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Marina studied them, a beautiful boy with golden hair and a raven-haired beauty walking hand-in-hand along the sun-kissed shore. They drew closer to the rocks and she ducked down, clinging to the barnacles, but unable to swim away. Not when they were the first people she’?d ever witnessed venturing over to this shore.

She’d seen the reactions from the other humans who’?d attempted it, their noses lifting at the blackened sand, their legs recoiling from the cold water that flooded it during the night, their toes curling at the sharp pieces of shell she threw onto the beach when nobody was looking. This couple just kept walking.

Together, they crossed the beach until they reached the boulders outside Mermaid Cave. There, he turned back. Even wearing shoes, he didn’?t venture out far, his gaze never leaving the pieces of shell half-buried around them.

The beauty pointed to a place farther along. Marina held her breath, waiting, but he stepped back again. With a look of longing at the remaining, untouched stretch of Mermaid Cove, the beauty turned, letting him lead her back.

After they reached the main beach again, the beauty sent a glance over her shoulder. A gleam of determination sparkled there. Marina’?s heart fluttered at the sight of it. It reminded her of her own determination to grow legs and visit the shore, to see what about these humans had made it so forbidden that she was told to ruin it with broken shells.

Before she knew what she was doing, she lifted herself up onto the boulder. The beauty’?s gaze swept across the water, and then caught Marina’s. Her jaw dropped, and she rubbed her eyes, peering closer, but a shout caught her attention. A moment later, she disappeared over the dunes.

Marina waited. She sat there until the sun fell down, and she had to slip into the water again. Hugging the boulder, her fins rocking on the tide, she studied the beach, waiting for the girl again.

This could be my chance. If I could just get her closer, get her to give me a kiss...?

An hour after the sun set, the beauty returned again. Her feet kicked up sand, and she jumped every time the seaweed touched her, but she kept moving forward. In a minute, she’?d crossed to Mermaid Cove, where the boy had almost abandoned her.

Pushing herself back up onto the boulder, Marina let out a few notes of song. Her voice squeaked, but not without sweetness, echoing like it never had in the sea. Its notes leapt like tiny fish. Thrilled, she sang until the beauty wandered over. 

It took all Marina’s courage not to disappear again the moment the beauty caught sight of her. Her eyes widened and she held back, but Marina leaned in, projecting her voice. Soon, her topless brown-green chest, and short, seaweed-flecked hair, couldn’?t deter the beauty from wading into the ocean, and sitting beside her.

Marina kept her tail in the water, but the beauty didn’?t seem to notice. The moment she’d settled onto the boulder, Marina pulled a ruby-studded shell from her short-cropped hair, and stuck it in the beauty’s long, lustrous locks. Then she pointed to herself.

“Marina,” she whispered.

The beauty smiled, mirroring the action. “Suri.”?

Grinning, Marina leaned in for a kiss. Suri backed up, until Marina had to cling to the boulder for balance.

“I have a boyfriend,” she said, suddenly bashful.

Something bitter and cold rose up in Marina’?s throat. It only got worse as she studied Suri’s long hair, tawny skin, and muscular legs. Compared to her own short hair, mottled skin, and scales, Suri felt shiny. Shinier than Marina had ever been.

Or could be, as a mermaid...

Marina glanced out at the water, and the sworls of an incoming riptide. “?Swim,” she said, and dove off the boulder. When she glanced back, she found Suri eyeing the waves.

“Chase,” Marina said, laughing and diving. She surfaced again to find Suri jumping after her, splashing against the current. Marina paddled deeper, harder, until the riptide swelled, and she dove.

Suri’s muffled scream pulsed through the water. Smiling, Marina surfaced, taking satisfaction in the lack of the girl’?s head bobbing over the foam.

Serves her right, not kissing me and giving me legs.

She let her pleasure wash over her, until something in the back of her mind grew cold. Her fingers remembered the smoothness of Suri’?s hair, and her mind brought back to her the trusting smile on Suri’s face, right before Marina had dived away. The longing to have a human friend still echoed in her chest, right behind the place where she’d longed for legs.

And now your only human contact is gone.

Fear curdled in Marina’s chest. Diving, she shoved herself into the current, swimming hard towards the shore. It took five long seconds, but she found Suri, floating and immobile, under the water. Grabbing her arms, Marina hauled them both up.

They broke the surface, but Suri didn’t breathe. Marina lifted a hand to slap at her cheek, like she’?d seen so many humans do, and then, the tide pulled at her fins. Gasping, she went under, her fingers just barely holding onto Suri’s clothes.

Below the waves, the tide tossed them this way and that, flipping them over just below the surface. Marina grappled with the water, clinging to Suri as tightly as she dared. When she had a firm hold on Suri’?s waist, she dove as deep as the sand, and then away, towards the far end of the shore. Shells and seaweed slapped her face, leaving stinging cuts where they caught her.

At last, the outcropping of rocks rose up in a wall around them. Surging up, Marina broke the surface, finding them both in the shallow pool just outside of Mermaid Cave. With one hand, she pulled Suri onto the beach, and then let out a squeaking sob.

Suri had stopped breathing.

Marina cried out for help, her voice shrill and inhuman as it rattled on the rocks. As it pierced her ears, she shrank back, and yanked a scale from her waist, hissing at the drops of blood that pooled there. Taking a ruby from her hair, she folded the scale over the jewel, holding them both against Suri’s throat.

The ruby pulsed with the faintest red glow. After two agonizing seconds, Suri coughed out a burst of water, body surging as she gasped for air.

“Suri?” a deep voice called.

Marina jumped, looking up. The beautiful boy walked not ten feet from them, his gold hair ruffled, and his eyes wide with childlike fear. His gaze met Marina’?s, and his whole body stiffened.

“Get away from her!” he said, and stormed into the shallow water after them.

“No!” Suri said, her voice croaking.

Marina scrambled deeper into the ocean. Falling under the waves, she pulled herself away until the sounds of the beautiful boy, and the echoing calls of more humans, fell into the distance behind her. She only surfaced again when she reached the boulder, studying them all from her own island of safety.
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Marina stayed close to the shore for the rest of the day, waiting. After Suri, her boyfriend, and his friends disappeared, the beach stayed empty. Night wore on, but Suri never appeared again. Clinging to a large rock just under the waves, Marina curled herself up in seaweed, weaving a couple pieces together to create a palm-sized pouch that hung at her waist. In it, she stuck the bulk of her ruby hair-pieces.

If Suri comes back, I’ll be ready.

A light, and the vibrations of a motor, woke her up. The sky remained dark, but she broke through the waves anyway. Ahead of her, a tiny boat with a lantern drove closer. It came so close, a thrill of fear went through her at the possibility of being hit.

Breaking the seaweed, she rose up enough to spy the people on the boat. They all wore heavy, dark hats and clothes, but one had dark hair that lifted off their back. Her mind immediately went to Suri.

Crying out, she waved, her squeaky voice as shrill as it had been in the cave. A moment later, deep voices responded, and the boat surged over. She caught sight of the boyfriend’?s scowling face, and then a net fell on top of her.

Screaming and shrieking, she dove, fighting to swim away. The net just followed her, its weight crushing. Her arms tangled in its holes, and her fins scraped until they bled against the fiber. Before she knew it, she’?d become cocooned, her body drifting a foot from the ocean floor, suspended by the current.

Moments later, she found herself being yanked toward the shore with incredible speed. The water pushed against her eyes, nose, and mouth, and she choked, covering her face. The second she managed to get a breath, she screamed as loud as she could. The net kept going.

Just when it seemed like the pulling would never end, she found herself being hauled out of the waves. Cold air lashed her skin, and the light pierced her eyes. Blinking hard, she fought to see what was going around her, only for the shipmates to dump the excess net onto her, and lift her between them.

She gasped at the weight of the net, trying to push it off. Every time she moved, though, the net rocked even more wildly between the sailors, making it almost impossible for her to get any leverage. Forcing herself to lie still, she worked to pull the net aside, and get a better look at where they were taking her. As soon as she did, she gasped.

Mermaid Cave stood, all lit up, right in front of her. With the number of lamps on every surface, and even hanging from the ceiling, she found it was far bigger than she’?d ever imagined. Deep, too, enough that their boat would’ve fit from end to end, and then some.

At the center of it, a gleaming glass tank glittered, glowing gold and blue beneath all the lamplight.

The men marched her right up to it, and with a shout, hauled her in. For the first time, she gripped the net, desperate to hang on. They gave it a brutal shake, and it opened up. She dropped into the tank, her shrill scream hurting her own ears as it bounced around the cave.

A bed of bone-dry rocks at the bottom of the tank bit at her the moment she fell. She could’?ve held one in her palm, if they didn’t scrape and scrub at her every time she moved. Just as she was recovering from the fall, another light came on above her head, shining with blinding clarity until she felt like she’d crawled out into the sun. She swallowed hard, a heaviness in her stomach.

From the corner of her eye, the beautiful boy appeared, only to dump a bucket of water onto her face. She coughed and sputtered, shivering against its shocking cold, and then startled to find him pressing his nose to the glass. His dark eyes had the same hardness about them that the stones in the tank did.

“Maybe now you’ll think twice before you help someone drown,”? he said in perfect mermish.

Her jaw dropped, unable to believe her ears. Then he snapped his fingers, turned away from her, and the entire group of men made their way back out of the cave.
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