’m starting to understand why you’re swimming solo.”
He gave me a sideway glance and urged the water forward. I was about to say something when it hit me. He was commanding the water much better than anyone should. Only merpeople could command the sea effectively. Magic creatures just played around, hoping to tap into the water’s infinite power and only succeeded on creating sprinkles. 
I held my palms out and my claws grew to their normal size. Time to get down to business.
Vexx walked real slow, like he had all the time in the world. I was a predator. I knew all the tricks, and I wouldn’t be intimidated by some crazy mage. I was a mermaid. 
“She’s mine!” Vexx hollered and took off running towards me. 
Show time. I screamed the pain and anger of all the tortured creatures, releasing their voices. Their souls had embedded themselves in grains of sand and drops of water, and upon my command, a raging storm besieged Vexx who attempted to escape, leaping and falling back as he cast his dark spells to our direction. 
I sprinted, ignoring Marcus’ calls. This monster was going down for his crimes, and I’d make sure he stayed down. Time slowed. Distance dwindled. My canines and claws came out and my skin roughened. I couldn’t have the advantage of my tail, but it was enough. My irises locked on my target. 
Vexx stopped his run and clapped, the sound blaring in my ears. The earth trembled underneath my feet, but I didn’t stop. Tar squirted burning down the ground. 
“Wait!” An arm pulled me from behind, halting my run. I snapped my teeth, ready to attack until I smelled him. 
“Just me,” Marcus said and snapped his fingers. The tar vanished. “Common spell to make you burn and get caught.”
“You’re very annoying. Let me go. No black thingy now. Thanks for your help.” I crossed my arms and waited for Vexx to catch up. With every spell Marcus disabled, Vexx became weaker. He basically reeked of it. 
Vexx’s dash turned into a jog until he covered the last miles trudging. Coughing, he allegedly studied me but his chest went up and down, faint breaths polluting the air. Someone else would have admitted defeat but bad guys took it to the edge. Forcing his hand down, Vexx roared. A wind wave slapped me when he stood up with an ironic smirk. 
“Damn it!” Marcus looked left and right, blowing off steam. “He summoned a planet to crush us.”
Sounds almost normal. “I’ll be fine, be sure to protect yourself.” I closed my eyes and focused on the invisible drops of water hovering in the atmosphere. Up and down, they went. Coordinating my thoughts with them, I felt my body liquify. 
“How?” I heard Marcus’ awed voice but I refused to destroy my protection for his sake. “I’ll wait for your answer later.”
Good boy.
“Incoming!” 
My ears perked up at the buzzing sound and I focused harder. Thinking about water and air, I clenched my teeth. The planet passed right through me, assaulting my organs. My liquid parts split into million particles. Calling them to me, relief washed over me when they connected back to their original place.
“It’s gone.” I felt Marcus’ cells trying to get through mine but meeting only air. “This is so cool. Can you become visible now?”
I opened my eyes, breaking focus with the environment. “It requires concentration, something you obviously don’t have.” 
He scowled, his cheeks brightening. “You don’t know that!”
“Yes, I do. You talk too much.” I chuckled at his insulted expression and humored him. “It’s a mermaid only ability.” I left my words lingering, but he didn’t indulge me. I glanced at Vexx before I launched in any kind of explanation. Vexx had collapsed exhausted and unmoving. “I focused on the water that exists in the air, and became one with the environment. It’s similar to the chameleon’s ability but I can only achieve that by using water components.” 
Marcus looked at me mesmerized. I glanced at the blue glass buildings now that they were closer, and I smiled. The moon shone down a purple glow, giving them an enchanting feel. 
A scream tore through the night and I turned too late to see Vexx up on his feet brandishing a staff with a sharp tip. I took a step back and fell, the rough surface grazing my body. I struggled to find my balance before he cut me in two. 
Terror hammered at my sides, making my
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