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            Chapter One

          

          ADRIAN

        

      

    

    
      It was a green fin… too large to belong to any fish. Only a few feet below the surface, a merman swam.

      He had red hair and blue eyes, with a rugged chin and a devious smile. His warm ivory skin contrasted with the brightness of his tail, which was green in color, and translucent in the light breaking through the water, scales gleaming like gemstones. The end of his tail drifted downward in the water, wavering back and forth like a proud banner.

      A bag hung around his bare chest, one made of tightly-knit netting. He was darting around the remains of a recent shipwreck, a yacht that had sunk in last week’s storm. In his left hand he carried a golden trident, which he used to poke through the shipwreck’s ruins.

      A manatee floated beside him, swimming as quickly as she could keep up. She was young, and very cute, but her whiskers wrinkled in irritation as she watched her friend dive within the mess of the shipwreck.

      “Adrian, we shouldn’t be here,” she worried. The manatee swam anxiously back and forth, twiddling her fins at her sides. “It’s too close to the shore.”

      “Moona, you worry too much. The humans aren’t going to see you and faint,” he said with a laugh.

      The merman was carefree, and careless. He knew as much, but it didn’t bother him. He wasn’t a king yet. Most knew him as Prince Adrian, son of Poseidon, heir to the sea.

      To Moona, he was just a pain in her very large rear.

      “I’m okay. I’m a manatee. They know I exist,” Moona grumbled.

      Adrian didn’t hear her. Moona swam as close to Adrian as she could, but got stuck in a round doorway. She wiggled and writhed, but she couldn’t get out.

      “Adrian, help!” Moona cried.

      Adrian rolled his eyes and swam toward Moona. He rammed his shoulder against her backside and pushed.

      Moona popped through the doorway and smashed into one of the yacht’s bedrooms. Adrian tumbled after her and smacked his head into a headboard.

      “Ow,” Adrian said, and he rubbed his temple. “Really, Moona?”

      “I told you I was going on a diet. I didn’t say it was working,” Moona snapped back. “Stop taking me into places you know I won’t fit.”

      Adrian wasn’t listening. Something had caught his eye. He moved off the bed and swam downward.

      “Look at this.” From beneath a blanket Adrian pulled out a square, plastic object. He shook it and smiled, playing with the buttons.

      “It’s a video game console.” He grinned. “I can’t believe I’m lucky enough to find one of these.”

      “It’s not going to work underwater,” Moona said, poking it with    her nose.

      “Doesn’t matter. It’s still cool.” Adrian put the console in his bag and continued searching the room. He took various objects; a designer shirt, an old journal, a fork and knife.

      Moona swam up to the surface for more air. When she came back down, she was grumpier than before.

      “Adrian, we really have to go,” Moona said. This time, she sounded truly worried. “Your father will send people to look for us if we don’t head back.”

      Adrian pocketed the fork inside his bag. “All right. Let’s go.”

      They swum out of the wreckage and away from the yacht. Adrian was swimming so close to the surface the tips of his tail rose and fell with the waves. Moona did a smacking motion with her lips that gave away her anxiety.

      “Rules were made to be broken,” Adrian said teasingly, and he wiggled his tail out of the water. It made Moona wince.

      “It’s not about that. I don’t care about rules. I care about you,” Moona replied. “If your father was to find out…”

      “Dad isn’t going to find out.” Adrian rolled his eyes. “I’ve been outside the city thousands of times without his permission. What makes you think he’s suddenly going to wise up to what I’m doing now?”

      “It’s not just Poseidon. Humans are scary. Who knows what they’d do if they knew merpeople exist?” Moona questioned.

      “Humans aren’t that bad,” Adrian said. “They wouldn’t hurt us.”

      “Oh, yeah? How can you be sure?”

      Adrian dodged the question, because he wasn’t sure of the answer. “You know, we wouldn’t be friends if I didn’t come close to the surface so often,” Adrian teased.

      That shut Moona up. Manatees usually stuck to rivers, bays, and the coastline. They didn’t wander far out to sea often… and Adrian’s adventurous nature was the reason they had met in the first place.

      Adrian turned downward. Waiting by a large collection of coral was his seahorse, Celer.

      Celer was larger than Adrian, and had the body composition of a regular seahorse, but his color was spectacular. The creature’s body was turquoise, and he had a dipped nose with two large ears on the top of his head. Celer’s mane waved as soft tendrils in the water, appearing brilliant.

      “Hey, boy,” Adrian whispered. “Look what we found.”

      Adrian pulled out a piece of seaweed from the bag. He fed it to Celer, who ate it happily.

      Adrian climbed astride Celer’s back, sitting at an angle with his fin off to the side.

      “We’d better get back. The party’s already started, I bet,” Moona quipped.

      Adrian scowled. “Oh, goody.” His nineteenth birthday— a day he’d dreaded the arrival of since last year.

      “Cheer up, Adrian. You get to pick out your queen from a bunch of babes. What’s not to love?” Celer whinnied.

      Adrian made a face. He wasn’t ready to get married, even if it was to a babe. The minute he said I do to a mermaid, all his exploring would be brought to an instant halt. He might as well be handing his life away.

      A shadow from above caught his attention. There was a boat sailing above them. It was around thirty feet long, a tour boat that tourists took out on the water in search of dolphins or whales. Adrian’s curiosity peaked.

      “We should go up there and get a glimpse of the leg-walkers,” he mused. “What do you say, Moona?”

      Moona had gotten distracted and was happily chewing on a spare bit of seaweed she’d found in Adrian’s bag. She didn’t care.

      Adrian shook his head and got off of Celer to swim upward. “Whatever.”

      The seaweed fell out of Moona’s mouth when she realized he was approaching the boat. “Adrian. Adrian!”

      Adrian wasn’t listening. Moona anxiously weaved back and forth, unsure of what to do.

      But Moona wouldn’t leave Adrian’s side, not for anything, so she paddled up to her friend as quickly as she could and joined him at the surface.

      Adrian poked his head out of the water, and Moona’s nose appeared beside him. He remained silent as he crept up to the tour ship, trying not to make noise.

      Adrian had always been fascinated by humans. He wasn’t sure why. There was just something about the leg-walkers that was special to him… like their technology. Humans were constantly evolving and on the move, discovering the next big thing.

      The city of Aquatica never changed, and neither did merpeople. Adrian didn’t think his kind had any advancements or excitement since the Middle Ages.

      But humans… there was always something thrilling to see and do on land.

      A girl was talking at the head of the boat. She was the tour guide. Though she was supposed to appear chipper and bright, she sounded bored.

      “And over there is one of the biggest coral reefs in the region,” she said monotonously— like she was reading from an old book, and not explaining one of the area’s local treasures.

      Adrian liked the way her voice sounded. He wanted a closer look. He swam a little nearer, and Moona held her breath.

      “Look, a manatee!” someone shouted, and everyone ran to the side of the boat that Adrian was under. He went to slip underwater, but something saw him first.

      Someone.

      It was the tour guide. The girl. Her eyes had flickered downward, and she’d spotted Adrian.

      Their gazes connected for a singular moment, a millisecond. It was all Adrian needed to burn her shocked expression into his mind forever. She had green eyes, like the shallow waves upon the shore, and blonde hair that was wavy, like it’d just dried after she’d gotten out of the sea. Her skin was tan, as if she couldn’t help but soak up the sun. Her round lips curved as he took in her long legs and shapely hips.

      He liked what he saw.

      Moona shoved him, and he startled out of his reverie. Adrian dove downward before anyone else saw, giving the girl a glimpse of his tail.

      Adrian swam as fast as he could. He spun onto Celer’s back and said, “Get us out of here, boy.”

      Poor Moona struggled to keep up. By the time the boat was out of sight, she’d had to go back up for air again.

      Adrian’s head was spinning long after the sight of the boat was gone. He couldn’t get the image of the girl out of his head. He wished he knew her name.

      “What. The. Hell,” Moona moaned. She slapped her flippers against her sides. “This is bad. This is really bad.”

      “It’s no big deal, Moona,” Adrian said in irritation. Why had  he brought her along?

      If it weren’t for Moona, you’d have been pulled onto that boat and be in a lab by now, he reminded himself. He’d been stuck frozen in that girl’s stare. A fisherman could’ve run a harpoon through his middle and he doubt he would’ve felt it.

      She was… wow. Incredible.

      “Hello! Adrian!” Moona poked him again. “This is serious! A human saw you! This is a big deal!”

      Adrian tried to shake it off. “Humans have seen merpeople before. That’s why they have stories about them.”

      “Yes, but they have phonies now! Technology. If they get a video of you on one of their phonies and post it to the Intraweb,  you’re done for!”

      “It’s called a phone, Moona, not phonies. I’m not even going to correct you on what you call the Internet. And also, humans make up a lot of things now. Everything in their world is fake. They would never believe a story about a merman, anyway.”

      His father would find out, however… someway, somehow. And what would happen after… total tidal wave catastrophe.

      “Calm down, Moona. You heard Adrian. Nothing happened,” Celer replied coolly. “Now  let’s get back to the palace, so Adrian can go check out those babes.”

      Celer, apparently, was obsessed with babes.

      Moona let it drop and said nothing more. They swam back to Aquatica in silence. Adrian kept replaying what had happened in his head. Though it’d only been a moment, staring into the girl’s eyes had seemed like a lifetime.

      Though it wasn’t satisfying, and it wasn’t enough. If he didn’t have obligations, he’d swim after the boat, and use his magic to go on land for a few hours and look for the girl, before the sea forced him back into the water.

      It wasn’t meant to be, though.

      His destiny lied in Aquatica, with his merpeople. He belonged under the sea, not on land.

      Adrian desperately wished that would change.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          ISA

        

      

    

    
      Isa really hated her summer job.

      She didn’t need the money— her dad gave her everything she needed— but it wasn’t about that. Sure, she would’ve preferred to earn her own income, but at a job that she chose for herself… not one her father picked out for her, one that came tied with promises and obligations.

      Being a guide on her uncle’s dolphin tour boat wasn’t exactly a bad gig. She enjoyed looking out for ocean creatures, and it had been what had gotten her into the Marine Biology program at the local university. They wanted people with experience, and Isa, having grown up around whales, manatees, and coral reefs, was their perfect applicant.

      And besides… she was out on the water. There was nothing Isa loved more than being on the sea. She’d spent more time in the ocean than on land, that was for sure. She was practically a fish herself.

      But— and it was a big but— her dad had told her this was what she was going to do this summer, and she wasn’t given a choice. He didn’t even ask her if she wanted to. That’s why Isa hated it.

      Her dad seemed to forget that she wasn’t in the Navy, like he was. He couldn’t always dictate what she wanted to do.

      Except he could. He still paid her college tuition, and without him funding her education, she’d never finish her degree. So she did as she was told, and that meant every Saturday for five hours, she was on a tour boat. It was made slightly more bearable that she had a second job, an internship at the local aquarium— something she actually enjoyed doing.

      Her dad didn’t need to know about the second job. He wouldn’t approve, and Isa didn’t like the idea of getting another lecture about her future.

      Every Saturday, Isa gave the same two tours, gave the same old speech, and answered the same old questions.

      However, this time was different.

      Isa had seen someone in the water, and yes, she was certain it was a someone. It was a boy… at first, she’d thought he was a tourist who’d fallen out of the boat, but that thought changed when she looked into his eyes. She knew from the moment their gazes had connected she’d never seen him before in her life. He was different— and yet, he was just like her.

      She didn’t know how she knew that, but she was ultimately convinced that the two of them were the same, and nothing anyone could say would change her mind. Their souls connected on impact. She could feel it, and she bet he could, too.

      But then the boy panicked, and before she could say anything more to him, he’d dived. Isa had expected to see legs, but she didn’t.

      She saw a fishtail.

      Isa convinced herself she was crazy. She had to be seeing things. There was no boy in the water. There couldn’t be. A triathlon swimmer couldn’t keep up with the waves and the undertow so far away from the shoreline… not for long, anyway. They’d drown. Unless the boy had hidden away in the boat somehow… which was unlikely… there was no such person out here. Her eyes were playing tricks on her.

      Isa dropped off the tourists at the dock. She tapped her fingers on the steering wheel of the boat before backing it up and whirling it around, into the ocean.

      She steered the boat out to the same spot she saw the boy. She dropped the anchor, then pulled off her shorts and tank top.

      Isa always wore a bikini under her clothes. She didn’t see the point in wearing anything else when she’d always end up in the ocean at one point or another in the day.

      There was a harpoon on the boat. It was an antique, one her uncle only used to exaggerate fishing stories. It had been an old weapon to kill sharks and whales hundreds of years ago. Isa considered taking it with her to defend herself, just in case there was something scary down there, until she berated herself for being crazy. Unless it was a shark, she really had nothing to fear.

      Isa fastened goggles to her face, then dove in. She held her breath as she swam in wide strokes, not really sure what she was looking for… if anything.

      In each direction she looked, there was nothing but an expanse of blue water. She couldn’t even see any fish. Isa dove down farther, but she didn’t accomplish anything. She was fighting the current, and getting tired. Isa returned to the boat before she became too exhausted, and before the sea claimed her for its own.

      Disappointed, Isa climbed back onto the boat. I don’t know what I was thinking. I’m nuts.

      Isa closed her eyes and pictured the boy again. She could still see him… water dangling from his lashes, and soft waves in his red hair she could imagine running her hands though.

      Cut it out, Isa. He’s not a Disney prince. He doesn’t even exist.

      She must’ve been out in the sun for too long. Or she was so pissed       at her dad she was imagining running off with some hot dude just to say screw you.

      Isa guided the boat back to shore. She docked her uncle’s boat at the marina, then once it was secure, headed to the office and got her longboard.

      Her dad had bought her a car, but Isa enjoyed skating around Coral Bay more than she did driving.

      Her father didn’t like it when she went skateboarding… he thought it made her look like a punk. Isa enjoyed the exercise. She had too much energy. Everyday, it felt like she was going to jump out of her skin. Working out made that feeling go away, at least for a little bit.

      Isa put her helmet on and glided down the street on her board. She did some ollies and skimmed down some stair rails, then took a few minutes to do some jumps at the skate park before she realized how late it was. She hurried home from there, and threw her longboard in the garage once she got to the three-story stucco.

      “Dad, I’m home!” She loped into the massive, open-concept kitchen, but he wasn’t there. The only person around was their maid, Paola.

      “He’s not here, chica,” Paola said when she noticed Isa poking around the too-large rooms, all pristine in appearance. It was as if the house was a living magazine, and not a place where people resided. “He’s still at work.”

      “Do you know when he’ll be home, Paola?” Isa asked. She breathed a sigh of relief that was accompanied by disappointment. He was supposed to be here so she could fry grouper tonight… his  favorite. He’d been gone since five that morning. Isa knew, because she was up at that time and hadn’t been able to sleep.

      She could never sleep these days.

      Paola shook her head. “No. But I took the fish out of the freezer, just in case.”

      Isa’s lips downturned, and her stomach rumbled. “It’s okay. I’ll wait up for him.”

      “Don’t wait too long, chica. Remember to eat.” Paola kissed her forehead while she gathered her purse. Isa wanted to beg her to stay so she wouldn’t be alone again in this big house, but Paola had her own family to go home to, and she was a big girl. She could take care of herself.

      Isa busied herself with homework at the island in the kitchen, looking out the window every few minutes.

      When her father finally pulled into the driveway at eight, Isa jumped up from her chair and went to start battering the fish. It was soggy in the sink.

      Colson walked into the house with a fast food bag, and Isa froze.

      “Hello, Ria,” he said, using her old nickname from when Isa was a child. It irritated her, because it was a shortened version of her mother’s name, and Isa didn’t wish to be reminded of her… the woman she could never compete with.

      Her father plopped a bag on the counter. “I stopped for dinner.”

      Take-out again. Oh well. At least it was something to eat.

      “I… was supposed to make dinner for you,” Isa trailed off. “Remember?”

      Her father’s face was blank. “Oh. Sorry, honey. I got you a salad.”

      He’d forgotten. She’d left a note this morning and texted him. How could he have forgotten again?

      “It’s okay,” she said, and she threw the fish back in the freezer. “It’s too late to cook, anyway.”

      Her father joined her at the island. He started in on his burger and fries while she chewed her salad dutifully.

      “How was your day at work?” she asked, wanting to break the conversation.

      “Okay.” He shrugged. “Nothing out of the ordinary. Typical duties.”

      Being a Navy Admiral, her father couldn’t talk much about what he did. Isa knew it wasn’t his fault, but sometimes, it made her feel like he didn’t want to talk to her.

      “There was someone in the water today,” she blurted out. She wanted to say something to get her father’s attention, even if it was dumb.

      “Not unusual. It is Florida. Lots of people in the water,” he said noncommittally.

      “No, I mean, it was a boy. He…”

      Her father briefly looked up, and she lost her courage. She shook her head. “Never mind.”

      “You know, the Seaside Ball is coming up,” her father mentioned— for the hundredth time in a row— and her stomach dropped. “Have you gotten your dress yet? You’ll need a pretty one when they crown you Coral Queen.”

      “I don’t know if I’m going to win, Dad,” Isa mumbled. “Can’t we  drop it?”

      “I don’t see why you wouldn’t win.” He wiped his mouth. “You’re the most beautiful girl in town. The obvious choice.”

      Isa was careful with her reply. Being crowned Coral Queen at the annual Seaside Ball was every girl’s dream in
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