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      Like the creature I’m named after, I am beautiful but untouchable, treasured but imprisoned.  My grandfather named me Coral after the thing my mother loved most about the sea, in hopes that I could lure her back when everything else had failed.  But she loved something else more, and my name is just a reminder of his failure.

      I stare at the reef separating my kind from the rest of the sea.  Colorful fish dart between the vibrant rainbow of polyps piled high upon the rocks, and anemones sway back and forth with the currents.  I hold out my arms and flick my iridescent tail gently to stay afloat in one spot, each scale throwing off multicolored twinkles of light that sparkle in the clear water.

      I want to lay back and let the current take me where it will, deep into the darkness beyond the reef, where no court watches my every move and no kingdom demands my loyalty. The coral imprisons all of us, but sometimes I feel like the only one who notices.

      Meribel approaches silently, but I recognize the familiar swish of her fins.  Her arm links with mine, and her pale hair mingles with my own dark locks as she leans her head into mine.  She doesn’t say anything, just lets me linger in my sorrow.  After a few moments, I feel guilty for letting her comfort me.  She’s losing more than me today.

      “I’m sorry, Meribel.  If there was anything I could do to change it, you know I would.”

      She shakes her head and sighs.  “He was never mine to lose, Coral.  Just because I wished it with all my heart doesn’t make it so.”

      Meribel knows what she wants, always has.  She wants a quiet life inside the reef with two little merlings and a merman who swims home every night with a passel of fish for them to feast on.  More specifically, she wants Kai, the boy she’s loved since we were merlings, playing hide and seek together in the reef.  And Kai wants Meribel.

      But instead, Kai and I are set to be mated this afternoon when the light reaches its peak above Persephone’s Cradle.  I will succeed my grandfather as queen of the shoal, where I will live out the rest of my days in this coral prison, and Kai and I will produce an heir who will carry on my family’s legacy when I am lost to the depths, more moons from now than I can fathom.

      My fins shrivel at the mere thought of my destiny.

      “Your grandfather is calling for you, Corie.  It’s time to go.”  Maribel tugs my elbow and flips her tail to propel us back towards the palace where my handmaids wait to adorn me.

      They will twist my hair into elaborate braids, dotted with pearls and woven with sea grass.  For the first time, my breasts will be caged behind curved shells, never to feel the caress of waves outside my dressing room again.  They will be caressed by the hands of my husband instead, a merman who does not love me and who will spend the rest of our lives wishing I was someone else.  An ancient Pāua shell necklace will drape around my neck, a symbol of my royal lineage, the heavy weight of it a permanent reminder of my sentence.

      Most mermaids envy me; I probably would, too, if I was them.  I’ve lived in the insulated womb of the palace my entire life, pampered by handmaidens, every luxury provided, every whim entertained.  And all the spoils of this kingdom will be mine once I’m married.

      But the palace is just a gilded prison, the royal raiments no more than shackles.  My spirit has been imprisoned since birth, now my body will be as well.

      The courtyard swarms with merfolk, readying the grounds for the ceremony, tails of every color swishing eagerly.  I find it funny that they are more excited than me, and a laugh escapes, the bubbles rising above me and disappearing into the waves.  The crowd parts as Meribel and I swim through, but no one comments on the look of panic that must be etched across my face.

      The front of the palace is bright with sunlight that pierces through the water, but it looms before me, cloaked in shadows only I can see.  They descend upon me as I enter the vacant foyer, the rapid beat of my heart suddenly pounding in my ears in the absence of other sounds.

      Very few merfolk are allowed inside the palace on a regular basis — just myself, my grandfather, and the royal staff, most of which live on the premises.  Meribel included.

      When her mother, a young, unmated mermaid, turned up pregnant and no merman came forward to take responsibility, my grandfather hired her as my handmaiden, and her daughter became my live-in playmate.  Only one year of age separates us; we’ve spent our entire lives together.

      Today, my marriage will divide us in more ways than one.

      Meribel and I swim to my room, a wide, open space decorated with my favorite varieties of coral.  The stone walls are covered with perfect rows of salmon-colored scallop shells, and dozens of small windows let in the light but keep out intruders.  My nest is piled high with soft sea sponges that tempt me to curl up and sleep away my heartache.

      “There you are, Coral!  Where have you been?  I’ll barely have time to braid your hair at this rate.”  Muriel, Meribel’s mother, puts her hands on her hips and flaps her fins at me.  Her long hair, more white than blonde now, is tied up and out of the way.

      “I just wanted one last swim before…” I stop myself before I say any of the words I’m thinking.  She’ll frown at all of them.

      “Your life isn’t ending, Coral-Lee.  You’ll swim again tomorrow, and the next day, and the next day…”  She frowns at me, anyway.

      I don’t bother arguing.  She’s heard it all before and doesn’t sympathize with me.  But my silence doesn’t spare me her side of the argument.

      “What more do you want, little fish?  A merman to sweep you off your feet and carry you to an enchanted kingdom?  Wake up, Coral-Lee.  You have the ocean’s treasure right in front of you!  Would you rather be one of the common folk who nest in the sea grass and spend their days chasing their next meal?”

      What she doesn’t say is: would you rather be Meribel, a mermaid who’s losing her true love to her best friend?  But I hear the question, anyway.

      What I don’t mention is, it isn’t the common merfolk life that I dream of, either.  It is the world outside our realm I long to see.  My mother’s world.

      I wonder if Muriel remembers the questions I peppered her with when I was a merling.  I wanted to know everything about the mythical humans who walked on legs and crossed the sea in giant boats, the wind pushing their sails towards distant shores.

      Muriel has been to the surface once, before the spell was cast, and she told me of the ball of light that lit the sky and the creatures that flew through the air, squawking as they dove into the water to snatch a fish.

      She’s never been on land, but she’s seen it, she’s watched the water crashing on the shore in frothy waves from the relative safety of an outcropping of rocks that peeked above the water.  She said the sand extended past the sea and disappeared under a canopy of giant trees with thick, tall trunks topped with waving fronds.  What lay beyond was just as much a mystery as the sea beyond the reef.

      I envy even this tiny glimpse.  My own head has never broken the surface of the water, never even gotten close, and as long as my grandfather lives, it never will.

      For generations, mermaids of mating age ventured onto the land to mate with humans, ensuring their hybrid offspring would have the ability to live on land or under the sea.  They were supposed to return and marry mermen, raising their merlings to love the sea.  But as human civilization grew more advanced, some of them stayed on land, tempted by the pleasures of the human world.

      Like my mother.

      When she came back, pregnant, and told my grandfather that she was going to make her home on land, he forbid it.  She insisted, and he didn’t want to lock her up to keep her here, but he didn’t have the same qualms about imprisoning me.  When I was born, he allowed her to go, but only if she left me behind as his only heir.  He never expected her to agree.  But my mother loved the human world even more than she loved my grandfather and our people.  Even more than she loved me.

      To ensure he would never lose me, he called upon a sea witch who cast a spell not just on me, but on everyone in the shoal.  Mermaids could only survive on land for five days, and after that, they would die if they didn’t return to the sea.

      But my grandfather won’t allow me even this.  Instead, I’ve been sentenced to the sea forever.  It is my duty to lead our people.

      My mind wanders again to Muriel’s story about the world above the water.  I try to picture it, but my imagination isn’t vivid enough to create a world so different from my own.

      “I’m going to go find Kai,” Meribel says, tired of watching me ponder in silence.  I don’t begrudge her one last goodbye.

      Muriel gives her a look that hints at a previous conversation, and I can imagine how it might have gone.  I’m sure she wishes her daughter could have the man she loves, but Muriel is too practical to dwell on fantasies.  She understands her place in the shoal, and her daughter’s, and she knows that even if Kai wasn’t destined to marry me he would never be allowed to marry Meribel.

      “The kitchen has prepared a hundred pounds of shrimp, scallops, and yellow fin tuna for your party guests — all your favorites.”  Muriel tries to distract me from my malaise as she puts the finishing touches on my hairdo, but it will take more than the thought of a tasty dinner.

      Instead, I imagine all the merfolk laughing and smiling, chatting about mundane things like the currents and the banal accomplishments of their merlings as they nibble on hors d'oeuvres, oblivious to the fact that the death knell is ringing on my freedom.

      Muriel finishes my hair and reaches for a gleaming, mother-of-pearl box that I’ve never seen before, holding it out to me.  I lift the lid, revealing a custom shell bra, made for a queen.  My fingers trace the intricate designs engraved in the abalone shells and the tiny pearls that outline the edges.  I’ve never seen one so beautiful.

      She lifts it carefully from the box and secures it in place.  It is a perfect fit, of course.  The delicately-carved shells are surprisingly lighter than the simple clamshells that most mermaids wear, but the weight of their significance lies heavy on my chest.

      She steps back to admire her handiwork and nods, smiling, then reaches for my hand mirror, a treasure from the human world that my mother left behind.  She holds it up for me to see my reflection.

      The face looking back at me is solemn with large, blue eyes, high cheekbones, and a delicate nose over tiny, red lips.  People say I’m beautiful, and mermen stop to stare at me as I swim, but what difference does it make if my mate has already been chosen for me?  Most would say that Meribel, though lovely, is not as beautiful as me, but that doesn’t seem to make a difference to Kai.

      I nod, satisfied with my appearance, and Muriel smiles at me.  “I’ve never seen a more lovely bride, Coral-Lee.”

      Just then, Grandfather raps on my doorframe and peeks his graying head around.  A wide smile wrinkles the corner of his rheumy eyes, and his plump cheeks pink with pleasure.  His barrel chest is puffed with pride.

      “Oh, Coral!  You look beautiful.  Just like your mother did at your age.”  His eyes glaze over with memories, and his smile slips.  He shakes his head and pulls his gaze back to the present.

      As stubborn and overprotective as he is, I love my grandfather.  He’s the only family I’ve got.  I just wish I could fulfill his desires without sacrificing my own.

      “I do believe the entire shoal is camped in our garden, awaiting your debut, little starfish.  Will you be ready soon?”

      Panic seizes my chest.  The guests have already arrived?  It’s too soon!  I suck in deep gills full of water, trying to calm my heartbeat.

      Kai and Meribel enter the room, looking a little guilty, and I suddenly wonder if they’ve been kissing.  Grandfather made it known from the beginning that Kai, the oldest son of the highest ranking family, would be chosen as my suitor, so he and Meribel have never openly admitted their feelings for each other, but it’s been written all over their faces since we were old enough to know what mating meant.

      “King Aegeus, might I have a moment alone with Coral before the ceremony?”  Kai asks, bowing his head slightly in Grandfather’s direction.

      Grandfather looks at Kai, a twinkle of amusement in his eye, and smiles.  “Of course, Son.  We’ll give you two some privacy.”

      Kai approaches me cautiously as the others file out.  His black hair has been tied so it waves only slightly in the water, and he holds a branch of coral in his hands.  His chest is bare, but soon he will wear a royal necklace that matches the one waiting for me.  His dark eyes seek mine.

      “I picked your bouquet.”  He holds out the coral, and I accept the traditional bridal gift.

      “Pink bird’s nest is my favorite,” I say, admiring the intricate structure.

      “I know.”  He smiles.  We’ve been friends for years; Kai knows everything about me.

      “Thank you, Kai.  It’s perfect.”  Just like him.

      Kai is perfect husband material.  He’s kind and handsome, smart and sensible, funny and easy going.  But he’s not in love with me.  I can’t begrudge him; I’m not in love with him, either.  I’d like to think that we’ve been friends for too long, and that’s why there’s no chemistry between us.  But that didn’t seem to stop him from falling for Meribel.

      My grandfather pushed us together from an early age, having already decided on Kai as my future suitor, and he, Meribel, and I spent every free moment together.  But while our friendship blossomed, it never deepened into the kind of love that binds two souls together as mates.

      I will never feel that kind of love, and Kai will have to give it up.

      He reaches up to cup my cheek, lifting my face to his.  His mind searches for the right words to say, but he doesn’t know what they are any more than I do.

      “I love you, Coral,” he tries.

      “I love you, too, Kai,” I whisper back, pretending what I feel for him is enough.

      He reaches out and hugs me like he’s done a thousand times, but this time it feels strained, awkward.

      “Are you ready?” he asks, and I nod.

      “Well, let’s go then.”  He loops his arm through mine, and escorts me through the hall towards the back entrance.

      I can see the merfolk crowded outside in their finest jewelry, holding conch shells and tittering in anticipation.  Kai approaches a guard and tells him we are ready to proceed, and the guard blows a giant conch shell to announce the start of the ceremony.  The crowd parts and turns towards us, creating a path to the statue of Atargatis, the goddess who created our kind, where Grandfather is waiting for us with the royal officiant.

      Meribel and her mother are waiting by the doorway, and they give us both a quick hug.  The guests raise their conch shells and start to blow, creating a wall of bubbles, and swish their tails towards the center, creating a current meant to carry us forward.

      But the raucous effect is too much for me, the cacophony like an army advancing in attack, and my heart seizes in panic at the claustrophobic passageway in front of me.  I can’t do this; I can’t swim voluntarily into a future that looks so bleak.

      Instead of swimming forward, I panic and kick my fins as hard as I can, yanking myself free from Kai’s hold and pushing myself upward — higher, higher, into the water above.  The bubbles embrace me in an airy cocoon, lifting me higher still.

      I keep swimming, propelling myself toward the surface with frantic energy, ignoring the sharp ache in my joints and the tightness in my chest, intent only on escape.

      The water grows warmer and brighter the higher I go, but the currents are stronger, and I feel them pulsing against me.  Suddenly, my body bursts out of the water, and I gasp as air fills my lungs, driving out the water.  I choke on it, spitting out water, and sucking in the nothingness.

      My eyes dart around, but the surface does not look anything like I imagined it.  Muriel said the sky was the color of a blue tang fish, with a yellow sun the color of its tail to warm the air, but this sky is gray and cold, with large, dark, menacing blobs floating above.  Water falls from the sky in thousands of tiny drops that sting my skin, the exact opposite of the curtain of bubbles my wedding guests had created.  Suddenly, a jagged line of light flashes in the sky, and a loud sound rumbles around me.

      A wave crashes down over me, burying me, and I fight my way back to the surface, but the water tosses me again and again, assaulting my body, till I no longer have the energy to fight it.

      Exhausted, I close my eyes and let the water take me.
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      Mermaids do not believe in an afterlife.  When we die, our bodies turn to sea foam that disappears into the sea.  But I am in another world, whether or not I am still alive.

      My body feels warm, as warm as the water gushing from the vents deep in the bottom of the sea.  But now the heat radiates down on me from above.  It is strange, but pleasant.  Underneath me, the sand is cooler but hard against my body.  I am not floating.  I am completely still, like the dead.  I wiggle my fingers to make sure I still can, and sand sifts between them.  It feels grittier than normal, and the tiny grains do not cling to each other but instead cascade through my fingers.  I slide my hands deeper, enjoying the sensation.

      Muriel had tried to describe the sensation of dryness, the absence of water, but I could never understand.  Now, I know what she means.  My skin feels tight, and the air caresses it more gently than the water.

      I open my eyes and quickly shut them again.  The light is so bright it blinds me.  I crack them open slowly, letting the light filter through my lashes till my pupils adjust to it.  Once they have, I blink rapidly, trying to clear my vision.  I raise my hands to shield my eyes from the brightness, but the movement surprises me.  They feel heavier and lighter at the same time, and I struggle to control them.  A few grains of sand are stuck to my fingers, and they fall into my eyes.  I try to rub them out, and my eyes start to sting.  Water drips down my cheeks, leaving a tiny, wet trail.

      Eventually, my eyes are clear, and I gaze up into the sky.  I’m rewarded with the sight Muriel had described — a vivid, blue sky and a yellow sun that is too bright to look at.  The light is so much dimmer filtered through the water.  Puffy, white blobs have taken the place of the dark ones that were there before, and I stretch out my arm to touch them but realize they are too far away.  Is the sky like the ocean — so big you can never see the end of it?

      I turn my head and suddenly realize this is where the ocean ends.  The water rushes up onto the land but only goes so far before the sea pulls it back again, leaving foamy bubbles.  I watch it, mesmerized, for several cycles before turning my head the other direction.  Just like Muriel claimed, there are tall trees with floppy, green fronds.  My fingers itch to touch them, but I’m distracted when a tiny crab scuttles by.

      My stomach feels empty, and I think about grabbing him, but is he safe to eat?  I don’t recognize his kind.  Maybe I could return to the water to catch a fish instead.

      My head aches, and I lift a hand to touch the offending area, wincing at the swollen lump.  When I pull my hand away, it is tinged with blood.

      My body feels so heavy, I don’t know how to move it.  I raise my head, ignoring the throbbing, and press down with my arms till my torso lifts, propping myself up with my hands.  But as soon as I look down, I scream, and the noise frightens me so much I fall back.

      My tail is gone!  In its place are two appendages with the same skin as my arms, with a joint in the middle like my elbow, but bending the other way.  My fins are shorter, thicker, with a round knob jutting out the back and tiny appendages like fingers at the ends that I’m able to wiggle.

      I flex my new fins carefully, exploring their range of movement, and giggle when I manage to roll them both around in opposite directions.  The sound amuses me, and I do it again, amazed that no bubbles escape.

      I pull myself back up and try to bend my… what are these things called again?  Legs, I think.  Muriel used to entertain my endless questions about the human world with stories based solely on the knowledge she’d gleaned from others who’d actually walked on land before.  But I gave up the fantasy of ever seeing it for myself many years ago and quit asking about it.  Fantasizing about it only depressed me.  But now, I’m here!  And woefully unprepared.  A million questions I wish I’d asked flood my mind.  I guess I’ll just have to figure it out on my own.

      I manage to bend my legs, wrapping my arms around the joint in the middle — knees, I think they’re called.  I know humans stand on their legs, but for the life of me I can’t figure out how to get up on them.  I flop around on the sand for quite a while, twisting my body into different positions.  Eventually, I roll onto my stomach, plant my hands in front of me, and bend my legs, shuffling them forward.  I know it’s not how humans walk, but at least I’m moving.  I’m embarrassed by my clumsiness, but no one is around to see me.  Where is everyone, anyway?

      I head towards the water, intent on catching something to eat, but as soon as my fingers touch the water, a thought occurs to me, and I pull them back, terrified.  The curse allows five days on land before I’ll die, but what happens if I go back in the water?  Will my tail reappear?  If it does, will it turn back into legs when I come out again, or will I have forfeited the rest of my time?

      I suddenly regret not asking more questions, but I never imagined I’d actually be here.  Now that I am, I don’t want to risk cutting it short, so I back away from the water.  Even if I eat nothing for the next five days, I won’t starve to death.

      The land is incredible on its own, but where are the humans?  I can see a long way down the coast, but there is no one in sight, just an endless stretch of bright, white sand.  Are they beyond the trees?  I crawl over to the nearest one, the dry sand rubbing my skin raw.  I have to figure out how to walk on these legs.

      The tree bark is rough against my skin, but I cling to it and plant one foot on the sand, pushing and pulling myself up.  Once I’m upright, I wrap one arm around the tree and pick up one of my feet, moving it forward.  I do the same with the other foot, and eventually I make a circle around the tree.

      Proud of my progress, I slowly let go of the tree and try to stand on my own.  My toes dig into the sand, and my legs wobble, but I don’t fall, so eventually I try to take a step.  I beam when I succeed.  I can walk!  I carefully make my way to the next tree, grabbing for it as soon as it’s in reach.  By the time I’ve walked from the first tree to the fourth, I’m exhausted, so I let myself drop to the ground to rest.

      My chest is heaving, my breathing loud, and water has sprouted from my forehead and is dripping down my face.  Some of it rolls onto my lips, and I lick it, surprised that it tastes like the sea.  I wipe it away with my arm.

      When I feel rested, I try again, walking a little farther into the thickening grove of trees.  A cry escapes me when something sharp pierces my foot.  The ground here is littered with fallen plant material; I have to be more careful where I’m stepping.

      Ever so often, I glance back at the beach, till finally it disappears out of sight.  The sky is darker, and the trees behind me all look the same.  My heartbeat speeds up, and my breathing grows louder.  What if I can’t find my way back?  I suddenly realize I don’t want to die.

      I don’t know what I was thinking when I fled from my wedding.  I guess I wasn’t.  I just had to get away.  Did I want to die?  I don’t think so.  I just couldn’t force myself to swim through that procession.  What will happen when I go back?  Grandfather will be furious, for sure, especially since I embarrassed him in front of the entire shoal.

      What about Kai?  Will he still be willing to marry me if I return?  His family is the highest ranking in the shoal, after mine.  But he’ll never be royalty unless he mates with me.  His parents will never let him marry someone as low rank as Meribel, but what if he turns me down for someone else?

      I still wouldn’t be allowed to choose my own mate; Grandfather would choose another, and I can only imagine the dishonor that would bring to our family, for a suitor to reject me.

      Panic rises up in my chest, making my limbs shake.  I drop to my knees and bury my face in my hands as water leaks from my eyes.  What have I done?  My only choices are to die on land or return to my family in shame.

      I let myself weep, great wracking sobs taking over my body.  Eventually, I curl up on the ground as my body stills, no more energy left for tears.  The air feels colder now, and I hug my knees to my chest, trying to warm myself.  At some point, I fall asleep.
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        * * *

      

      When I wake, the sky is bright again, and the land is alive with foreign sounds.  Everything sounds so different here, with no water to soften the noise.  I have no idea what creatures are making the sounds or whether or not I should be afraid of them.  Are there predators on land?  Muriel never spoke of them.

      I look around, trying to locate the source of a chirping noise that sounds close by.  A small, black and white creature hops back and forth on a nearby tree branch.  He tilts his head at me like he’s just as curious as I am.  My stomach rumbles, and I wonder if I could eat him.  Suddenly, fin-like appendages fold out from his body, and he takes off into the sky.  I gasp then chuckle; I guess he didn’t like that idea.

      My leg itches, and when I reach to scratch it, I notice tiny, red animals crawling up and down my leg.  I watch them for a moment, but my leg starts to sting, and I realize they are snacking on me.  I jump to my feet and brush them off, but they leave itchy, red dots on my skin.  Are they poisonous?  I hope not.  I have no idea what dangers to look out for or how to combat them.

      I resume my quest through the trees, desperate to find… something.  I don’t even know what.  Humans, I guess.  The branches scrape at my skin and pluck strands of my hair from the intricate updo.  Tiny jolts of pain pulse through the tender skin of my new feet as I trample through the refuse shed from the trees, and my belly aches with emptiness.

      This is definitely not how I imagined life on land.  This world is foreign and cruel, and I don’t know how to survive here.  I assumed the humans would find me and take care of me, but it’s already the second day, and I haven’t even seen a human yet!  How do mermaids ever find a mate?  Legend says that humans are drawn to us, that they can’t resist our charms.  If so, shouldn’t a human have found me by now?  What if the curse took away that power?  Could I lure a human on my own?

      Most mermen would give their right fin to be with me, not because they love me, but only because of who I am.  No one’s ever had a chance to get close enough to me to actually fall in love.  Except Kai, that is.

      I shake my head, trying to clear away the thoughts.  I have bigger things to worry about right now, like the emptiness in my stomach and the burn in my throat.  I stumble on, desperate for something to ease my body.

      I spot a small, bright green animal lounging on a tree branch.  His skin is rough and thick with tiny spikes down his back, and he doesn’t look the least bit appetizing.  But he just blinks a big eye at me so I rush towards him, longing for anything to satisfy my hunger.  He scurries away, clinging tightly to the branch with his long toes, and I’m too tired to chase after him.

      Eventually, a trickling sound catches my ear, and it grows louder as I continue.  Suddenly, the trees open up, and I shriek as I stumble into a small stream of water.  I tense, expecting my fins to reappear, but nothing happens.  The cold liquid covers my feet and flows around my ankles, soothing my sore flesh.  I stomp around in it, going deeper, relishing the feel of the water and the wet earth squishing between my toes.

      I can’t resist plopping down and letting the water cover my legs, the flow soothing away the tension.  I lay back and let it cover the rest of my body, opening my mouth under the water and sucking in deep.

      The water tastes so different!  Crisp and fresh, but almost flavorless.  It doesn’t taste like the sea at all, but I drink it, anyway.  A tiny fish swims by, and I snatch it.  It’s only one bite, but it tastes amazing, and my stomach growls for more.  I manage to snag a few others, and tiny bubbles of happiness float up inside me.

      I splash around in the water till I feel refreshed, wondering again about why it’s so different from seawater.  Is that why my legs didn’t turn back?  Or will my tail only reappear when the five days are over?  Once again, I desperately wish I’d sought the answers to these questions from Muriel.

      Feeling reenergized, I climb from the water and head off on the other side.  Soon, the trees start to thin, and suddenly, I’m back on the shore again, facing the edge of the sea.  Have I gone in a circle and ended up back where I started?  My muscles tense with frustration.

      I glance down the shore line and notice something that wasn’t there before — large boulders piled on top of one another, jutting out into the water.  This isn’t the same shore where I woke up yesterday.  Have I crossed the full width of the land?  Panic seizes me, and my heart races, the sound pulsing in my ears.  Why haven’t I seen any humans?  Are humans as rare on land as merfolk are in the sea?  How will I ever find them?

      I drop to my knees and sob, hopeless.  I’m such a fool!  Why did I think I could do this?  Grandfather kept me purposely ignorant about the human world, and now, no one is here to show me what to do.  Have I forfeited the only future I had for this — five days of loneliness and suffering in a foreign world where I can barely survive?

      The sea calls to me.  I long to dive back in and forget I ever tried to escape.  But the fear of what awaits me keeps me huddled on the sand.  If I thought my future grim before, my rebellion will only serve to worsen my destiny.  I stare at the sea, lapping at the sand, and let my childhood fantasies rush back.

      In my dreams, I swim to the edge of the sea and climb out of the water on nimble legs.  A beautiful, exotic world awaits me, and humans flock to greet me.  One of them catches my eye, and I go to him.  He reaches for me, and we kiss, and our fates are sealed.  He lifts me up and carries me to his home where we make love all day and all night.  In my fantasy, there is no curse, and on the fifth day, the human asks me to stay.  I profess my love and promise to be with him forever.

      I bark out a pained laugh at my own childish stupidity.  Happy endings only happen in fairytales.  The real world is cruel and unfair.  Even the fantasy world of humans.

      As I sulk, gray clouds roll in, dimming the sky, and the wind picks up, shaking the palm fronds and chilling my skin.  I feel exposed out here on the beach, so I head back into the tree line, curling up under the biggest tree I can find.

      Water starts to drip from the sky, a drizzle that quickly grows heavier till it falls in a blinding torrent around me.  The canopy of trees protects me some, but I’m still quickly soaked.  I wrap my arms around my knees and tuck my head, huddling up to preserve warmth as the wind and rain lash my body.

      When I look up, I blink rapidly, sure the storm is deceiving me, but no, something is floating out in the water!  A vessel of some kind bobs erratically in the choppy waves at the edge of the horizon.  Is that a boat?  Are there humans on board?

      My misery forgotten, I watch in fascination as the boat moves closer.  It’s hard to make out any details through the sheet of rain except when flashes of light crackle in the sky and illuminate it.  Waves toss the boat like seaweed, crashing over the sides and tipping the hull precariously.

      Suddenly, a giant wave swells up behind it.  I gasp as the wave crashes over the boat, burying it in a deluge of water.  I hold my breath, waiting for the boat to reemerge, but when it does, it’s upside down and sinking quickly.  I jump to my feet, stricken with panic.  What will happen to the humans?  Can they even swim?

      Without thinking, I race towards the water and plunge in, clenching my legs together and kicking with all my might, and my tail reappears.  Have I lost my legs forever?  I can’t worry about that right now; saving those lives is more important.  I swallow my anxiety and face towards where I last saw the boat, swimming as fast as I can.

      It takes a moment for my body to readjust to the ocean, but soon I am one with the sea again, and I locate the capsized ship.  Chunks of debris float around it, and a small, yellow raft bobs nearby, but no humans are in it.  Another flash of color catches my eye — something orange, and I swim closer.  It’s a human!

      A dark head sticks out above the bright vest that seems to be keeping him just barely afloat, but his eyes are closed, and he doesn’t notice me approach him.  Is he dead?  I grab hold of him and drag him to the raft, lifting his limp arms over the edge to hold him in place.

      I spot another orange dot, further away, and head for it.  The man is moaning, and he opens his eyes when I grab him and sputters out a cry.  I push him towards the raft as well, and he gets over his shock long enough to climb into the dinghy.  He reaches for his partner and hauls him in.  The effort exhausts him, and he flops down in the bottom of the raft.  The other man stirs, and I know he’s alive.

      When I’m confident that they’re safe, I dive down under the boat, looking for other occupants, and see another man struggling, his orange vest caught in the railing.  I swim up behind him, hoping he can’t see me, and my fingers quickly dislodge the vest from the railing.  The man immediately starts floating to the surface.  My eyes dart to the cabin of the boat.  Is there anyone else stuck inside?

      I swim inside and find one more human, his pale body and black hair floating lifelessly in the small space.  I grab him and swim to the surface, forcing his head above the water.  One thing I know about humans is that they can’t survive under water for long.  Is it too late for this one?

      When I’m positive I haven’t missed anyone, I ascend to the surface again.  All four men are safely aboard the life raft, and the one who was caught in the railing is trying to rouse the one from the cabin.  He pounds on his chest and blows into his mouth until the man coughs and sputters.  They’re safe!  They’re alive!

      Rain continues to assault the sea, and waves threaten the tiny dinghy, but the men are too spent to react.  I need to get them to land.  Another surge of adrenaline spurs me, and I dive under the water and grab ahold of the strap that’s dangling from the life raft.  I wrap it around my waist and swim harder than I’ve even swam before, but the sea is fighting me, and the weight of the raft is too much for my already exhausted body.

      I can’t do this on my own.  I need someone to help me, but the sea has never felt so empty.  I have no idea how far away I am from the shoal or if any merfolk can hear me, but I open my mouth and bellow out a cry for help, repeating the message over and over again.

      A euphoric laugh bubbles out of me as the calvary arrives a few moments later — two bottlenose dolphins with bright eyes, sleek, powerful bodies, and eager grins.  It doesn’t really surprise me.  Dolphins have been known to come to the aid of all kinds of creatures, and merfolk consider them allies and friends.

      I tell the dolphins what I need, and they jump to action, snagging the strap on their dorsal fins.  They have no problem towing the raft, and I struggle to keep pace with them.

      When they reach the shallow water, they unhook themselves from the raft and chatter a gleeful goodbye before taking off into the depths.  My injured head is pounding, and my body trembles as the adrenaline dissipates, but I manage to pull the raft far enough out of the water to prevent it from floating off before finally collapsing on the sand.
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      When I open my eyes, four pairs are staring back at me, and my whole body stiffens.

      “Holy shit,” the largest one bellows, rubbing a hand over the dark fuzz on his head.  I don’t understand the words he says, but his menacing, black eyes and the scowl on his hard face send shivers up and down my body.

      He stands with his feet spread wide and his hands fisted at his waist, and thick muscles bulge up and down his arms and legs.  Black designs swirl across much of his tan skin.  He’s the largest of the group, and the most intimidating.  His jaw tenses as he stares at me.

      “Who the hell are you, and how did you get here?”

      I tremble under his intense gaze.  I recognize him as the first man I found floating in the water.  Do I still have a tail?  I suddenly worry.  I give a little flick and sigh in relief as I realize my legs have returned.

      “I think we found the treasure, guys,” one of the other men says, this one gentler, kinder, with floppy, brown curls and matching colored eyes.  His skin is tanned but lighter than the first man’s, his body large but his flesh soft and undefined.  Again, the meaning of his words eludes me, but his smile and laugh ease some of my tension.

      Longer, blond locks hang loosely around the brilliant blue eyes and chiseled face of the third man, and he runs his fingers through the messy strands as his eyes roam up and down my body.  “She’s Botticelli’s Venus,” his musical voice whispers.

      He’s the shortest, but his body is fit and firm with golden skin.

      The fourth man is tall and thin with pale skin tinged pink like the inside of a shell.  Bright green eyes that shine with inquisitiveness peek out from underneath black hair.  He tilts his head as he examines me.  “I’m Liam.  What’s your name?”

      I open my mouth, but I know they won’t understand me any better than I understand them.  I’m not sure I can even make the same kinds of sounds.  The sound of my voice is freakish out of water, along with everything else.  Their words soothe me, though, and I sense no danger from them, not even the largest one with the gruff tone.

      Merfolk communicate more with their minds than their voices, broadcasting their thoughts telepathically.  His thoughts are loud, unfiltered, and although I don’t understand the words he’s thinking, I get the gist of them from the pictures in his mind.  I know he wonders what I’m called.  Instead of speaking, I picture the coral reef in my mind and project my thoughts, but he stares at me like I’ve said nothing.

      “She must be the one who rescued us yesterday,” the blond one says.  “My life vest was caught on the railing, and she helped me get free.  Then she pulled you out of the cabin.”

      Liam frowns at him then looks curiously at me again.  “Where did you come from?”

      I say nothing, but project an image of the water as the four men stare at me.

      The large man kneels beside me and grabs my arm, inspecting it.  “What’s wrong with you?  Are you hurt?”

      He runs his rough fingers up and down my skin, searching for injury.  When his hand grazes the lump on my head, I wince, and he jerks his hand away.  “Shit!  I’m sorry!  You’ve got a hell of a goose egg.”

      His hot breath caresses my face as he carefully probes the skin around my wound.  I stare at the muscles in his arm since I can’t see anything else with his large body in front of me.  Sweat glistens on the tan skin, and his masculine scent fills my nostrils.  My fingers reach to trace the designs on his arm, but he flinches as soon as I touch him.

      “You got a thing for tats, baby?  Go ahead, you can touch them if you want.”  He chuckles, and the deep rumble goes straight to my center.

      He holds out his arm for me and turns it slowly so I can admire the artwork.  I don’t recognize most of the symbols, but they’re beautiful.  I gingerly reach out a finger and trace a line of swirling loops, wondering what it means.

      “Vincente and Angelina, my parents.  God rest their souls.”  He quickly touches his forehead, his sternum, then each side of his chest before kissing his fingers.  Sadness softens his black eyes, and a pang of empathy spears my own chest.  “I’m Giovanni — Gio.”

      I gaze up at him, trying to express my feelings, and he scowls.  “Washed up on a deserted island in the middle of the ocean, and now we got an injured, mute chick to deal with?  What the hell are we going to do with you?”

      I flinch at his anger.

      “She rescued us, Gio.  Have a little respect,” the blond one says, his eyes flicking to my lower body.  “Maybe I should give her my shirt.”

      Liam’s emerald eyes scrutinize the shells that cover my breasts.  “She doesn’t seem uncomfortable with her nudity.  Why are you?  That looks like some kind of tribal costume.  She must be native to the island.  And look at the pearls braided into her hair. ”  His long, pale fingers reach to touch them.  “Anthropologists estimate that there are over 100 isolated, indigenous tribes as of yet uncontacted.  Perhaps we’ve stumbled across one of them.”

      “If they all look as good as her, I’m going Tom Hanks on this island and getting me a hot aborigine.”  The husky guy with brown curls winks and smiles at me, and I smile tentatively back.

      “See, she likes me best already!  Hey baby, I’m Jude.”  He takes my hand and places it on his chest.  “Jude.”

      The golden-skinned blond rolls his eyes and elbows him.  “Show some manners, Jude.  Just because she won’t speak doesn’t mean she can’t understand us.”

      He kneels behind me and strokes my hair, his fingers gently teasing out some of the knots.  “This had to have taken hours.  It must’ve been for a special occasion or something.”

      “I agree,” Liam says.  “Maybe it was a debut of some kind, or her wedding day.”

      “You’re beautiful, Princess.  Thank you for saving us.  What should we call you?  I’m Avery.”

      How does he know I’m a princess?  I didn’t tell him that.  I think about coral again, but he doesn’t respond.  Can humans not read thoughts?

      “Well, if she lives here, her people can take care of her.  We’ve got enough problems of our own to worry about.”  The others frown at Gio’s words, but no one rebuts him.

      He reaches down and takes my hand, engulfing it in his own as he pulls me to my feet.  “Can you walk?”

      I stand, a little wobbly after my ordeal, but I’m used to my legs now.  I notice they look just like the men’s legs, but less hairy.  There’s a patch of hair between my legs, and I wonder if they have that as well, but they all wear clothing that covers much of their bodies.  I stare at them, and they stare back, their eyes glancing down between my legs then darting back to my face.  Merfolk sexual organs are hidden behind our scales, but my human parts are much more exposed, and self-consciousness flames in my cheeks.  Should I be covered up, as well?

      “You can go home now, honey.”  Gio waves me away, and I turn towards the trees in confusion.  Does he want me to leave?

      “We can follow her, see where she goes, find out what’s here.”

      I scrunch my brows but take a tentative step, and he nods in approval, so I keep going, glancing back every few feet.  The men wait in expectation when I reach the tree line, but I don’t understand what they want from me.  I don’t want to go back into the trees, so instead, I sit down and watch them.

      Why do they want me to go away?  I thought mermaids were irresistible to humans?  I can feel their desire, an undercurrent to every thought, so I know they’re interested.  Am I giving them some kind of signal that’s telling them to back off?  Back in the shoal, lots of mermen wanted me, but they knew I was off-limits.  Do these humans think the same thing?  I think about singing to them; I know a mermaid’s voice is mesmerizing to humans, but I’m still not comfortable using my voice above water.

      Gio frowns at me and rubs his face.  The stubble on his chin is about the same length as the hair on his head.  “Hell, she’s like a little, lost puppy.”

      Avery’s face purses with concern.  “Maybe she doesn’t know how to get home.”

      Liam shakes his head. “She probably leery about leading us to her tribe.  Perhaps after she watches us for a while and sees we’re not a threat she’ll sneak back home.”  The others nod.

      “So, what do we do now, Gio?” Jude asks.

      “We wait for rescue, unless you want to try to paddle the life raft home.  The emergency beacon will send out a distress signal for 24 hours.  The Coast Guard should be able to find us by then.”

      “Cool.  24 hours.  I can handle that.  Like a day at the beach.”  Jude laughs nervously, running his fingers through his curls.  “We got any food?  I’m starving.”

      Gio rolls his eyes and shakes his head then smacks Jude in the gut with his hand, grinning.  “I think you can survive a day or two even if we don’t, but the survival kit on the life raft should have a few rations.  Let’s go check it out.”

      Gio kneels down by the life raft and pulls something out, but when he opens it, his body goes as still as a stonefish.

      “What’d ya find, Gio?  Anything tasty?”  Jude saunters over to the raft, and Gio hurries to close the survival kit then shoves it back in the boat.

      Gio jumps up and puts his hands on his hips, grinding his jaw.  “The kit seems to be a little lacking, but we’ll be fine.  We’ll just have to make do till help arrives.”

      Liam wrinkles his brow and heads towards Gio.  “Aren’t the contents of those kits mandated by maritime regulations?  They’re supposed to contain everything a crew would need to survive for several days — food, water, a desalination kit, first aid supplies, a radio.”

      Gio gives a terse nod.  “The previous owner must have scavenged a few things from it.”

      “Like what?”  Liam tilts his head and cocks an eyebrow.

      Gio sighs and rubs a hand over his face.  “Like everything.”

      Liam’s sunburnt skin flames even redder.  “What the hell, Gio!  You mean you didn’t even check it before we left port?  We’re stuck on an island in the middle of the ocean with no survival kit?”

      Jude and Avery swivel their heads back and forth between Liam and Gio, mouths gaping open like they’re trying to catch dinner. Gio hangs his head, clenching and unclenching his fists at his sides.

      Liam curls his lip in a scowl, and his voice softens but still seethes with anger.  “You’re the captain, Gio.  We trusted you to be in charge of the ship!  None of us know anything about sea boats; we’re just here for the dive.  How could you be so careless?”

      “I screwed up, all right?”  Gio bellows, his face twisting with rage, guilt blazing in his eyes.

      “This is my first expedition.  The boat was supposed to be fully equipped.  I spent my entire life’s savings on it!  It never crossed my mind that someone might have looted the kit.  And now the whole thing is at the bottom of the ocean, along with hundreds of dollars of diving equipment.”

      Gio is so enraged, no one dares to do any more complaining.

      “We’ll have to search for fresh water.  Our bodies will dehydrate quickly in this heat.  There must be a source if the island is inhabited,” Liam says, trying to diffuse the tension.

      “I agree.  Let’s do a little exploring before it gets any hotter.  Can you three manage not to get lost?”  Gio growls.

      “We should have a signal of some kind, in case one of us gets hurt or lost.  The survival kit should’ve had whistles, but —”  Liam stops talking when Gio glares at him.

      “If you need help or you find water, just whistle as loud as you can every few minutes and we’ll come find you,” Gio suggests.  “Try not to do anything stupid.”

      The others roll their eyes at him and head off into the trees.  I don’t understand exactly what the problem is — something is missing that they need?  But they’re clearly agitated.  They seem to have forgotten me.  I watch curiously, then decide to follow.
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      Gio is the closest, so I trail behind him quietly since he doesn’t seem to want me around.  The thick muscles of his back and legs flex as he thrashes through the trees, scaring off the winged creatures who squawk and fly away.  I’m mesmerized by the way he moves.

      I’m so distracted that I don’t notice the animal right in front of me until my foot touches something long and slick.  I squeal, and Gio whips his head around at the sound.  He frowns and bounds over to me.  His eyes widen as he catches sight of the eel-like creature that slithers away.

      “What are you doing, Princess?  Are you following me?  You gotta watch out for snakes.”

      Eels can be dangerous; is this creature, too?  Gio seems worried for me.

      He shakes his head at me and sighs.  “Come on, baby.  If you’re going to follow me, stay by my side so I can look out for you.”  He takes my hand, and the small gesture makes me smile.

      “You don’t know where fresh water is, do you?  Cuz that would help a lot.”

      His mind fills with images of himself pouring water into his mouth from a clear vessel, but I don’t understand.  The sea is the other direction, unless he’s heading for the other side, which will take most of the day to reach.  Maybe he’s looking for that strange water I found yesterday.  I would lead him there, but I don’t know where it is from here.

      Instead, I let him lead me through the trees, silently absorbing the thoughts flitting through his mind.  Merfolk shield their thoughts unless they want to communicate with someone, but these humans don’t even seem aware that they’re broadcasting, and they don’t seem to understand my thoughts at all.

      I struggle to keep up with Gio’s long strides as we tromp through the endless, dense, green growth, but he keeps a tight grip on my hand, even as our skin grows slick from the heat.  Every once in a while, he rubs his thumb along the top of mine, sending a shiver of pleasure up my arm.  His touch is addictive, and I can understand why mermaids are so drawn to humans.

      Panic tightens my chest when I suddenly realize that this is my third day on land.  But I’ve only just found the humans!  Do I want to try to mate with one of them?  I didn’t really think about that when I left the shoal, I just wanted to get away, but I have to go back soon or I will die.  This is my only chance to mate with one of them.

      But which one should I try to mate with?  I don’t know anything about these men.  Are their families in high standing?  Are any of them royal?  I don’t know anything about human rank.  Gio seems to be the leader of the group which must mean his family rank is higher, so perhaps I should focus on him, although his gruff manner intimidates me.  But the others each have their own appeal, as well.

      I laugh darkly at my own presumptuousness.  So far, none of them have even tried to mate with me.  Are they not interested in me?  Gio’s thoughts tell me he is, but his actions give me mixed signals.  Maybe he thinks he’s not high-ranking enough for me?  I need to find a way to let him know I’m interested, especially since he can’t seem to hear my thoughts.  Maybe there’s something I’m supposed to do to entice them that I don’t know about.  Once again, I chastise myself for my ignorance.

      Grandfather believes the intermingling has weakened our kind, and he wants to put a stop to it altogether.  He will be livid if I come back carrying a human’s child.  Is that what I even want?  All I know is, my body craves their touch.  I wasn’t expecting that.  I knew that humans would be drawn to me, but I didn’t realize how strongly I would feel drawn to them.

      “It’s getting late, and if we go much further, we’re likely to get lost in there, Princess.  I think we better head back.  Maybe one of the others had better luck.”  Gio plops down on a fallen tree and sighs, wiping the sweat from his forehead.  Droplets glisten in his closely-cropped hair and trickle down his face.

      I sit next to him, happy for the break, and rub my sore feet.

      “Do your feet hurt, Princess?”  His brain imagines the pain, and I nod.

      Gio gawks at me.  “Did you understand me?”

      I don’t know how to explain, so I just stare at him.  He frowns and pinches his brows.  His eyes catch a glimpse of my feet, and he grabs hold of one, caressing the tender flesh of my sole with his thumb.  The sensation goes straight to my center, and desire swirls in my belly.  The skin on my feet is red and raw under a layer of dirt, and pale, round bubbles full of liquid have formed in several spots.  Scratches crisscross the flesh, and I wince as his fingers knead it.

      “Your feet are a wreck.  There’s no way you’re used to walking around this island barefoot.  Where did you come from?  What happened to your shoes?  And the rest of your clothes?”

      The images in his mind draw my eye to his feet, and I realize that they’re shod in some kind of protective covering.

      “I’m sorry, baby.  I’d give you my shoes, but they’d be way too big.  You’d never be able to keep them on your feet.”

      I tilt my head and stare at him, and he winces.  “Shit. Your feet are probably killing you.  Maybe I can come up with something that will help.  Stay here, okay?”

      I nod at him, and he makes a face then gets up and walks a few steps away, scanning the ground for something.  He pulls a gadget from a hidden spot in his clothing and makes a loud, snapping sound.  I flinch as a sharp, shiny object pops up in his hand.  He reaches for a large, flat, tree leaf and uses the gadget to cut the leaf from the branch.  He does this a few more times then yanks some long strands of grass from the ground.

      Satisfied with what he’s found, he heads back towards me and pulls one of my feet into his lap.  The position seems overly intimate, and I feel my face warm as tingles flitter up and down my body.

      “I’d wash them if there was any water nearby, but this will have to do for now.”  Gio wraps the large leaves around my feet and binds them with the grass.  When he’s done, he pulls me to my feet, and I take a few, tentative steps in my new footwear.  It’s awkward, but the cool, slick leaves do feel better against my skin than the gritty sand.

      “Think you can walk a little longer like that?”  Gio takes my hand again and heads back the way we came.

      He’s quiet as we walk, but his mind buzzes, broadcasting his thoughts indiscriminately.  He thinks about the storm a lot.  His terror and helplessness wash over me as he replays the moment the wave capsized his vessel over and over again.  He’s grateful everyone survived, but he agonizes over the loss of his boat and all his equipment.  He was searching for treasure, and he worries about how he’ll earn a living now; the boat was all he had.

      He thinks about me, too, flicks of desire woven though his confusion about me.  I’m a distraction, but he feels compelled to protect me, especially since I rescued his team.  He’s attracted to me, an undeniable lust that has him imagining things that embarrass me.  I know mermaids are irresistibly attractive to humans, but are these the kinds of thoughts that all men have?  Merfolk know how to hide the thoughts they don’t want you to hear, but I don’t think these humans even realize I can hear theirs.

      Another face gets more attention in his mind than me, though, a young girl with long, dark hair and scared eyes.  Love, loss, regret, hopefulness — the emotions he feels every time he thinks of her are heart-wrenching and overwhelming, and I wonder who she is.  A pang of jealousy pricks me when he thinks about her.

      In between those ceaseless worries, hunger gnaws at his stomach, and his feet are starting to ache like mine.  Like me, he swats at the bugs that hover incessantly around his head, but it doesn’t deter them. The oppressive heat wears on him, making him long for the sea, and I’m surprised by this, although I shouldn’t be.  I know that humans have tried to conquer the sea since the beginning of time.  I guess I’m not the only one who longs to explore a different world.

      After a while, the shoes Gio fashioned for me turn to shreds and fall off, and my legs grow weaker until I’m no longer able to keep up with him.  I swallow a moan with each tender step.  His arm stretches behind him, pulling me as I lag, but eventually I can’t go any farther.  I stop and bend at the waist to catch my breath, whimpering.

      “Hey Princess, you okay?  Am I going too fast for you?”  His eyes drop to my bare feet, wisps of grass tied to my ankles the only remaining evidence of his handiwork.

      He drops to the ground and leans up against a tree to rest, pulling me down with him.  I sit next to him, and he drapes an arm around my shoulder and sighs.  “You’re not used to all this walking, huh?  Sorry, that’s my military training, I guess.  No rest till the job is done.  I’d kill for a drink of water and something to eat, though.”

      His mind conjures up images of food I’ve never seen.  I can’t even imagine what it would taste like, but in his head he’s savoring every bite, and my stomach growls in response.  He chuckles.  “Yeah, me too, babe.  Me too.”

      The hand draped around me caresses my upper arm, his large fingers rough against my skin, but I feel protected under his embrace.  This world is scary and foreign, and even though he seems almost as lost in it as me, having him by my side lessens my anxiety.

      As he gazes out into the trees, I take the opportunity to study his face.  Sweat runs down the side of his heavy brow and leaves a trail through the scruff on his firm jaw, making his dark skin glisten.  He lifts the bottom of his shirt to wipe his face, giving me a glimpse of his abdomen.  The muscles tense as he moves, each one firm and distinct, and I long to trail my fingers down the ridges.

      Grandfather never let me spend time with any mermen other than Kai, but Kai never stirred these feelings of desire in me.  I let the pleasure course through me as I stare at him, stimulating every part of me, the sensation overwhelming.  Suddenly, Gio turns his head to face me, and I’m caught in his stare.  His mouth curves into a wide grin.  “You like what you see, Princess?”

      I can’t help but let my eyes sweep up and down his body again, and he does the same to me, desire burning in his gaze.  “You really need some clothes if you’re gonna stick around, babe.  A guy only has so much self-control, you know?”

      In one swift movement, he pulls off his shirt and hands it to me.  I take it, but stare in confusion.  He doesn’t want to look at me?  I dip my head in humiliation and fumble with the clothing, trying to figure out how to put it on.  I stick my head in one of the holes, but I don’t know where to put my arms or how to get it to cover the rest of my body.  I struggle with it for a few moments before Gio’s laugh interrupts me.

      “How do you not know how to put a shirt on, Princess?”  He takes over, his deft hands twisting the material and guiding my hands through the proper holes until the shirt hangs on my body like it did on his, only much looser.  There is no material covering my arms, only gaping holes that still allow peeks of my breasts and belly, but the cloth falls past my waist, just covering the hair between my legs.

      The shirt smells strongly of him — earthy, musky, and pungent, and I lift the fabric to my nose for a better whiff.  Gio grimaces.  “Sorry, babe, I’m sure it’s pretty ripe.  We can wash it out when we get back to the beach.”

      In his mind, he pictures immersing the garment in the sea to erase his scent, and I frown and hug the fabric to my body.  Gio quirks an eyebrow at me and shakes his.  “I sure wish I knew what was going on in that pretty, little head of yours, Princess.”

      Once we’ve rested for a bit, Gio stands and pulls me to my feet, but I cringe as soon as they touch the rough ground.  He looks at my feet and works his jaw.

      “What the hell, you probably only weigh a hundred pounds, barely more than a rucksack.  Climb on my back, Princess.  I can carry you the rest of the way.”

      An image of me straddling him flashes through his mind, and my eyes widen at the prospect.  Before I have a chance to think about it, he bends down and reaches for me, pulling my body onto his back and wrapping my legs around his waist, his hands under my thighs.  My hands grasp his broad shoulders as he stands, lifting me up with him.

      His body feels firm and strong against mine, his bare flesh hot and slick, and the waistband of his shorts tickles the juncture between my legs, making me squirm.

      “You gotta hold still, baby, or I might drop you.”  Gio’s voice sounds deeper, huskier, and he lifts me higher on his back with a little toss.  I cling tighter and yelp at the movement.

      We walk for a long time, and Gio’s labored breathing tells me he’s getting tired, but he doesn’t put me down.  Finally, the trees thin, and I can see the beach on the other side.

      “Oh, oh!” I cry, pointing, and Gio chuckles.

      When we reach the wet sand, he puts me down and starts unbuttoning his shorts.  “How about a dip in the water to cool off?”

      His pants fall to the ground, and he quickly wades into the water wearing only a small, black article of clothing that covers his genitals.  When he’s waist deep, he turns back towards me, spreads his arms, and lets himself flop down into the sea.  He comes back up a few seconds later, wiping his face.  Water runs down his chest, emphasizing his large muscles, and I stare in appreciation.  He spits a stream of water from his mouth, and his cheeks spread wide in a bright smile.

      “Come on in, Princess, the water’s fine!”  He waves me forward, but I shake my head.

      I’m desperate for the sea, but if I go in, my tail will reappear, and he’ll know my secret.  I may not know much about the human world, but I know that our kind never reveals what we are to humans.  It’s too risky.

      Gio splashes around a bit longer in the water but then heads back towards the shore, a confused frown on his face.

      “What’s the matter?  You didn’t seem to mind the water yesterday.  You must be one hell of a swimmer if you swam all the way out to where our boat sank and pulled the four of us out of the water.  How’d you manage that, anyway?  Are you part fish?”  He laughs like it’s an absurdity, and it confirms my decision to conceal my true nature.

      I long to dive into the sea and let the soothing water flow through my gills, though.  My whole body feels parched even though I’m wet with sweat.  I wish Gio would catch a fish for us to eat.  My belly has never felt so empty.  I decide to risk getting close enough to scoop up a handful of water at least, to slake my thirst.

      I drop to my knees, hoping the waves don’t come up any higher.  I don’t know how much water it will take to bring out my tail, but I don’t want to risk even a splash.  Gio watches me as I lean over the water and cup my hands, bringing the liquid to my mouth.  I swallow several big gulps before Gio grabs my hand and yanks it away.

      “You can’t drink the sea water, Princess.  The salt will just dehydrate you more.”  He frowns at me and shakes his head.  “You should know that.”

      I know he’s not pleased with my actions, but I don’t understand what I’ve done wrong.  Why doesn’t he want me to drink the water?  I could drink another dozen handfuls, but I don’t want to upset him, so I stand up and back away.

      Gio sits down on the sand, facing the water, and I join him, watching the waves in their eternal dance.  The air is cooler here; a gentle breeze wafts over my overheated skin.  The scent of the ocean is strong and comforting.

      A few flying creatures soar over the water, squawking as they dive down close to the sea, and it reminds me of Muriel’s description.  I wonder where she thinks I am.  Does she suspect I came to the land, or does she think I’ve just run away to the sea?

      One large wave tosses a fish onto the sand nearby, and I jump to my feet to grab it before the sea comes back to reclaim it.  I hold it out to Gio with a big smile, expecting appreciation, but he just smirks at me.

      “Good catch, Princess, but we don’t have any way to cook that, and I’m too wiped out to try to start a fire right now.”  He turns his attention back to the sea.

      I tilt my head and frown; I don’t understand the picture in his head — the fish impaled on a stick, sizzling over bright orange wisps that flicker erratically and emit heat and noxious fumes.

      I sit back down next to him, holding my catch, trying to figure out what to do.  Don’t humans eat fish?  Maybe he just doesn’t realize they’re edible.  I perk up, excited at the idea of teaching him something about my world.  I lay a hand on his arm to get his attention and take a big bite, chewing happily.  My eyes roll back, and I smile and hold the fish out to him, but he cringes.  I take another bite and hold it out again, but Gio just shakes his head and pushes it away.

      “Wow, Princess.  Raw fish?  I didn’t know you had it in you.  I’ll pass; you can have it.”  He chuckles and curls his lip at me.

      I shrug and dig into the meal with gusto.  Gio gawks at me while I eat, but it’s been three days since my last real meal, and I’m enjoying my dinner too much to care about his strange reaction.  A short while later, I’ve gnawed away everything but the bones and tail, and I toss those back into the sea with a satisfied smile.

      Soon, we hear a rustling in the brush behind us, and Jude and Avery appear, looking weak and exhausted.  They tromp over to where Gio and I sit and plop down on either side of us.

      “Hey, you keeping Island Barbie to yourself?  Please tell me she led you to fresh water,” Jude moans, rubbing his fingers through his curls, mussing them.

      When he pulls his hands away, the curls stay that way.  I feel the urge to reach out and tidy them, and by the look on Avery’s face, so does he.  Avery runs his fingers through his own blond hair, smoothing it a bit, and I briefly wonder what my hair looks like.  Several large chunks have escaped Muriel’s updo and hang limply over my shoulders.  It’s strange how still hair lies outside of the water.

      “Nope, she’s more clueless than you, if that’s possible.  She just followed me around all day, acting as lost as us,” Gio grouses.  “I take it you two losers didn’t find any, either?”  They shake their heads.

      “Maybe Liam knows some science shit that helped him figure out where to look.”  Jude looks hopeful.

      We sit and wait for Liam to return as the sun sinks below the horizon.  My hands reach to my hair and start undoing the braids, and Avery notices.  “You want some help, Beautiful?  Your hair is a rat’s nest.”

      He moves to sit behind me, his golden legs stretched out on either side of mine.  Jude and Gio glance curiously at us but don’t say anything.  I stare at the sparse, light blond hair on Avery’s legs, so different from the thick, dark curls on Gio’s.  What is the purpose of it?  It doesn’t look very protective.  Merfolk have scales that slide easily through the water and protect them from injury, but human skin seems weaker, more susceptible.  I wince as the pain in my feet floats to the surface of my mind.

      I’m tempted to stroke the hair on Avery’s legs, but I’m not sure if that’s appropriate.  His gentle fingers deftly untangle my hair, carefully removing the pearls and sea grass and teasing loose the knots.  It reminds me of Muriel’s motherly touch, but Avery’s touch stirs different feelings in me.

      As he works, his mind drifts back to a memory.  He’s sitting behind a little girl, just like this.  She has blonde hair the same color as his, and his fingers carefully work the strands into a complicated braid, but before he can finish he’s interrupted by an angry man, shouting about having a fag for a son.  The man yanks him away from the girl, and his hands drop the braid, the strands falling back to the girl’s shoulders.

      The memory saddens me, and I lay a hand on Avery’s leg in commiseration.  He flinches at the contact, so I yank my hand away, afraid I’ve done something wrong.

      When he’s done, he strokes a hand down my now-smooth locks and tucks some behind one ear.  “You could definitely use a deep conditioning treatment, but this is a lot better, anyway.”

      I turn and smile at him and am rewarded with a magnificent grin that makes his eyes crinkle.  He taps me on the nose with a finger then wraps his arms around my waist and gives me a squeeze.  Gio frowns at us, and Avery lets go, leaning back on his hands.

      I scamper to my feet and sit down behind Avery, running my fingers through his hair.  It’s not as tangled as mine was, but I want to return the favor.  I stretch my legs out on the outside of his, just like he did, and Avery chuckles and runs a hand down each leg, like I wanted to do to him.  The touch sends shivers of pleasure pulsing through me.

      When I’m done, I reach to embrace him the way he hugged me, and Avery’s musical laugh bubbles around me.  I feel awkward sitting behind him now that I’m done, so I knee-walk over to his side.

      “Are you two done playing beauty shop?” Gio rolls his eyes.  I don’t know what he means, and I’m not sure if his cranky tone is sarcasm or irritation.

      “Hey, what about my turn?” Jude asks, pulling his fingers through his curls, but before I have a chance to react, Liam emerges from the tree line, looking dejected.

      His pale skin is tinged with red, and he trudges through the sand and walks straight into the water, shedding his shirt and shorts as he goes.

      “That’s a good idea.  Let’s cool off in the water, Princess.”  Avery holds out his hand to me, and I look at him but I don’t take it.

      “Good luck.  I tried getting her in the water earlier, but she wouldn’t budge.  Wouldn’t even get her feet wet,” Gio says.

      Avery looks between me and Gio curiously.  “She can’t be afraid of the water; she’s the one who rescued us.”

      Gio shrugs.  “Beats me.  It’s just one more weird thing about her.  If you figure it out, let me know.”

      Avery purses his lips and stares at me for a moment then shrugs and turns away.

      “I’m coming.”  Jude groans as he hauls himself off the sand.

      While Jude, Avery, and Liam splash around in the water, I scoot closer to Gio.

      I give in to temptation and lay a hand on his leg, running my fingers through the dark, curly hairs.  Gio startles and turns to look at me but doesn’t stop me.  Slowly, I reach out my other hand and touch his chest.  The expanse of bare skin has been tempting me ever since he gave his shirt to me.  The muscle is firm beneath my fingers, the skin warm, and my hand quivers at the feel of it.

      “What do you want, Princess?”  Gio’s voice is thick and rough with desire.  Why can’t he understand what I’m trying to say?  I frown and drop my hand when the others tromp back towards us, interrupting the moment.

      “Hey, no fair making a move on the native when the rest of us are preoccupied.”  Jude grins and plops down next to me.  His smile and light-hearted nature are a welcome change from Gio’s intensity.  I give him a small smile, and his face breaks open even wider.

      “You gotta show us what’s good to eat on this island, Barbie.  I’m starving.  It takes a lot of calories to maintain this physique!”  He runs his hands over his thick abdomen.  He’s as big as Gio, but I can’t see the lines of his muscles.

      “She ate a raw fish a few minutes before you showed up,” Gio says.

      Jude raises his eyebrows and nods at me.  “You go, girl!  You gonna catch one for me?  I’m not sure how I feel about eating it raw, but if you can do it, so can I.  I can’t wimp out in front of a girl, now can I?”

      I could catch a fish in a moment if I went in the water, but I can’t do that in front of everyone.  But maybe I can find another fish on the sand for him.  They all must be starving.  I jump up and take off down the shore line, looking for something fresh.

      “Hey, where you going, babe?” Jude calls after me.

      I find another fish not too far away and grab it then scamper back to Jude, excited with my gift.  I hold it out to him with a big smile.

      Jude blinks at me a few times then breaks out in laughter.  “Hot damn, girl.  You understood me?  Now I gotta man up and eat this sucker.”  He reaches for the fish and holds it tentatively in his hands, staring at it like he’s not sure where to start.

      “I wouldn’t eat that if I were you.”  Liam looks warily at my catch.  “Raw fish can carry microbes and parasites that cause food poisoning or infection.”

      “Yeah, but don’t you think she knows which fish are safe to eat?”

      Liam shrugs.  “Maybe, but I wouldn’t risk it.  Food-borne illness isn’t something you want to deal with when you’re already dehydrated.”  His mind conjures images of Jude vomiting.

      Jude hands the fish back to me with a disappointed look on his face.  “Science Guy is probably right, babe.  Better wait till we can cook that.”

      Like Gio, he imagines holding the fish over the dancing, orange wisps.  I still have no idea what that means, but it’s obviously important to humans.  Is it some kind of ritual?  I wish I could ask them, but I don’t know the words.  I haven’t even tried to say their names, yet.  I’m embarrassed to experiment in front of them; I don’t want to make a fool of myself.  I take the fish and toss it back into the ocean then settle back down on the sand.

      “We probably should try to start a fire.  If we do find water, we should boil it, just in case.  And it might get cold tonight.”  Liam stands and looks off into the tree line.  “I’ll go look for some kindling if you guys want to start digging a pit.”

      “How you gonna start a fire, man?  You got a lighter or one of those fire starter sticks?  Or are you gonna go all caveman and try rubbing two sticks together?” Jude asks.

      “I think plan B is our only option.”  Liam glares at Gio who ignores him but starts to dig a hole in the sand.

      Liam heads back into the woods while the other guys help Gio dig.  I watch their arm muscles flex as they kneel over the hole, scooping sand with long, powerful strokes.  They’re so different from one another, but they each have their own appeal.

      “Do you think the professor can really start a fire?” Jude sits back on his heels and wipes his damp curls off his brow.

      Gio cracks a smile.  “If he’s the professor, what does that make you?  Gilligan?”

      By the time Liam returns, huffing and puffing with his arms full of sticks, they have a good-sized hole.  He piles the wood up carefully in the center of it, stuffing dried grass underneath.  “Does anybody have a knife?”

      Gio pulls out the tool he used earlier to cut leaves and hands it over.  The others and I watch with interest as Liam cuts a groove in the larger chunk of wood then lays it on the ground and kneels over it.  “One of you hold that end down.”

      Gio sits at the other end and pins down the wood with his hands while Liam lines up a smaller stick and starts rubbing it up and down the groove.

      “Aren’t you supposed to hold the stick vertically and rub your hands up and down it?” Avery is bent over, watching closely, and he tucks his pale hair behind his ear when it falls in his face.  The movement draws my attention, and my eyes linger on his fine features.

      “This is a fire plough; that’s the hand drill method.  They’re similar — both friction-based, but this requires a little less coordination.”  Liam keeps rubbing as he talks.  “Wood dust will build up at the end of the groove, and the heat from the friction will eventually ignite an ember.  That is, assuming the wood is dry enough.”

      Liam’s arms start to shake after a while, and sweat beads up on his forehead and drips off his nose.

      “Why don’t we switch places for a while?  You look like you could use a break,” Gio offers.  Liam nods and climbs to his feet.  His knees crack, and he groans and shakes his arms, flexing his stiff hands.

      Gio works the wood for longer than Liam did, but nothing seems to be happening.  He keeps going, though, shoving the stick back and forth along the groove, grunting with exertion as the sun dips below the sea.  Finally, Liam shakes his head and lets go of the plank.

      “It’s not going to happen, Gio.  I think the wood’s too damp.  Let’s quit for tonight, and tomorrow I’ll look for a better piece of wood.”

      Gio sighs and drops the stick, rolling his neck to ease his tight muscles.  “Yeah, I’m wiped out, anyway.  Unless you two want to take a turn.”  He looks at Jude and Avery.

      Jude is stretched out on the sand with his hands behind his head.  He holds up his hands and shakes his head.  “I’m sure I could make a fire before all of you losers, but I think Liam’s right, dude.  Besides, it’s past my bedtime.”

      “The life raft might be more comfortable than the sand.”  Avery gets up and heads for the raft.  “Come on, Princess, I’ll keep you warm.”  He smiles at me and waves me towards him.

      I climb into the raft and immediately lose my balance as the slippery material dips beneath my feet.  Avery chuckles as I wave my arms, trying to stay steady.  Eventually, I drop to my knees and crawl over to him instead.

      The life raft reminds me a little bit of my sea sponge nest back at the palace, but I’ve never shared my nest with a man before.  Sometimes, Meribel would spend the night in my room, and we’d stay up half the night laughing and gossiping about the other merfolk, but she never wrapped her arms around my waist and pulled me tight against her body like Avery does.  Is this how humans usually sleep, or is it just my siren nature, making him want to touch me?

      His warm breath tickles my neck as he nuzzles me, and shivers hum through my body as his hand lightly traces up and down my arm.  “This is pretty nice, huh Princess?”

      Gio frowns at Avery and me as he and the other guys climb in.  Liam lays on the other side of me, close enough to touch.

      “Hey, I want to cuddle with the island babe, too!” Jude looks at Liam.

      “Shut up, Jude.  She doesn’t need a bunch of guys pawing at her all night,” Gio says, rolling his eyes.  Jude huffs but settles down between Liam and Gio.

      Not long after, Avery’s hand stills, and I fall asleep to a soft chorus of snores.

      When I wake, something rigid is pressing against my back.
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      I gasp and shift my body around to see what is touching me.  Avery grins up at me and winks.  “Sorry, babe.  Morning wood.  Can’t help it.”

      Avery’s thoughts are explicit, and my heart starts pounding so hard I can feel it throbbing in every part of my body.  I stare at him, and my own desire must be obvious, because he moves his face closer, his lips coming in to kiss me.

      Avery groans as his lips meet mine, the siren pull deepening with contact, and he wraps his arms around my waist, pulling me tight against him.  His tongue tangles with mine as his hands roam my body, igniting a path in their wake.  I press myself against him as my own desire builds.  I’ve never been kissed before, and I can’t get enough.

      Suddenly, Avery pulls away, gasping, and holds my shoulders at arm’s length.  “Oh God, Princess.  As much as I want to, we can’t do this right here, in front of everyone.”

      I frown at him, not understanding any of the things he’s saying or thinking.  What did I do wrong?  Why does he not want me all of a sudden?  I should be glad he pulled away; I’m not sure I would’ve been able to.

      Falling for one of these humans is the last thing I should do.  Returning to Kai and my people will be even harder if I let myself fall in love with a human.  Even mating with one of them would infuriate my grandfather, and probably Kai, as well.  I’m sure he wants the firstborn heir to be his offspring, not some human’s.

      But Avery’s rejection still stings.  What is it about me that’s so undesirable that pushes even a human under the grip of the siren call away?

      “Aww, don’t pout!  You’re killing me!”  He rubs a hand down my cheek, and his voice wakes up the others.

      “Oh man, I’m dying for some food and water!  How much longer do you think it’ll take for the Coast Guard to find us?”  Jude’s voice cracks, his tongue sticking to the roof of his dried-out mouth.

      Every one of their thoughts is centered on the gnawing hunger consuming their bellies and the desperate ache of their parched throats.

      “We’re pretty far out, but still, someone should’ve found us by now.”  Gio stretches his neck, cracking it.

      “Unless your radio beacon isn’t broadcasting.”  Liam’s voice is low and derisive.

      Jude and Avery gawk at him, then turn their attention to Gio.

      “Is that possible?” Avery asks, worry distracting him.

      Gio works his jaw and flexes his fists.  “Anything’s possible.”

      “Do you know for sure that you have one of those beacon things on the boat?” Jude asks.

      Gio sighs.  “Yeah, we have one, and last I knew it was working just fine.  But it could be faulty, or it could’ve gotten damaged somehow.  We can’t know for sure unless someone wants to go looking for it.”

      Jude scrunches his brow.  “So, what if it’s messed up and it’s not broadcasting?  How will they find us?”

      Gio stares at the sea.  “As soon as they realize we’re in trouble, they’ll start looking in our last known location.”

      Jude’s face wrinkles in confusion.  “But, how will they know we’re in trouble if the beacon isn’t working?”

      “When someone reports us missing.”

      “But no one’s expecting us back for weeks.”

      The men sit silently, anxiety etched across their faces.  I wish I could understand what they’re worried about.  The thoughts in their heads are scattered; flitting images of people flash through their minds.

      We lay there for a long time, sadness overwhelming their minds.  I long to ease their suffering, but I have no idea what they need or how to help them.  The sun beats down on us, heating our skin, and sweat pools between my body and the sticky life raft.  My throat is dry, and I long to dive into the water.

      I miss my home and the people I love there — Grandfather, Muriel, Maribel, even Kai.  But will they still love me after what I did?  Maybe I should go back now, even before the five days is up — before I get myself in deeper trouble.  But my spirit resists the idea of returning voluntarily to my prison.

      Liam eventually breaks the silence.  “We have to find water if we’re going to survive out here.”

      Suddenly, every one of them starts thinking about the same thing as me — water, but none of them are dreaming of the sea like I am.  While Gio and Avery imagine drinking from vessels, Liam pictures a stream of water flowing through the woods, and it reminds me of the water I found the other day.

      “There’s got to be a water source on this island if it’s inhabited.  We just have to keep searching till we find it,” Liam says, and all four of them imagine a similar source of water.

      I don’t understand why that strange-tasting water is so important to them, but clearly it is.  Can I find it again and lead them to it?  I want to try.  I feel an irrepressible need to alleviate their suffering.

      I climb out of the boat, wincing as my sore feet hit the gritty sand, but I ignore it and start walking towards the tree line.  The men follow me with their eyes, but no one makes a move to come after me at first.

      “Where ya going, Princess?” Jude calls out.  I wave at him to come.

      “I think she wants to show us something.”  Liam climbs out of the raft and hurries after me, and the other guys follow, eager.

      I turn back towards the trees, trying to remember which direction I came from the day I found the water.  I head off into the woods, hoping I’m going the right way.

      We walk for a long time, and I’m not sure I’ll ever find it again.  The hopeful curiosity the guys had at the beginning of the trek turns to doubt when I stop and stare into the forest of trees, unsure which way to go.

      “I hear water!” Gio says suddenly, the same moment the trickling sound of the stream reaches our ears.

      The mood immediately lightens, and the guys take off, barreling through the trees towards the water.

      “Yahoo!  The princess saves the day!”  Jude jumps into the stream with a giant splash.

      I wade into the water, too, desperate for it’s soothing touch and confident that my tail won’t come out in this water.  The other guys follow me.

      Jude cups his hands and fills them with water, lifting it to his mouth, but Liam stops him.

      “Don’t drink that!  We don’t know if it’s safe or not.  We need to boil it.”

      “But the chick led us here, so she must know it’s safe, right?”

      “Maybe, but wait and see if she drinks it.”

      I lay down, immersing my whole body and sucking down deep mouthfuls of water.  My body soaks up the water like a sea sponge, refreshing me, bringing me back to life.

      “I think it’s safe, man.”  Jude looks at me and scoops up another handful of water then pours it into his mouth with a groan.

      Liam winces at him.  “Her body is used to this water, but that doesn’t mean it’s safe for us.  I still think we should boil it first.”

      “Well, you go right ahead, Professor.  But I’m willing to risk it.”  Jude dunks his whole head in the water then yanks it out, his soaked hair spraying us as he flings his head back.

      I yelp in surprise then start to laugh, and Jude turns to grin at me.  “You liked that, huh babe?”  He wades closer and leans over me, shaking his sopping wet curls, showering me with water drops.

      The water tickles, and I giggle as I try to shield my face with my hands.  On a whim, I quickly turn around and dunk my own head in the water then rise back up, tossing my long, drenched locks in Jude’s direction.  I hear a thwack as my hair smacks him in the face, and Jude roars playfully, grabbing me around the waist.

      “How dare you, Medusa!”

      I gasp and squeal, and Jude throws himself backwards with me in his arms, plopping us both in the water.  I laugh and fight to free myself from his grasp, wiggling and kicking my feet against his restraint.

      “Nope. There’s no escaping me now, babe!  I caught ya!”  His fingers reach to tickle my sides, and I squirm and wriggle away from him.

      “You’ll never out-swim me!”  He chases me, but I’m a faster swimmer, and I evade his grasp.  Eventually, I crash into another body.

      I pop up out of the water to find Gio in front of me, smirking.  “You having a good time, Princess?”

      I smile at him, and he smiles back — a wide, toothy, devastating grin, and my heart jumps up into my throat.

      Eventually, we climb out of the water and sit down on the bank, tired but content.

      I watch with curiosity as Liam pulls off his shirt and twists it in his hands, and water runs out of it.  My own shirt is heavy with water, and I’d like to do the same.  I stand and pull at the shirt, but I’m not sure how to take it off.

      Gio notices my predicament and comes to my aid.  “You need some help, Princess?”  He grabs the bottom of the shirt and pulls it over my head.

      Avery gasps.  “Gio!  Why are you taking her clothes off?”

      Gio makes a face at him as he squeezes the shirt.  “Don’t get your panties in a wad.  I’m just helping her wring it out.  Besides, I’m the one that gave her the shirt in the first place.  I don’t think she minds being naked.  It wasn’t covering that much, anyway.”

      Avery frowns at him and takes the shirt from his hands, wrapping it around my waist and tying it at the side so that my bottom half is less exposed.

      “There,” Avery smiles at his handiwork, “that’s better.  This beautiful bra wasn’t meant to be hidden, anyway.”

      His fingers trace the pearls that line the edges of it.  It’s much more decorative than what most mermaids wear, but I’m not just any mermaid, and this was meant for my wedding day — the day I would’ve taken the throne.

      My mind drifts back to the shoal for a moment, and I wonder how they reacted to my escape.  Are they looking for me or just waiting to see if I’ll come back?  I can’t even imagine Grandfather’s reaction.  I’ve never defied him like that before.  Will he even accept me if I try to go back?  But what other choice do I have?  I’ll die if I stay on the land.

      Sadness overtakes me at my limited options.  As hard as it’s been here on land, I’m fascinated by these humans and their world, and I want to know everything about it.  I can understand why my mother stayed.  Was she supposed to marry someone she didn’t love, as well?

      “Hey, what’s wrong, Princess?  Why the sad face?”  Avery juts out his lip and frowns at me, stroking a finger down the side of my cheek.

      Attraction overwhelms me, and I grab ahold of him, wrapping my arms around him, dying to let him know how I feel.  I can’t leave here without taking a piece of the human world with me.  I have to mate with one of them.  I crane my neck up to reach Avery’s lips and crash my own against them, sucking and biting in desperation.

      “Whoa, baby!”  Avery pulls away from me, panting, but he might as well have slapped me in the face.  “You’re really testing my self-control, here, Princess.”

      He’s so confusing!  I know he wants me; his thoughts are loud and clear.  So why does he keep rejecting me?  I should be glad, otherwise, I might do something I’ll regret, but his resistance still stings.  Mermaids are supposed to be irresistible to humans, so what’s wrong with me?  I hug my arms to my chest and try to distract myself from the ache.

      “Of course, she likes the pretty boy.”  Jude rolls his eyes at Avery.  “I thought you were batting for the other team.”

      Avery clenches his fists and sucks in a deep breath, puffing up his chest and barreling over to Jude.  “Shut the hell up, Jude!  I’m not gay, but even if I was, it’s none of your business.”

      “Quit fighting over the girl!  All of you just keep your hands off her.  We have bigger things to worry about, like finding a way to transport some of this water back to the beach.”  Gio growls, interrupting them.

      “I have an idea.  Do you have that knife?”  Liam runs his hand up and down a smooth, green tree.

      Gio hands him the knife, and I watch in fascination as Liam holds the blade against the tree and pounds it with a rock.  “This is bamboo, and each of these horizontal lines indicates a separate, hollow section.  They’re watertight, so we can fill them with water.”

      As he works his way around the stalk, a lock of black hair keeps falling into his eyes, and he runs his hand through his hair, pushing it back over and over again, till he finally gives up and lets it hang there.  I want to reach out and fix it for him, but I keep my hands tucked against my body, resisting the urge.  Touching them only makes it worse.

      With one last thwack, the bamboo falls to the ground, and he smiles — a rare, brilliant flash.  “Now we just need to cut this up at the joints.”

      The guys take turns whacking at the bamboo with the knife until they’ve divided it up into five containers — one for each of us.  We fill them up with water and head back towards the shoreline.

      “How are your feet, Princess?  You want another piggyback ride?”  Gio claps himself on the back and looks at me as his memory flashes back to yesterday, and I nod gratefully.  He squats down, and I climb on, wrapping my limbs around his sturdy frame.  The others look at us curiously.

      “I thought you said to keep our hands off her.”  Jude sneers.

      “Her feet are a wreck, covered in cuts and blisters,” Gio explains.  The others nod but exchange a smirk.

      The walk back seems faster, the mood pleasant, and soon we’re back on the beach again.  Gio heads for the pieces of wood they were messing with yesterday, and Liam joins him.  I sit down to watch.

      “Hey guys, wanna hear a sea joke?” Jude asks.

      “No,” Gio grouses without looking up.  He grunts as he forces the stick back and forth along the wooden plank as fast as his massive arms will move.  I stare at the designs drawn on his skin, trying to figure out what the symbols mean.

      Avery frowns at Gio and turns towards Jude.  “I’d like to hear it.”

      Jude grins and sits up, excited.  “So there’s two whales, and they swim by this whaling ship that killed the first whale’s father a long time ago. The first whale wants to get revenge, so he says, ‘Let’s swim under the ship and blow air through our blow holes until we flip their boat.’ The other whale agrees, and together they manage to sink the whaler. But then they see that most of the sailors survived and are swimming to shore. The first whale is like, ‘Let’s gobble them up.’ But the other whale says, ‘No way.  I agreed to the blow job, but there’s no way I’m swallowing seamen!’ ”

      The guys are silent for a second, but then they crack up laughing, even Gio, who is trying his best to ignore what Jude is saying.  I laugh along with them, amused by their happiness, even though I didn’t understand what Jude said.

      “The natives think I’m funny, right Barbie?”  He nudges me with his shoulder, and we share a grin.  Making me laugh makes Jude happy, and his brown eyes sparkle as he looks at me.  I feel a tingle of electricity like an eel slithering past.

      “Hey, why don’t you give me a shot at that, Gio?  You look like your arms are about to fall off.”  Jude heads over towards Gio and plops down next to him.  Gio hands over the wood and flops back on the sand with a sigh.

      Jude takes over the motion, putting his whole body into it, his tanned skin glistening with sweat.  “Whoa!  Whoa!  We got smoke here, boys!  This sucker’s about to ignite!”

      He rubs harder and faster til tiny, gray wisps rise from the pile of wood dust at the end of the channel.  Liam kneels closer and blows gently on it till the pile turns black then red.

      “Quick, tip it into this.”  Liam grabs a pile of dried grass and holds it next to the wood.

      Jude slowly turns the wood sideways till the tiny ember drops onto the grass.  The gray wisps get larger and suddenly turn bright orange.
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      “Look what I have created!” Jude shouts, raising his arms in the air then pounding on his chest.  “I have made FI-RE!”

      The others laugh and clap him on the back, but I just stare in awe at the blazing sight before me.

      Liam shoves the burning tuft under the pile of sticks, and the flames grow larger, quickly licking up the sides of each piece of wood, turning them black.  I gasp and move closer, mesmerized by the crackling flames.  The heat engulfs me, the smoke stinging my eyes and irritating my throat.  Undeterred, I reach out a hand to touch the flames but instantly pull back, yelping as the heat singes my skin.

      Gio races over to me and yanks me away from the fire, pulling me tight against him, shaking me.  “What the hell are you doing?  You can’t touch that!”  His voice is harsh with fear and anger.  Shadows from the flames make his face menacing, and tears well up in my eyes.

      “Hey!  You’re scaring her!”  Avery rushes over and pulls me from Gio’s grip, scowling at him.

      “She stuck her hand right in the fire!” Gio yells.

      Avery runs his hands gently up and down my arms and pulls me into his chest then lifts my hand and examines it.  The skin is red and burning so much my hand throbs with pain.

      “Come on, let’s get this in some water.”  He pulls me over to the bamboo containers and hands me one.

      I look at it, not sure what to do.  Does he want me to drink?  Avery pinches his brow when he sees my confused look and sticks my sore hand down into the container.  The cool water instantly soothes the sting, and I whimper.

      So far, the human world seems a lot more dangerous than the ocean.  Maybe it’s just because I don’t belong here.  The thought makes me sadder.

      I drop to the sand.  Avery sits next to me and strokes my back and hair.  “Aw, Princess.  I’m sorry.  I know it hurts, but the water will help.  Why’d you try to touch it?  Haven’t you ever seen fire before?”

      Liam comes over to join us, a puzzled look on his face.  “There is one indigenous tribe — the Sentinelese from the Bay of Bengal— who appear to have no knowledge of how to create fire.  They preserve embers from lightning strikes, instead.  But they still know what fire is, and they know better than to touch it.  I can’t imagine her tribe doesn’t have even that basic knowledge.”

      Jude sits down next to us.  “Maybe she’s like Mowgli, and she’s been living on her own.  She doesn’t seem to have any desire to go back to her people.  Maybe she doesn’t have any.”

      Liam shakes his head.  “But you’re forgetting her hairdo.  There’s no way she braided her hair like that by herself.”

      “Well, technically, she probably could have.  Haven’t you ever watched any YouTube hair tutorials?”  Avery smirks.  “But why would she if there’s no one around to appreciate it?”

      “I wish we could communicate with her.  We know she’s not mute; we’ve heard her make sounds, but has anyone heard her say anything?”  Liam asks, and Jude and Avery shake their heads.

      Gio turns away from the fire and heads over toward us.  When I flinch, he sits as far away from me as he can.  “She hasn’t said any words that I’ve heard, but I swear sometimes she can understand what we’re saying.”

      The others nod, but no one has an explanation.

      “Maybe we can try to teach her some basic words, get her talking.”  Liam knee-walks over to me and picks up my uninjured hand.

      “Lee-umm.”  He enunciates his name slowly, tapping my hand against his chest.  “My name is Liam.  Can you say that?  Liam.”

      I know he’s trying to get me to speak, but I resist.  Every time I use my voice, the sound of it unnerves me.  I don’t know how to make the sounds he’s making, and I don’t want to look foolish.

      Liam frowns and moves my hand to my own chest.  “What’s your name?”

      That one is even more impossible.  I’m positive the sound of my name will seem bizarre to them.  I doubt I can even make the right sounds outside of the water.

      Liam takes my hesitation as confusion and tries to clarify.  He scoots over to Jude and does the same thing, patting him on the chest and saying Jude’s name.  Jude repeats it.  Liam does the same for each of the guys, then returns to me.  When he puts his hand on my chest, my heart flutters, and my mouth falls open, but only a choked cry comes out.

      Liam huffs in frustration.  “Even the most undeveloped tribes have some kind of language.”

      “Well, it’s okay by me if she doesn’t want to talk.  She’s a woman; if she did, she’d probably just find something to complain about, anyway.”  Jude chuckles, and Avery scowls at him.

      “Kidding!  Kidding!”  Jude holds up his hands.

      “Well, now that I’ve managed to build a fire for you losers, how about if we barbecue some dinner?  I’m starving.”  The others shake their heads and roll their eyes at him but rumble their agreement.

      “Let’s scour the beach for crabs or fish that look fresh.  Don’t get anything that looks slimy or half-eaten,” Gio says, rising, and the other guys follow him.

      I pull my hand out of the water and stand, wanting to go with them, but the pain immediately returns, and I whimper and sit back down, shoving my hand back in the water.  Instead, I watch as the guys head in different directions, each with the same thing on his mind.  Fish.

      I could catch enough fish for all of them if I went in the water, but I’m afraid they might see my tail, so I stay put instead, but guilt plagues me, especially when they come back a while later, mostly empty-handed.

      “Well, it’s not exactly a feast, but at least it’s something.”  Gio grabs a stick and impales one of the small fish they found.  Jude does the same.  Liam has one of the crabs I wanted to eat my first day here but was afraid to.  They hold them over the fire, and the image I saw in Gio’s mind yesterday comes to life.

      “The fire will help draw attention, but I think we should try to make an SOS sign out of wood or rocks tomorrow,” Liam says.

      I stare curiously at him, trying to understand the picture in his mind.  It makes no sense to me, but then, neither does what they’re doing to the fish.  Why don’t they just eat them?  Why would they want to hurt them by holding them over the fire?  The memory brings the pain back to the forefront of my mind again, and I wince.

      “I think this one’s done.”  Gio pulls his fish away from the fire and pokes at it, and Jude does the same with his.

      Liam hands them some large leaves he’s collected, and Gio pulls out his knife and uses it to detach the fish from his stick, dropping it onto the leaves.  He cuts off a small chunk and pops it in his mouth.  His eyes close, and he groans as he swallows.

      “Oh my God, that’s so good.”  He quickly cuts the rest of the fish up into small sections and passes it around.

      Everyone else pops it into their mouth immediately, but I hold my piece to my lips, feeling the warmth against my skin and letting the aroma drift to my nostrils.  It smells amazing.  Like fish, but so different.  Smoky like the fire, the heat still curling from it in tiny wisps.

      I gingerly lay the piece on my tongue and close my eyes as I let my tastebuds take in the flavor.  As I chew, I marvel at the difference in taste and texture and the strange sensation of heat in my mouth.  When there’s nothing left to chew, I swallow and immediately want more.

      When I open my eyes, all the guys are staring at me.  Gio smiles and hands me another chunk, the last of it.  I moan a little as I savor it.

      “I think she likes it.”  Jude chuckles.

      “If she doesn’t know what fire is, do you think she’s ever eaten cooked food before?” Avery asks.

      Liam wraps his hands around his knees.  “Doesn’t look like it.  Gio, didn’t you say she ate a raw fish yesterday?  And she tried to offer Jude one.”

      Jude and Gio nod, remembering.  Now I understand why they found that odd.

      “Oh, I found something else while I was picking leaves.”  Liam gives one of his rare smiles and walks towards the woods.  When he returns, he’s holding a large, green, oblong object.  I have no idea what it is, but the others clearly recognize it and seem excited.

      Liam hands it to Gio who stabs it with the knife, cutting a notch out.  After a few more cuts, he puts down the knife and starts to tear the outer shell off.  When he has a section clear, he jabs the knife in deep then pounds it a few times with a rock till liquid spurts out.  Gio smiles and tips the object to his mouth.

      “Ahh!”  He licks his lips and wipes his mouth with his arm, passing the object to Liam.

      When Liam hands it to me, I follow suit and am rewarded with a sweet liquid unlike anything I’ve ever tasted before.  My eyes widen, and Liam glances curiously at me.  I take another quick sip before reluctantly relinquishing it.

      “That’s the last of it,” Avery says after his turn, handing it back to Gio.  Gio starts whacking at it again with the rock and the knife.

      Eventually, the object splits open, and I sit up on my knees and crane my neck to see what’s inside.  It doesn’t look like much of anything, just a white hole in the center of a brown sphere, but Gio starts digging at it till a small chuck pops out.  He puts it in his mouth and grins, satisfied, as he chews it.

      Gio digs out more pieces, handing them around the circle, and the guys pop them in their mouths right away.  But I rub mine between my fingers, exploring the texture, and hold it to my nose to inhale the scent before sticking out my tongue to lick it.  The outside seems okay, so I bite off a tiny chunk and chew it.  Like the liquid inside, the taste is sweet, creamy, and completely foreign to me, but I like it, and my belly is growling for more, so I quickly down the rest of it.

      When I look up, Liam is staring at me.  His brow is wrinkled, his mouth frowning, and my own smile falters at his inspection.

      “She’s never eaten a coconut before.”  He turns his frown towards the others.

      “I don’t think I ever have, either.  I mean, not whole like this,” Jude says around a mouthful.

      Liam pinches his eyebrows and his frown deepens as he glances at Jude.  “But you don’t live on a tropical island.”

      Jude shrugs and sticks another piece in his mouth, gnawing.  “I live in Florida; that’s kind of tropical.”

      Liam rolls his eyes at him.  “My point is, how could she live on an island full of palm trees and never have eaten a coconut before?  Things just don’t add up with her.  I don’t think she’s native.”

      “So, where’s she from?  And how’d she get here?”

      Liam puckers his brow and stares at me again, and I shiver a little under his gaze.  “That’s a mystery I’d like to solve.”

      I’m not sure what Liam is thinking, but I know it’s something about me, something that has him puzzled and on edge.  Does he suspect I’m not a human?  If so, he doesn’t seem to have any idea what I really am.  So far, none of the guys have projected any thoughts about mermaids.  Do humans even know about my kind?  Liam may be curious, but I think my secret’s safe for now.

      Gio hands me another piece of the coconut, and I savor it slowly, trying to make it last.  I’m still hungry, but the food is all gone.  I know the guys are in even worse shape.  They’re bigger and need a lot more food than me.

      For a moment, I contemplate going off on my own and catching a fish, but I’m pretty sure at least one of them will follow me if I leave.  I’ll just have to wait for a better opportunity.

      As the sky grows darker and the air cooler, the five of us huddle around the fire, grateful for the warmth.  I stare at the flames, jumping and waving, and watch the wood turn black and crumble.  Strange how something so destructive can be so useful and beautiful at the same time.  The orange glow casts chaotic shadows on the guys’ faces, distorting their expressions, but at least I can still see them.  Tomorrow is my last day here, and I want to absorb every moment of my time with them.

      My hand still throbs, and I hold it up, trying to examine the wound, but it’s hard to see in the dim light.

      “How’s your hand, Princess?”  Gio reaches for it, tracing his fingers gently around the redness.  “I don’t see any blisters.  Hopefully you got it out of there before you could do too much damage.”

      I gasp at the picture that pops into his mind — black, oozing skin, peeling off in big chunks.  Is that what could’ve happened to me?  No wonder he was so freaked out.

      “We should take turns watching the fire so it doesn’t go out,” Gio says when the guys start to stretch out and get more comfortable.  “I’ll take the first shift.”

      The others mumble in agreement, and soon the rest of them are sleeping.  I stare at him, wishing I could communicate.  There are a million things I want to ask, but instead, I just gaze around, wishing.  Gio smiles at me and shakes his head.

      “You don’t have to keep me company, Princess.  Go ahead and get some sleep.”  In his mind, he pictures me dozing, so I know what he wants, but how can I explain that I don’t want to miss even a moment of my last night here?

      Instead, I lay down, resting my head on my arms, and try not to fall asleep.

      When I open my eyes again, Gio is snoring along with the others.  I don’t know how long I’ve been out, but the sky is still black, so it must still be nighttime.  I sit up so I won’t fall back asleep, and I stare at the guys, admiring them.

      Gio is strong and powerful, with giant muscles that flex and ripple every time he moves.  He’s gruff and moody, and I was afraid of him at first, but he’s done everything he can to protect me.  Now, his strength makes me feel safe.

      Jude is just as big, but not as strong, but his lighthearted nature and his giant smile always make me laugh, even when I don’t know what he’s saying.

      Avery is kind and gentle, like Muriel, only in a gorgeous male body that’s close to perfection.  He makes me feel treasured in a way no other man has before.  If any of the guys could love me, I think it might be him.

      Liam is beautiful, too, with shiny, black hair and those stunning, green eyes.  But it’s the intelligence behind them I find most attractive.  His mind is always whirling with thoughts I can’t even begin to understand.

      They’re all so different; how could I ever choose between them?  It doesn’t matter, though, because I’ll never get the chance.

      My face drops, and pressure builds behind my eyes, threatening to leak out as I think about them.  I want so badly to stay.  For a moment, I hate my grandfather for cursing us, but I understand why he did.  No wonder my mother couldn’t resist the pull of the human world.  I also understand why Grandfather never allowed me to come to the surface.  He knew exactly what would happen if I did — I would be drawn to the humans just like my mother was.  He was right.

      I should’ve listened to him and stayed in the shoal.  By now, I’d be married to Kai, busy learning to rule the merfolk.  Maybe I’d already have a tiny merling growing inside me.  I’d know nothing about the four perfect humans struggling to survive on this island.

      Suddenly, I realize this is the opportunity I was waiting for — a chance to go in the sea and catch some fish without them seeing.  I quickly rise to my feet, careful not to wake them, and tiptoe down to the water.

      Taking one last glance behind me to make sure no one is watching, I wade into the ocean.  The salt water instantly soothes my sunburnt skin, the cool water caressing me.  I kick my legs, and they morph back into a tail, shiny scales rippling into place.  With one powerful flick I’m swimming again, and my body relaxes into the motion.  I turn onto my back and float for a moment, enjoying the familiar sensations.  I feel at home again.  I didn’t realize how much I missed the sea, I was so caught up in experiencing the land.

      Going back will be okay, I think.  The sea is where I belong.  Eventually, my time on land will just be a faint memory, a strange and mysterious adventure that I can tell my merlings about.  For a moment, I contemplate staying in the water.  My time on land is almost up, anyway.  But the humans have been so good to me, I want to repay them for their kindness.  The least I can do is catch some fish for them so they won’t be hungry tomorrow.

      I see a school of fish swimming nearby, and I swish over to them slowly, hiding behind some coral.  I reach out and grab one easily, smacking his head on a nearby rock.  He’s small, though, and the humans are large; they’ll need several each to satisfy their appetites, I’m sure.

      An idea comes to me.  I untie the shirt from around my waist and fashion it into a carrier.  When I’ve filled it as full as I can with fish, I tie it up tightly, careful not to lose any.

      As I swim back to the surface, some of my favorite kind of coral catches my eye, so on a whim I grab it.

      None of the guys have moved, so I quickly crawl out of the ocean, dragging my catch with me.  My tail is still wet and doesn’t immediately turn back into legs, even though I’m on the land.  Panicking, I toss handfuls of sand on it, trying to dry it out, and will it back into legs again.  I sigh when my scales melt away, revealing two limbs.

      I scurry back over to the fire and dump the fish out then wrap the shirt around my waist like it was before and settle back down in my spot next to Liam.  I’m shaky and breathing hard, so I hold my breath for a moment, waiting to see if anyone heard me, but no one moves.  Eventually, I let the breath out, giddy with accomplishment.

      I can’t wait to see their faces in the morning when they wake up to all that fish!  I’m tired, but too wound up to sleep, adrenaline coursing through my veins even though my body is flagging.

      I stare at the coral I picked for a moment, admiring the bright pink polyps.  I wonder what the humans call coral?  I’m sure their name for it is different from ours.  Do they even know what it is?  If they do, maybe I can make them understand that’s what I’m named after.  I want them to know my name.  I want them to remember me.

      I know I’ll never forget their names, even though I’ve never said them.  Gio, Jude, Avery, Liam.  I wonder if I could make the right sounds if I tried.  I want to be able to tell Maribel about them.

      Liam’s face is closest to mine, his pearl white skin still in sharp contrast to his dark hair, even in the dim light of the smoldering fire.  I open my mouth and try to wrap my tongue around the syllables.  “Lee-um,” I mouth then whisper quietly.  Liam.  Liam.  Liam.  I think I’ve got it!

      I say it too loudly the last time, and Liam’s eyes pop open.  He stares at me for a moment, and I stare back, too caught in his gaze to pretend I’m sleeping.  His brow wrinkles.  “Did you just say my name?” he whispers.

      “Liam,” I whisper back, confident it sounds okay.  His eyes widen, and he lifts his head up, propping himself up on an elbow.

      “Say it again.”

      “Liam.”  More volume this time, but hopefully not enough to wake the others.

      His puckered expression melts into a giant smile, his teeth glowing even whiter than his skin,  his bright eyes shining, and I smile back at him.

      “That’s right, my name is Liam.”  He taps himself on the chest then reaches out to me.  “What’s your name, Princess?  Can you tell me?”

      Instead of saying my name, I reach for the piece of coral, holding it out to him.  Liam takes it and turns it around carefully in his hands, marveling at it, before finally looking back up at me.

      “This is bird’s nest coral.  Where did you get this?”  He wrinkles his brow again.

      I take back the coral and hold it to my chest.  He tilts his head, confused.  I reach out with my other hand and touch his chest.  “Liam.”  Then touch the coral to my own chest.

      “Coral?  Is your name Coral?”

      I nod eagerly and try the word myself.  It takes a few tries, but eventually I get it right.  Liam’s smile is bigger than ever.  He reaches out and hugs me.

      “Coral, this is amazing!  We’re actually communicating!  Can you say another word?”

      I look around at the other guys.  The only other words I know that he’ll understand are their names.  Can I say them, too?  They seem a little harder.

      “Ave. Re.” I spit the sounds out individually then try to put them together.  “Ave-re.  Avery.”

      Liam gives a little clap and urges me to try another.

      As the sun rises, bathing the beach in pink and yellow light, I manage to say all four of their names, and Liam is beaming with excitement.  He grabs a hold of my shoulders and pulls me in for a hug, and his long arms are stronger than I imagined.  When he lets go, his bright eyes twinkle as he grins at me, and I feel a tangle of desire curling in my belly.  Is he going to kiss me like Avery did?
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      I can tell from the burning in Liam’s eyes that he feels the same way, and it only intensifies the sensation.  “Coral, you fascinate me.  There are so many things I want to know about you.  I came on this trip to study sea life, but you’re a bigger mystery than anything I’ve seen in the ocean so far.”

      His fingers gently caress the side of my face then trail down to trace the edges of my chest covering.  “Where did you come from, Coral?  Where is your family?  Are you lost?”

      I want nothing more than to tell him everything, to satisfy his curiosity.  But I don’t know the words, and even if I did, I couldn’t tell him.  Would he find me more interesting if he knew the truth, or less?

      “Liam,” I whisper, not knowing what else to say.

      “Holy shit, did she just say your name?”  Gio sits up and stares at me.

      Liam smiles widely.  “Yeah, and she can say yours, too.  Coral, say Gio’s name.”  He nods his head towards Gio.

      “Gio,” I say softly.

      Happiness turns up the corner of Gio’s lips.  “Wait, what’d you just call her?”

      “Coral.  That’s her name.”  Liam winks his bright green eyes at me.

      “She told you that?”

      “Yeah, sort of.  She touched my chest and said my name like I was doing yesterday, then she held up this piece of coral and touched her own chest.  She must’ve thought it would be easier for us to use the English word for her name.”

      Gio runs a hand over his short hair and stares at me.  “Huh.  What else did she say?”

      Liam shakes his head.  “Just our names, so far, but I’m hoping I can coax a few more words out of her.  I’d love to be able to figure out where she came from.”

      “Hey, where’d all the fish come from?” Jude says, and Liam, Gio, and I all swivel our heads towards him.  He holds up one of the fish with a puzzled look on his face.

      Gio frowns and scuttles over to the pile of fish, picking up one after another and staring at them.  “Wasn’t me.  Liam?”  Liam shakes his head.

      “Avery?” Gio asks, but Jude and Liam both look at him skeptically.

      Avery rolls over and groans, dropping his arm over his eyes to shield them from the light.

      “Avery, did you find all these fish?” Gio asks.

      “What fish?” Avery groans.  “And why are you all talking so loudly?”

      All at once, their eyes swing towards me, and my face stretches open in a proud grin.

      “Princess?  You found all these?” Jude asks, and Avery sits up and looks between him and me.

      I nod, and the guys gasp at me.

      “Do you think she understands what we’re saying?” Gio asks Liam.

      “I don’t think she understands English, but I’m sure she can get the gist of some things based on our body language and the situation.”

      “Well, in that case, thank you for the fish, Princess.”  Jude holds one out to me and bows.

      “Her name’s Coral.  She told Liam,” Gio says, and Jude’s eyes widen as he looks at me.

      “It’s beautiful, just like you,” Avery whispers.

      “Coral, huh?  That’s a cool name.  But I like Princess better.”  Jude winks at me.  “So, can we cook up some of these fish for breakfast?  I’m starving.”

      Gio winces and turns to look at the fire.  “That might be challenging.  I fell asleep last night during my shift, so no one was tending the fire.  We might have to restart it.”

      The guys groan, and Jude tosses a stick towards Gio.  “What the hell, Gio?  It was your idea to take the first shift!  I would’ve done it if I’d known you were gonna wimp out and fall asleep.”

      “I’m sorry, okay?”  Gio gets up and starts poking at the fire.  “Get some tinder, we might be able to salvage it.”

      Jude heads off into the woods, grumbling, and returns a few minutes later with some dried grass and palm fronds.  Gio stokes the fire and manages to coax a small flame from the embers.  The others rush off to find more firewood, and soon the fire is blazing again.

      A little while later, everyone is cooking their own fish over the fire, the smoky, meaty scent awakening my appetite, and I’m watching the others carefully because I have no idea what I’m doing.  Liam seems confident in his method, so I follow his movements, holding my fish the same distance from the fire and turning it the same time he does.  When he notices my mimicry, he grins and winks at me, and a tiny frisson of happiness sizzles through me.

      When Liam pulls his fish away from the flames and lays it on a leaf, I watch with curiosity as he takes the knife and fillets the fish, carefully removing the head, tail, and bones, explaining what he’s doing as he works.  When he’s done, he picks up one of the chunks of meat and places it on his tongue, closing his eyes as he savors it.

      “Here, Coral. You can share this with me, and then I’ll fillet your fish, too.”  He holds out a piece of meat to me, and I take it into my mouth, my lips just barely kissing his fingertips.

      He reaches for another piece, but I lay a hand on his to still him.  With my other hand, I lift a piece to his lips and let him take it from my fingers.  He stares at me as he chews, his lids growing heavy.

      When we’ve finished his fish, he reaches for mine, but I stop him.  “Do you want to try it?” He holds out the knife to me.

      I push away the knife, afraid I’ll hurt myself.

      “Do you want me to show you again?”

      I shake my head and pick up the fish, eager to show him how I do it.  He tilts his head at me when I lift the fish to my lips, and his mouth falls open as I deftly strip the meat from the bones with my teeth.

      He laughs as I lay the bare skeleton on the leaf a few moments later.  “And here I thought I had something to teach you.”  He gives a wry smile and shakes his head.

      “She’s like a pro eater, dude.  That’s some mad skill.”  Jude chuckles.

      “So, how did you get all this fish, anyway?  I figured you found it on the shoreline, but now I wonder if you managed to actually catch it,” Liam says.

      I suspect what he’s asking me, but I certainly can’t demonstrate, so I just suck my lip and pretend to be clueless.

      “Well, however you did it, thank you.  You’re amazing, Coral.”  Avery smiles at me, and the other guys offer their own thanks.

      “We should probably work on that SOS sign.”  Gio says when the fish is gone and the others are looking for a place to stretch out and digest.  “We need rocks or logs, whatever you can find.”

      The guys sigh and grumble but climb to their feet and head off into the tree line, each going a different direction.  I stand up too, intent on following one of them, but Gio puts a hand on my shoulder, halting me.

      “Stay here, Coral.  We’ll be back soon, okay?”

      I can see what he’s thinking, so I nod and sit back down, but I don’t want to sit around doing nothing.  I don’t understand why they want them, but I know what they’re looking for, and it seems important to them.  I want to help them.  They certainly appreciated my help with breakfast.  Besides, it may be the last chance I get to spend with them.  Today is the fifth day, and tonight I must return to the ocean.

      When Gio disappears into the trees, I jump up and head into the forest in the direction Liam went, hoping to catch up with him.  I didn’t think he was too far ahead of me, but the forest stretches out in front of me once I’m inside, no one in sight, and I have no idea which way he went.

      I trudge through the trees, watching every footfall, trying to keep from injuring my feet again. Surprisingly, they seem to have healed overnight.  Was it because I went back in the water?

      I’ll just keep looking for one of the guys, and hopefully I’ll find some rocks along the way.  I find lots of small rocks, but nothing large like Gio was picturing, and all the logs I find are too big for me to carry.

      The sun burns down through the trees, sapping my energy, and all the moisture inside me seeps out through my skin.  I’m thirsty, and I wish I had one of those containers of water we carried back from the stream yesterday.  I’d prefer the sea water, but anything would be better than the dry, parched ache in the back of my throat.  Could I find the stream again?  Or maybe I should just head back to the beach.

      I don’t want to go back empty-handed, though.  I remember the look on their faces when they saw the pile of fish I’d caught.  No one’s ever looked at me like that before.

      Sure, as the princess I got lots of attention, but it was never really about me; merfolk were just interested in me because of who I was.  But these humans have no idea about my heritage.  Here, I have to earn their favor on my own merit.  And for some reason, I desperately want it.

      There’s a hill up ahead, and my spirits lift as I spot some large rocks near the top of it.  If I can grab a couple of those, I can go back to the beach feeling like I made a contribution.  The slope is steep, and I scrabble to climb my way to the rocks, my feet slipping on the sand and tall grass.  The rocks are bigger than they looked from below, and I wonder if I can climb down with my hands full.

      I turn around to look back the way I came, and the path looks menacing.  Maybe it would be easier to climb down the other side.  I unwrap Gio’s shirt from around my waist and create a carrier for myself, filling it with three large rocks and tying it up.  I grab my package and climb up towards the summit, my tired legs shaking and unsteady beneath me.

      At the top, I can see that the precipice drops off sharply on the other side, falling into a chasm below.  I stumble back from the edge.

      The island stretches out beyond that, a field of green and tan, surrounded by sparkling blue water as far as I can see, and I realize just how small my own home is compared to the rest of the world.  I wonder where the shoal is from here, but I have no idea which direction it is.

      The island seems small from up here, too.  I look for our spot on the beach, the bright yellow life raft easy to spot, and next to it our smoldering campfire.  None of the guys are there; they must all still be in the woods.  Can I see any of them?  I crane my neck around, looking through the spaces between the trees, but I can’t spot anyone.

      Suddenly, one of those eel-like creatures slithers past me, frightening me.  I jump, startled, and Gio’s shirt slips from my hands.  The bundle hits the ground and bounces.  I scramble after it, trying to grab it before it falls, but the loose rocks shift beneath my feet, and I lose my footing.  Falling over the edge, I tumble down the steep slope a heartbeat after the bundle.

      My body crashes into the sharp rocks that jut from the side of the peak, bouncing off one only to collide with another.  The sharp edges pierce and bruise my body, gouging holes and slicing open long tears, abrading my skin.  Weak screams bleat from my mouth with each impact as my body somersaults over and over again.

      I feel the briefest moment of relief when I hit the ground, my battered body laying still at the bottom of the chasm, but it lasts only long enough for me to realize the severity of my predicament.  I am trapped below ground, sheer walls on either side of me.  Even if I could climb my way out, my body is too weak and injured to attempt it.

      No one knows where I am, and no one can see me.

      The sun hovers off to one side of me, and I remember that today is my last day here.  If I don’t return to the sea, I’ll die here, alone in this hole.  I take in a deep breath and scream.

      I yell till my voice gives out, but no one can hear me.  My voice is too weak, the chasm too deep, and no one is nearby to listen.  I try again, but the sound that comes out is soft and pathetic, barely loud enough to warn away the tiny creatures that scurry around me.

      Where are the guys?  Are any of them nearby?  I wonder if I’ll be able to hear them if they pass by.  The chasm is deep and narrow, the ground cold, and sharp stones dig into my back.  I move my limbs gingerly, assessing the damage.  Everything hurts, but my right ankle causes me to cry out in agony when I try to flex it.

      Blood is dripping from multiple cuts, and dust and dirt mingle with it and my sweat, stinging as it trickles into my wounds.  Some of it gets in my eye, and I raise a shaking hand to wipe it away, but I only succeed in smearing it.  My throat spasms with thirst, and I rub my tongue around in my mouth, trying to generate some saliva, but it sticks to the roof of my mouth instead, and I choke as I try to loosen it.  I feel like there is no moisture left in my body, but yet tears still drip from the corners of my eyes.

      My tears eventually clear the majority of the blood out of my eyes, but there’s nothing to see, nothing but dirt and rock and a small patch of blue sky.  Not even a cloud passing by to distract me.

      I can’t see the sun anymore, and I know my time is slipping through my fingers.  Since I breached the surface in the middle of the day, my time could be up any moment.  What will happen to my body when I die?  Will I keep my legs, or revert to a mermaid and disintegrate?  Grandfather wouldn’t want one foolish choice to destroy our secret, so my corpse will probably still look human.  I wonder if anyone will ever find me.  Will the guys search for me, or will they assume I’ve gone back to wherever I came from?

      I’d like to think that they’d keep looking till they found me, but I know they have their own problems to worry about.  They don’t seem to belong here any more than I do.  I wonder where they came from and where they were going.  Is their home anything like this place, or completely different?  I have no frame of reference to even imagine it, but suddenly I’m desperate to know.

      But I never will.  I’ll never see anything else, ever again.  My life will end here in this hole.  My misery overwhelms me, and I force myself to block it out.

      My thoughts drift to Maribel and Kai.  What will they do when I don’t return?  Will Maribel ever find someone else to love, or will her heart forever pine for Kai?  Will she find another friend to confide in?  Her heart is so good, so kind.  She deserves better than her destiny has promised her.

      The other mermaids will be thrilled to know that Kai is back on the market.  He is definitely the shoal’s most eligible bachelor now.  Hopefully he’ll find someone he can be happy with eventually, even if it’s not Meribel.  If only his family would allow him to follow his heart instead of his rank!  But they’ll never allow him to marry someone so far below him.  He’ll still have a chance to become king when Grandfather dies, but the victory will cost him greatly.

      As the highest-ranking mermen in the shoal besides Grandfather, Kai and his brother will have to fight to the death in order to win the throne, unless something happens to one of them in the meantime.  If Kai or his brother forfeits the challenge, the other will be forced to fight the next highest ranking merman, a fierce and ruthless competitor named Pelagios who will surely come out the victor.  I shudder to think what kind of ruler Pelagios would be.  This leaves Kai with an impossible choice, and my spirit sinks with the weight of my guilt.

      And what will Muriel do now that there is no princess or queen to need a handmaiden?  I can’t imagine Grandfather putting her out of her home after all these years, but what will she do in that big, empty palace?  Maybe her new job will be to keep Grandfather company, to console him in his grief.

      I know Grandfather will mourn me and probably hate himself for cursing the mermaids, including his own granddaughter.  A part of me is glad he’s lost his only heir, his only remaining family.  But I love him too much to hate him for this.  In the end, I made my own choices.  I knew the consequences.  I just chose to ignore them.  Why was I so stupid, so stubborn?

      I start to weep as sadness overwhelms me, and my body shivers and convulses with great, heaving sobs that make every part of me ache.  I wrap my arms around my middle and curl up into a ball, trying to ease the pain.  Watching the sky grow darker, I pass the remaining moments of my life by replaying every moment I’ve had on land, over and over again.  Eventually, I fall asleep.
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      When I open my eyes, the sky is black above me, twinkling with tiny, yellow lights.  I’m cold, my body still aches, and my throat is dry and caked with dust, but all of these things send a thrill coursing through me.  I’m alive!

      I never expected to wake up again.  Yesterday was the fifth day; I should be dead by now.  My time should’ve ended yesterday when the sun was at its highest.  When it didn’t, I assumed I had until night fall.  Maybe I have until daybreak?

      My body tenses in anticipation as the sky slowly lightens from black to gray, then yellow, pink, and finally blue.  But I don’t die.  I lay there, waiting, till the sky is fully lit and puffy clouds appear, but still nothing happens.

      Was Grandfather wrong about the number of days?  Was it six instead of five?  I shake my head.  There’s no way he could’ve been mistaken; he’s the one who commanded the sea witch to curse us.  No, either she didn’t do as she promised… or Grandfather lied.  Which was it?  I desperately want to believe the sea witch deceived us all, pretending to wield a power she didn’t possess, but my heart burns with the other possibility.  Could Grandfather have lied to everyone?

      My body shakes with rejection.  Could it be true?  Could everything I believed about myself, my world, and my grandfather be false?  My heart immediately denies it, but my mind is not so easily persuaded.  Maintaining our lineage was important enough to him to curse us all; lying seems tame in comparison.

      What does it mean if it is true?  Is there no curse at all?  Am I free to spend the rest of my days on land?  Do I even want to?  I could mate with one of the humans, follow him to wherever he came from, explore the world that enticed away my mother.  The possibilities are dizzying.

      I bark out a laugh at the cruel irony.  Even if all that is true, it doesn’t matter!  I’m still trapped here, injured and alone, unable to save myself.  I might have the whole world at my fingertips, but I’m still going to die here in this hole.  My harsh laugh turns to aching sobs.

      No!  I’m not going to surrender so easily.  I’m tired of being controlled, my destiny already charted.  I won’t let my grandfather’s deception or my injuries stop me from pursuing my true desire.  I will find a way out of here or die trying.

      I force my body upright and manage to roll over onto my stomach where I can crawl my way into a standing position, balancing on one leg.  My right ankle is dark blue and purple, swollen, and even moving my leg makes it scream in pain.  Similar bruises cover most of my body, and I can barely lift my arms, but I do it anyway, forcing them above my head as I dig my nails into the high walls.

      My fingers find purchase, and I pull myself up a tiny bit, lifting my good leg up and using my toes to hold me in place.  I move one hand a little higher, then the other one, clawing my way up the wall.  My fingers tremble with pain and weakness, my arms straining under my own weight, threatening to pull themselves from the sockets.  My left leg burns as the muscles contract tightly, struggling to hold me up, and my right leg throbs as pain shoots through every nerve ending every time it grazes the wall.

      I’m halfway up when my arms give out, and I tumble to the ground again.  I cry out as my broken body collapses.  My chest heaves as I try to catch my breath, each gasping inhalation sending currents of agony up and down my body.  I whimper as my breathing finally settles down, and I clutch my knees to my chest, trying to suppress the pain.

      When I can finally breathe again, I heave myself upright and try again.  I only get half as far before my good leg slips, and my body starts to slide down.  My sweaty hands grasp for a hold, and I scramble to push myself up with both legs.  A bright burst of pain explodes in my injured ankle and radiates up my entire leg, and I fall to the ground again, screaming.

      My tortured cries echo against the walls, deafening me to all other sound as I try to silence the pain.  Only when my voice gives out and I’ve exhausted myself into a stupor do I hear rustling in the forest above me.

      I yell again, but my voice has lost its strength, and it comes out weak and cracked.  I call out over and over again, anyway, and I must be just loud enough, because suddenly I hear the sweetest sound I’ve ever heard.

      “Princess!  Coral!  Is that you?  Where are you?”  An anxious male voice hollers from somewhere close by.

      I squeak out another weak cry, and the voice calls again, closer.

      On the third call, my voice gives out, and I can’t force any sound from my mouth, but it doesn’t matter, because just then I see a face peering over the edge of the crevice.

      Bronze skin darkened with dirt and glistening with sweat, closely-shorn hair, and a heavy brow puckered in distress — it’s Gio, and suddenly my body starts to shake as pain and pleasure fight for control of me.

      “Coral!  Oh my God, are you okay?  Hold on, Princess.  I’m going to get you out of there.  Jude!  Liam!  Avery!  I found her!”

      Gio throws himself to the ground and drops his arms down towards me.  “Can you reach my arms, baby?”

      I sit up and try to lift myself up onto my good leg, but it’s too weak and shaky.  I cry out as it collapses under me.

      “Are you hurt?  Is something broken?”

      I whimper and gaze up at him, begging him to help me.  A few moments later, more heads appear above me.  My heart pounds with relief and happiness at the sight of them, and tears spurt from my eyes and roll down my dusty cheeks.

      “She’s hurt and she can’t climb, so I’m gonna have to go down there and carry her out or lift her up to you.  One of you run back to the life raft and cut the rope off of it.  We might need it.”

      Avery nods and takes off into the trees while Gio throws his legs over the edge.  He turns over onto his stomach and slowly lowers himself down, keeping a tight grip on the edge with his strong hands.  When his arms are stretched as far as they can go, he lets go and drops to the ground beside me.

      As soon as he hits the ground, he rushes to my side, wrapping his arms around my shoulders, embracing me.  Even though his tight grip hurts, I never want him to let go.  When he pulls away, his hands run up and down my body, assessing the damage.  He sucks in a whistling breath when his hands and eyes reach my injured ankle.

      “Shit, Princess.  That looks like hell.  Can you move it?”

      I know what he’s asking, but I don’t know how to answer him.  I can move it, but the pain is too much to bear.  He reaches out to touch it, and I pull it away, hissing.

      “Okay, baby.  I won’t touch it, but you’re going to have to move a bit if we’re going to get you out of here.”

      “I think you better splint that ankle before you try to move her,” Liam calls out from above.  “Let me toss down some wood and something to tie it with.”

      Liam disappears, and Gio soothes a gentle hand along the side of my face as he whispers, “It’s okay, Princess.  I won’t hurt you.  You’re gonna be okay.”  His black eyes, normally so intense, are soft with compassion.

      Liam returns a few moments later and tosses down a chunk of wood and some long, dried-out palm fronds.  Gio grabs them and kneels beside my ankle.  He lays the chunk of wood against my foot and carefully wraps the palm fronds around it, securing it.

      “Anything else we need to worry about, Princess?”  He runs his rough fingers gently up and down my body, and I try to avoid flinching.

      Every part of me is bruised and aching, but I shake my head.  He can’t splint my whole body.  He holds out his arms to me, and I reach for him, wrapping my own arms around his broad shoulders, burying my face in his neck.  The skin is moist with sweat, musky and pungent, but I’ve never smelled anything better.

      “I’m probably gonna need my arms to get us out of here. You’re going to have to ride on my back like we did before.  Can you handle that?”  He pulls away then turns around and drops to one knee, presenting his back to me.

      I suck in a fortifying breath and climb onto his back, carefully wrapping my legs around his waist.  The small motion sends bolts of pain radiating up my right leg, but I press it against his side, ignoring the agony.

      Avery returns and throws the rope over the ledge.  “I tied it to a tree up here.”

      “Good.”  Gio nods and grabs the rope, tugging on it before wrapping it around one wrist a few times.

      He plants a foot on the side of the chasm and starts to climb the wall, using the rope to hoist us up.  He grunts with exertion, and I grimace with each step but try not to cry.  When we near the top, Jude, Avery, and Liam are all waiting with hands outstretched, ready to help us.  Gio grabs Jude’s hand, and moments later we are out.  I gasp as the bright sun warms my cold body, bringing me back to life.  The others guys swarm us, each reaching out to touch me as Gio lowers me to the ground.

      “What happened to the shirt she was wearing?” Avery asks, glancing at my bare body.  I point to the chasm.

      Gio looks over the edge and spots the bundle.  “It’s down there.  There’s something tied up inside it.”

      He grabs the rope and shimmies down the chasm again, grabbing the shirt and untying it.  He holds up the contents for the others.  “She was collecting rocks.  How the hell did she know that’s what we were looking for?”

      The others shake their heads, but Liam just stares at me, trying to solve the riddle.  Gio climbs back out of the chasm, holding the bundle.  He unties the knot, handing off the rocks to the other guys, and wraps the shirt around my waist again.

      “Let’s get you back to the beach, Princess.  Think you can handle another piggyback ride?”

      My face pinches, but I nod my head and let Avery help me onto Gio’s back again.

      We trek back to the shoreline, pain ricocheting through my body with every step.  The sweat coating Gio’s back makes it hard to hold myself up, and I groan every time I slide down too far and have to pull myself up.

      Gio is quiet, his thoughts flitting between images of me in the bottom of the chasm and the dark-haired girl whose face pops up in his mind every time he gets worried about me.  He berates himself for not being there to protect her, and he’s determined to make it up to me.

      Gio is huffing and grunting after a while, and Jude comes up beside us.  “Why don’t you let me take her for a while, Gio?  You look like you could use a break.”

      “I’m fine.”  Gio glares at him, hoisting me up a notch.

      No one else dares to offer assistance, and eventually we make it back to our spot on the beach.

      “Let’s move the life raft out of the sun and lay her in that,” Avery suggests, dragging the dinghy over towards the trees.  Gio gently lowers me onto the soft raft.  I sigh as my body finally relaxes.

      “She’s probably dehydrated.”  Liam grabs one of the bamboo containers and holds it to my mouth.  I lean forward and sip greedily, wrapping weak hands around the vessel, then collapse back down as soon as I’ve had my fill.

      I want to stay awake and marvel in the fact that I’m still alive, I’m free from the chasm, and I’m surrounded by this quartet of human rescuers.  But my eyes fall shut as exhaustion overtakes me, and as terrified as I am of falling asleep and never waking up, I find myself dozing.
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      A long while later, I do wake — the pain radiating through every part of my body, a welcome assurance that I’m still here, still human.  I wince as I move, trying to alleviate the torture.

      “Hey Princess… Coral, are you okay?  Do you want some more water?”  I open my eyes and see Avery stroking my hair, his gorgeous face hovering over mine, blue eyes sparkling, concern puckering his brow.

      I nod, and he reaches for the water container, holding it up to my mouth so I don’t have to sit up.  I gulp it down till I feel sated.  Avery’s fingers wipe away the liquid that drips down the side of my chin, and he pulls a dirty finger away and chuckles.  The rest of his body is clean and shiny, the golden muscles gleaming, and I contemplate reaching out to touch him, but the pain deters me.

      “You’re covered in grime, Beautiful.  You must’ve had quite a tumble.  Would you like me to clean you up a bit?”

      I fantasize about diving into the ocean, the cool water embracing me, washing away the dirt and pain of my time on land.  My legs twitch, and I long to swish my powerful tail in the water, propelling myself deep under the sea.  The last time I went in the water and regrew my tail, my sore feet were healed when I got out and my legs reappeared.  Would the water fix my ankle, too?

      I still don’t know what it means that I’m still human, still alive.  Is my time still limited?  I don’t know what to expect now.  What would happen if I went back in the water?  As much as I want to, I’m too weak and injured to attempt it now.  Instead, I nod, gladly accepting Avery’s offer.

      He looks around for something before pulling his own shirt over his head.  He dips half of it into the water and uses it to gently wipe my face.  The cloth comes away smudged with dirt and blood.  He finds a clean spot and wipes again, rubbing a little more on the stubborn spots.  As he works, his smile widens, his bright, white teeth like square pearls, glimmering.

      “There you are.  I could barely recognize you under all that.”  When he smiles again, his face impossibly close, my eyes drop to his mouth, and my heart speeds up at the memory of his lips on mine.

      “Avery,” I whisper, and he groans then slowly touches his lips to mine.  His flesh is soft and warm compared to my own rough, cracked lips, chilled from the water.  When he pulls away, I suck my lips into my mouth, chewing on the loose skin.

      “I was so worried when you disappeared.  Everyone else thought you’d just decided to go back to where you came from, but I didn’t believe that.  I’m not sure you even know how to get back home, do you?”

      I have no answer for that.  I don’t know where home is anymore.  Could I even go home?  Do I want to?  I never dreamed I’d have the choice, so I never really gave it any thought.  But now that everything I thought I knew was wrong, my future lies in front of me like the ocean — incomprehensibly wide, open, and endless.  The choice I’d always longed for now terrifies me.

      Avery dips his shirt in the water again, swishing it around and wringing it out before resuming his ministrations.  With strokes as soft as the caress of sea grass, he cleans every part of me, washing away the dirt and blood till I feel like me again.  The cool water soothes my aching skin, and tingles race up and down my body.  Eventually, he goes to work on my hair, rinsing it clean and using his fingers to comb out the leaves and twigs.  I’m overwhelmed by his compassion, and tears drip from my eyes.

      “Hey, it’s okay, Coral.  You’re going to be okay.  I’m here.  I’ll take care of you.”  He strokes my hair and face then kisses my forehead.

      “Hey, I found something I think you’ll like,”  He jumps up and heads into the trees.  When he returns, he’s holding a bright red flower with five, large petals and a prominent stamen.  He holds the flower out for me to examine, and I stroke the delicate petals, admiring the vivid color.

      “I found a hibiscus bush full of these.”  He slides the flower behind my ear and smiles at me.  “Almost as beautiful as you,” he whispers.

      He climbs in the life raft and wraps his arm around me, pulling me close.  His other hand runs a soothing path down my hair, over my shoulder, and along the line of my body.  His touch stirs my groin, and I scoot closer to him, pressing my aching flesh up against him.

      When I lift my face towards his, he is staring at me, eyes the color of the sky gazing into mine.  I reach out a hand and gently trace the contours of his face.  No male has ever held me like this before, only Avery.  Would I feel the same hum of pleasure if this was my wedding nest and he was Kai?

      I never had these feelings before, this burning ache, the flutter in my belly, and the pounding beat of my heart in my chest.  I never longed to have someone touch me like I do with Avery.  But it’s not just him.  I feel that way around all the humans.  Some of them have kept their distance more than others, but that has only made me desire them more.  Is it normal for a mermaid to feel this way around humans?  I know my siren nature is supposed to be irresistible to them, but are they supposed to have the same effect on me?  I never expected that.

      I was betrothed to Kai for as long as I can remember, so I was never allowed to date other mermen, but I know plenty of other mermaids do.  They go from one merman to another, looking for their perfect match.  I always envied their freedom.  Do I have the same freedom now?

      If I do decide to stay on land and mate with one of them, how could I ever choose?  I’d like to know more about them, but I don’t know how to ask.  Do they have parents?  Siblings?  Lovers?

      I want to be able to communicate with them.  I need to be able to ask them questions and not just rely on reading the thoughts that flit through their minds.  That means I’ll have to be brave enough to try speaking. They seemed pleased when I said their names, maybe they’ll like it if I try talking. But what if I make a fool of myself?

      My stomach rumbles, and I know where to start.  I lift my head and lay a hand on my empty stomach.  “Avery?”

      He pops his head up and looks at me, and I rub my hand over my stomach.  “Are you hungry?  Do you want something to eat?”

      His mind conjures an image of a fish, and I nod eagerly.  “Okay, stay put.  I’ll go find something for you to eat.”

      I follow him with my eyes, but soon he veers off out of my line of sight.  I can hear the others behind me, as well.  I wish I could see them, but I’m in too much pain to move.

      When Avery returns a few moments later, it’s with a coconut in his hands instead of a fish.  “We’re not as good at catching fish as you are.  In fact, we’re kind of terrible at it.”  He chuckles, replaying their last attempt in his mind.  “But we found a few more coconuts.  Let’s see if I can manage to crack this open.”

      He takes the knife and gouges a few slits in the outer hull then tears off the rest of it with his hands, revealing the dark brown sphere underneath.  He wedges the coconut between his knees and positions the knife at one of the small circles on the top then pounds it with a rock till it breaks through the shell.

      “Yay, I did it!”  He hands me the coconut, beaming.  “Want a drink?”

      I take it and hold it up to my lips, gulping down the sweet water.  The rough, stringy husk tickles my mouth, but the liquid inside coats my belly.  When I pull it away, I feel energized enough to try speaking.

      “Co-cuh-nuh?” I manage to wrap my tongue around the word, holding it out to Avery.

      His mouth falls open as he takes it from me, then his whole face lifts in a smile.  “That’s right — coconut.”

      He takes a sip and hands it back to me.  “More?”

      I nod eagerly.  “More.”  I can’t resist downing the rest of it.  I wipe my mouth with the back of my arm before handing it back.

      “Let’s see if I can get inside this thing now.”  Avery pounds at it some more with the knife and rock, and soon the hull cracks open.  “All right!”  He pumps his fist in the air.

      “What’s all the excitement over here?”  Jude saunters up to the life raft and plops down beside it, flinging an arm over the edge.

      I look at him and smile and try out my new vocabulary.  “Coconut?”

      Jude laughs and slaps the raft with his hand, jiggling it.  “Well, I’ll be damned.  The princess learned a new word, huh?”

      Avery digs out a piece of the white flesh and hands it to me.  I take a bite before holding it out to Jude.  He nips the bite out of my fingers, his teeth grazing my flesh, sending shivers up and down my body.

      Avery frowns but digs out another piece.  “More?”

      I nodded, grinning.  “More.”  I copy Jude’s move, wrapping my mouth around the piece of coconut between Avery’s fingers and dragging my lips against his skin as I pull it away.  His eyes grow dark and hooded as he watches me, and I feel his desire blaze in my own belly.

      “What else can you say, Coral?” Jude interrupts our moment.  “Can you say my name?”  I turn to look at him.  “Can you say Jude?”

      He picks up my hand and lays it on his chest, the flesh warm and soft under my fingers.  “Jude.”

      “Jude,” I say, and he turns up the corner of his lip.

      He whistles.  “Baby, your voice is sexy.”

      “Sexy,” I repeat and try to make the whistling sound he made.

      Jude cracks up laughing which draws the attention of Liam who wanders over to see what’s happening.

      “What’s going on?”  He kneels on the ground beside us, his green eyes sparkling with curiosity.

      “I’m just teaching her a few helpful words.”  Jude winks at me.

      “Liam.”  I turn my head and smile at him, and his face glows.

      He runs a hand lightly over my bruises then bends his head closer to examine my sore ankle.  He puts a hand under my calf and slowly slides it down my leg, lifting my foot off the raft.  The movement hurts, and I wince and suck in a breath.  Liam slows and looks at me for a second, then carefully takes my foot in one hand, supporting it just above the ankle with the other.

      “Coral, I’m going to try to flex this to see if it’s broken, okay?  I promise I’ll be careful.”

      Ever so slowly, he moves my foot up and down.  It hurts, but it’s not unbearable, so I just hiss and grit my teeth.  Liam looks at me to make sure I’m okay before resuming then rotates my ankle from side to side, even more slowly and carefully.  That hurts worse, and I cry out, but the pain stops as soon as Liam does.  He probes the area around my ankle with his fingers, the pads pressing gingerly into the swollen, purple flesh.  My heart pounds out a frantic rhythm, anticipating pain, but Liam is gentle, and soon he has finished his examination and lays my foot back on the raft.

      “Is she okay?”  A long shadow falls over us, and I glance up to see Gio hovering, his hands on his hips as he stares down at us, his jaw clenched.  What emotion is he hiding behind his scowl?

      “I don’t think it’s broken, just badly sprained.  She’d be screaming if it was.  It’s just going to take a few days to heal.”

      Gio nods tersely.  “We need to look for some food.  We also need to start thinking about a shelter.  If it storms, we’re going to be pretty miserable without one.”

      The others nod and climb to their feet but glance at me like they don’t want to leave.  A flutter of pleasure tickles my insides but is quickly squelched by my own memory.  As much as I crave their attention, is it me that they’re attracted to, or just my siren?  My happiness wilts as I realize I’ll never really know.

      Once they’re gone, I lay back and think about the first time I recognized what love looks like — the first time I realized that Kai loved Meribel.

      I am barely older than a merling, my breasts just starting to mound, when Meribel comes to our favorite spot on the reef, giddy with excitement.  Kai and I are playing a game, seeing who could chase the most clown fish out of the anemones.  It’s childish, but we still enjoy it.

      Meribel rushes up to us, her tail flapping and her face bright.  “Delphine just returned from the land.  I saw her in the market, talking to her cousins.  I couldn’t catch much because Mother was in a hurry, but she had a necklace on that a human had given her.  It was something like pearls, but they were larger, and all different colors.  All the mermaids were touching it.  I don’t know what it was, but it was amazing.  I’ve never seen anything like it.”

      Meribel’s eyes gaze off into the distance, and her fingers stroke the bare skin above her breasts.  “The human who gave it to her must have thought she was really special.  I’ve never even had a pearl to wear.  Maybe a human will give me one someday.”

      Kai gets a strange look on his face, and he rushes off not long after, with no good explanation.

      A little while later, Kai sneaks up behind us as we’re floating and wraps a necklace around Meribel’s neck.  It isn’t a strand of pearls, just a tiny, little dolphin dangling from a gold strand, a human bauble, but Meribel’s face lights up as she lifts the charm to gape at it, and she whips around and embraces him.

      “I found this a while ago, and I was saving it for a special occasion, but I thought you might like to have it.”  His eyes dart towards me as he speaks, and I realize he had planned to give the necklace to me, probably at the official announcement of our engagement.

      “You don’t need a human to tell you you’re special, Meribel.”  He leans his forehead against hers, his voice husky, and wraps his arms around her.

      Although I never felt any special spark between Kai and me, I did care about him, and I knew he cared for me.  I always assumed that we would fall in love eventually, when we were older, when it was time.  But when Kai gave Meribel that necklace, I suddenly realized that Kai was already in love — just not with me.

      Will I ever know what true love feels like?  Will anyone ever love me for who I am, not what I am?  And what does it even feel like to be in love?  The feelings I have for the humans are different from anything I’ve ever felt before, but I feel the same stirring inside me no matter which of them I’m with.  I can’t be in love with all of them, can I?  There must be something about humans that’s just as attractive to mermaids as we are to them.  I sigh, wishing for something I can’t explain.

      When the guys start to return, the sun has dropped below the sea, and I’m shivering, wishing I was closer to the fire.
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      “Hey Princess, you okay?”  Gio leans down over me, and I look up at him, wishing I knew the words to tell him what I need.

      “Are you cold?”  His mind reflects an image of me shivering, and I nod.

      “Cold,” I repeat, and Gio tilts his head at me then glances at Liam.

      “She’s been saying a lot of words today,” Liam says, poking at the fire.  He tosses a few more logs on, and it starts to blaze again.

      Just then, Jude crashes through the bush holding one of the eel-like creatures high, and I flinch.  “Look who just caught dinner for us tonight!”  He bows at the waist, keeping the hand with the creature above his head.

      Gio ignores him and bends down, sliding his arms under me.  “Jude, I’m gonna pick up Coral and carry her over to the fire.  Bring the life raft, will you?”

      Jude frowns but grabs the handle of the life raft and follows Gio.  My limbs dangle from his strong arms, and I tuck my head against his body, seeking his warmth.

      “Geez, you are cold, aren’t you?”  A shiver runs through Gio’s body as my chilled flesh presses against him.

      Jude puts the raft as close to the fire as possible, and Gio gently lowers my body back onto it.  I cling to him, not wanting him to go.  “You want me to stay and warm you up a bit, Princess?”

      I nod at the image in his mind, and Gio quirks his lip in a small smile.  He climbs into the raft beside me carefully, trying not to jostle me, then wraps his arm around my shoulder, pulling me close.  I nuzzle into him, savoring the warmth of his touch.

      Jude and Liam flick their eyes our way, and Avery frowns when he emerges from the forest and sees us, but no one says anything, and I can’t quite understand their thoughts.

      Gio’s bronze skin glimmers in the fire light, and my eyes flick from his bare chest, down to the muscular arm wrapped around my middle, and up to his strong jaw.  I curl into him and lay a hand on his stomach.  The curved ridges tempt me, and I lightly stroke them, the firm muscles bunching in response.

      Gio chuckles and whispers, “You like those, huh Princess?  Why don’t you scoot that hand a little lower, see how you like what’s down there?”

      The pictures in his mind are vivid, and I tense.  Does he really want me to touch him there?  Is that a normal thing for humans to do?

      It seems forward to me, but what do I know about human mating rituals?  I want to make Gio happy — he’s done so much for me — so I slide my hand under the waistband of his shorts.

      “Holy shit, Coral!”  Gio jolts up and grabs my hand, yanking it out of his pants, and the others gasp and stare at us.

      I bite my lip and drop my head to hide the burn in my cheeks.  I thought that was what he wanted?  The picture in his head was so clear.  Gio climbs out of the raft, his chest heaving, and wipes his face with his hands.

      “Did she just stick her hand down your pants?”  Jude gapes, and Gio nods.

      Jude crosses his arms and pouts.  “Man, why do girls always go for you badass, tattooed, muscly guys and never give us average guys a chance?”

      Gio runs a hand over his hair.  “I thought she was into Avery—”

      Avery interrupts him, scowling.  “So did I, so why are you cuddled up with her like she’s yours?  Haven’t you ever heard of the bro code?”

      Gio lifts up his hands.  “She was cold, okay?  I carried her over to the fire, and she didn’t want me to let go.  I was just trying to warm her up.”

      “I’m sure the fire would’ve done the job.”  Avery glares at him.

      Liam sneers.  “She doesn’t belong to you, Avery.  None of us have any business trying to claim her.  What do you plan to do, take her home with you?  We don’t know anything about her, and we can’t even communicate with her.”

      Gio squats down and looks at me. “The thing is, I told her to do it.  I mean, I was just joking, but she did exactly what I said.”

      Jude rolls his eyes at Gio.  “Well, you were making googly eyes at her and cuddling her.  She could probably figure out what you wanted by the bulge in your pants.”

      “But it’s not just this.  I swear to God, she understands what we’re saying most of the time, even if she can’t speak English.”

      Liam nods his head towards Jude.  “Jude’s right.  She’s probably just picking up on the tone of our voice and the situation.”

      Gio shakes his head.  “Earlier I asked her if she was cold, and she nodded and said, ‘cold.’  And remember the other day?  Jude asked her if she was gonna catch a fish for him, and right away she gets up and finds him a fish.  And what about the thing with the rocks?  How’d she know what we were looking for?”

      Jude furrows his brow and puts his hands on his hips.  “Well, we could always ask her stuff to see how much she understands.”

      “Okay, sure.  Why not?”  Gio comes over and sits beside the raft.  “Coral, I’m hungry.  Can you get me a fish?”

      I scrunch my face in confusion.  I don’t understand what’s going on between them, but I can feel the tension, and I know it’s about me.  I want to make them happy, all of them, but I don’t know how.  Gio wants a fish, but it hurts too much to move, and besides, I can’t go in the water while they’re watching.  I shake my head at him.

      Avery frowns at him.  “She can barely walk right now, Gio, let alone go catch a fish.”

      “I got one; let me try.”  Jude pushes his way between them to get closer and smiles at me.  “Coral, which one of us do you like the best?”

      I don’t understand his question, but when I glance around at the others they’re just rolling their eyes.  Jude puts his hand on his chest.

      “Jude,” I say, still not sure what he’s asking but hoping that’s what he wants me to say.

      Jude’s face cracks in a wide smile, and he puffs up his chest.  I guess that was the right answer.  “Yup, I think you’re right, Gio.  She totally understands us.”

      “She only said your name because you put your hand on your chest, and that’s how we taught her our names.”  Liam glowers at him, his black eyebrows tilting towards each other.

      “Okay, fine.”  Jude bugs out his eyes at Liam then turns back to me.  “Coral, which one of us is a know-it-all smartass?”

      I know he’s asking me another question, but again, I’m not quite sure what he means.  I just stare at him, hoping his thoughts will fill in the blanks.  Liam’s name floats through his mind, so I blurt that out, and Jude cracks up laughing.

      “Oh, that is rich!”  He slaps Liam on the back, and Liam scowls at him.  “What?  She said it, not me!”

      “You were probably making eyes towards me and she saw that,” Liam says, frowning.

      Jude holds up his hands and shakes his head, his curls wiggling.  “Nope.  I just asked the question.  I might have been screaming your name in my mind, but I didn’t do anything to lead her on.”

      “Do you think she can understand our thoughts?”  Avery asks, glancing towards me with a concerned look on his face.

      “If she could, she probably would’ve slapped me a half dozen times by now.”  Jude winks, but Avery frowns and rubs his chin.

      “Mind reading?  Really, Avery?”  Liam rolls his eyes.

      “I think these questions are too vague.  Maybe she just knows basic words.”  Gio looks at me.  “Coral, can you raise your hand?”

      That one is easy.  I smile and lift up my right hand.

      “See?  There’s no way that’s a coincidence.”  Gio holds out his arm towards me and looks at the guys.

      Liam puckers his brow and moves closer.  “Coral, can you touch your face?”

      I lay a hand on my cheek, and Liam smiles.  “You might be on to something, Gio.  But how on earth does she understand English but not know how to speak it?”

      While Liam stares at me, pondering, different pictures flit through Avery’s head — most of them are me doing things I’m too sore to attempt.  He doesn’t speak, but does he want me to do those things?  He’s not even looking at me, he’s staring off into space.  Finally, he thinks of something I can manage.

      “Why is she pulling on her ear?  Does that mean something?” Jude asks.  Avery turns around to look at me, mouth hanging open.

      “Because I just told her to.”  Avery rushes to my side and stares at me.

      “Uh, dude, you didn’t say anything,” Jude replies.

      “No, but I thought it.”

      Jude quirks an eyebrow at him.  “So, you think she can read minds.”

      “You said it yourself; you didn’t do anything to indicate she should say Liam’s name when you asked who was a smartass, but you thought it.  And she said what you were thinking.  I didn’t tell her to pull on her ear, but I was trying to think of something to ask her to do, and that’s what I came up with.  But she started doing it before the words left my mouth.  That’s way too random of a thing for her to start doing for no reason.”

      Jude and Gio glance back and forth between Avery and me with shock on their faces.

      Liam purses his lips.  “Come on, guys.  Don’t be ridiculous.  There’s got to be a logical explanation; we just have to figure out what it is.  Maybe she pulled on her ear to indicate she has some kind of hearing problem.”

      “You’re the science guy; why don’t you test it?” Avery says.

      Liam sighs and waves a hand.  “Fine.  It should be easy enough to disprove something like that.  Think of a command to give her, Avery, but don’t look at her when you think it.  Turn around and face the other way.”

      “Fine.”  Avery huffs and spins around so that his back is to me.  Everyone else stands silently.  What are they doing?

      I don’t know what’s going on, but suddenly one thought is clear.  I quickly pull my hair over my shoulder and fashion a simple braid.  When I’m done, the others’ eyes flick back and forth between Avery and me.

      “Avery, don’t turn around yet, just tell us what you were thinking,” Liam says.

      “I told her to braid her hair.”  The others gasp, and Avery whips around.

      Avery walks slowly to my side and picks up the braid, staring at me, an emotion I don’t understand reflected in his gaze.

      “Holy shit,” Gio whispers, blowing out his breath.

      Gio gapes at me, and Liam just shakes his head, and suddenly I’m worried I’ve made a mistake.

      “That was freakin’ incredible!”  Jude shrieks.  “Let me try, let me try!”

      I can’t tell if the others are happy, but Jude seems to be.  I smile at him, but he turns around and immediately starts imagining me blowing kisses.  I obey, but the others roll their eyes.  I glance at them, worried.  Did I do something wrong?

      “Cute, Romeo.”  Gio sneers at him.

      “Did she blow me a kiss?” Jude turns around, hopeful, still picturing it.  I do it again so he can see.  He cracks a wide smile that melts my insides and blows a kiss back at me.

      Liam rubs his forehead and shakes his head.  “This just doesn’t make any sense.  There’s no such thing as telepathy.  You guys have to be leading her on somehow.”

      “Just because you don’t believe in something doesn’t mean it’s not real.  Try it for yourself and see.”  Jude holds out his hand and nods towards me.

      “Fine.”  Liam says and turns around, imagining a series of motions.  I try my best to follow.

      “Did you just teach her the Macarena, dude?  Cuz I swear that’s what she did.”  Jude wiggles his eyebrows and glances between me and Liam, chuckling.

      Liam turns around slowly and stares at me, picturing the set of motions, and I do them again so he can see.  The look on his face tells me something important is happening.

      He walks over to the side of the raft and drops to his knees, never breaking his stare.  “What are you?” he whispers, his voice solemn.
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      “Where are your people?  Are they on this island?”

      I stare at Liam blankly, not sure what he’s asking.

      “I don’t think she can understand everything we’re thinking because she doesn’t know English.”  Liam sighs after trying fruitlessly to get me to respond to a million different questions.

      Jude shrugs, gnawing on the last bite of the snake he caught for dinner.  He taught me that word, and I thought it was a perfect name for the slithery creature.  “So teach her English, Professor.  What else have you got to do?”

      Gio gets up and grabs another log to toss on the fire, exciting the flames.  “We need to build a shelter.  That’s more important than anything else.  We’ve been lucky so far that the weather’s been good, but a storm could come through any time.”

      “Are we really going to be here long enough that it matters?”  Avery looks up from scraping the dirt out from under his nails with a tiny twig.

      Gio rubs his face with his hands like he’s trying to wash the world away then sits back down.  “I don’t know.  Possibly, probably.  The fact that no one has come anywhere near us so far means the emergency locator beacon must not be broadcasting.  Either it’s defective, or it never detached, and it’s buried underwater with the boat.”

      In his mind, Gio pictures a small device attached to the boat.  I don’t understand what it is, but it’s obviously very important.  Do they need this?  Their boat is at the bottom of the ocean by now, and I don’t think humans can swim that deep.  But I can.

      Avery wraps his arms around his legs and props his chin on his knees.  “But someone will look for us eventually, right?  I mean, as soon as they realize we’re missing?”

      My stomach clenches as he pictures another boat arriving and the guys sailing away.

      “Yeah, of course.”  Gio stares at him for a moment before continuing.  “But it’s a big ocean, and who knows how far away we are from our last known location.  That storm got us way off course.  It could take awhile before they find us.  Or they might give up before they do.”  Gio’s words sound ominous, and suddenly all the guys are imagining themselves on this island for a very long time.

      The last thing I want is for them to leave me, but the guys act like staying here is the worst possible fate.  What’s it like where they’re from?  Can it really be that much different?  Maybe it’s just the people that they miss.

      This island seems empty compared to the shoal, and I miss my grandfather so much my chest aches every time I think about him.  Same for Muriel and Maribel, and even Kai.  Maybe the guys feel the same way.  I see pictures in their minds sometimes of other people.  They must be friends and family — people they love.

      As much as I want to keep the guys here with me, I’m sure they’re missing the people they left behind.  If another boat comes, they’ll be gone.  Would they take me with them?  They seem to care about me, but I’m not their family, or their mate.

      Is that what I even want — to follow them back to wherever they came from?  To live as a human?  Or do I want to go back to the shoal and accept my original fate?

      I stare at the fire as I contemplate.  A breeze flutters through my hair and chills my skin, making the flames crackle and dance.  Sparks flutter from the logs like tiny, flaming insects as Liam pokes at the blackened logs, keeping the fire alive.

      I suddenly realize that coming here has stoked the fire inside of me.  The tiny flame that flickered in my heart when I was a child had dimmed to barely an ember, at risk of burning out completely if I didn’t do something drastic.  But this world and these humans have stirred up the flames, and every interaction with them only makes the fire inside of me brighter and stronger.

      I can’t go back, I realize.  Better to endure the trials of life on land and stay ablaze than to return home and let the fire die out till there’s nothing but cold, gray ash to remind me my heart once burned for something more.

      The guys’ thoughts have turned to memories of their homes, and I watch in fascination as they think about the world they come from.  Tall, shiny buildings crowded together and small houses separated by large fields of grass.  Rooms filled with people dancing and tables covered in a million different foods.  So many things I’ve never seen before!

      I want to go there, I decide.  I have to see everything — explore the world beyond the shoal, beyond this island.  I have to help the guys get back, and I have to make them take me.

      Maybe that device is the answer.  If I can recover it for them, maybe that will help somehow.  I don’t understand what it’s for, but Gio can’t stop thinking about it.

      If I can get myself to the water, I can dive down to their boat and look for it.  I can bring back some more fish, too.  They were so excited the last time.  If I can make them happy, maybe they’ll want to take me with them when they leave.

      I’d have a better chance if I could mate with one of them, though.  But which one?  I’m drawn to them all.  Every time I think about it, my heart is torn in four directions.  Maybe I should just try to get close to all of them and let them decide.

      The wind picks up, sending a chill coursing through my body, and I shiver.  I’d like to snuggle up next to one of the guys.  Liam is sitting the closest to me, but I’ve never cuddled with him before.  The most physical contact we’ve ever had was when I said his name and he hugged me.  My heart thumps as I remember the desire I saw twinkling in his eyes that day.  Was it just my siren call or excitement over hearing me speak?  Or could Liam be interested in me?

      As smart as he is, he’d make a good mate for me.  He could teach me all the things I need to learn about living as a human.  And I can’t deny I find him attractive.  Although not as big or strong as the other guys, he’s very handsome, and the sharp contrast between his pale skin, dark hair, and bright green eyes is striking.

      Maybe the fact that he hasn’t shown as much physical interest in me as some of the other guys means that he’s not as affected by my siren nature.  That’s what I want, anyway — someone who can love me for me.  He does seem fascinated by me.  Could that lead to more if I encouraged it?  Maybe he’s held back because some of the others have been so forward.

      I reach out a hand and touch his shoulder.  “Liam.”

      He turns and looks at me and seems pleased that I’ve called his name.  I beckon him towards me with one hand and pat the raft next to me with the other.

      He scrunches his brow.  “What?  You want me to come sit with you?”

      I nod, smiling, and his lips lift in response.  He climbs over the side of the raft and sits down in the spot I was patting, but he doesn’t put his arm around me like Gio did.  The other guys watch us silently.

      “Did you want to talk more?”

      I curl up against his side, laying my head against his chest.  I rest a hand on his stomach, careful not to touch anything below his waist.  I still don’t understand why Gio freaked out when I did that.  I was only imitating what was on his mind.  I guess it’s something that’s okay to fantasize about but not to actually do.

      Liam seems surprised by my move but carefully wraps an arm around my shoulders and strokes my arm.  “You just want someone to keep you warm?”

      “Warm?” I mimic, wanting to add another word to my repertoire.  I’m desperate to learn their language so I can understand them, and so they can understand me.  It’s not enough to base a relationship on attraction and emotions.

      “Yeah, warm.  The opposite of cold.”  Liam imagines the two different sensations, painting obvious pictures in his mind.

      Cold and warm are not common concepts for merfolk.  The shoal feels the same almost all the time.  But here, I’ve felt them both several times, and they can be good and bad.  The cold water soothed my sore body, but the cold wind made me shiver.

      “Cold,” I say, rubbing my arms to imitate how I tried to warm myself earlier when the sky was dark and I was all alone.  Liam nods.

      “Warm,” I say, and snuggle up to him again.

      He chuckles and pulls me closer, breathing a sigh into my hair.  “Yeah, warm.”

      I hold out a hand to the fire, which is much warmer than any of the guys’ bodies.  “Warm.”

      Liam nods.  “Yeah, the fire can make you warm.”  He moves my arm a little closer and says, “Warmer.”

      “Warmer.” I repeat, and he nods.

      Pushing my arm even closer, so close it’s uncomfortable, Liam says, “Hot.”

      “Hot,” I say, pulling my hand back as soon as he lets go.

      “Hot,” Jude says, standing up and running his hands up and down his body, grinning.

      I look at him, confused, and Liam rolls his eyes and tosses a nearby stick at him.  I smirk and wish I understood the joke.

      I fall asleep in Liam’s arms and wake up later when everyone else has fallen asleep, too.  They’ve crawled into the raft with us, and Avery’s hand is on my leg.  I’d like to sneak into the water to look for the device they need and find some fish, but can I get up without waking them?

      I take a cue from the snake we ate for dinner and slither out of the raft, using my arms to pull myself.  Once I’m out, I watch the guys carefully for a moment to make sure none of them have woken.  When I’m sure they’re all asleep, I crawl to the water on my knees with my feet in the air to avoid putting any weight on my sore ankle.

      As soon as the water engulfs my legs, they fuse into a tail.  I flap my fin cautiously, but there is no hint of pain, and happiness bubbles out of me as I glide through the water, flipping and diving, reveling in the water’s caress.  I miss the water, but not as much as I would miss the guys if I returned.  I wish that I could have both, but if they ever found out what I was, I’m sure they would reject me.  I’ll just have to be satisfied with a few dips in the water when no one is watching.

      Once I’ve had a little fun, I head for the spot where the boat sank and dive down into the darkness.  My eyes are designed for life underwater, so the lack of light doesn’t bother me.  It’s easy to spot the small, white ship sitting at the bottom.  It’s already become home to a school of fish who dart away en masse as I approach the vessel.

      I scan the deck, looking for the device Gio pictured, but it’s not where he thought it was.  I don’t have to search long, though, before I spot it, caught under the cabin’s overhang.  I grab it and am about to swim back but decide to check out the cabin instead.  Is there anything else in there the guys might want?

      I find four different bags with handles.  They’re heavy, but I don’t know how to open them to see what’s inside.  I decide to grab one.  Outside the cabin, lots of equipment litters the deck and the ground around it, but I have no idea what any of it is or if it’s important.  The bag and the device are all I can carry for now, anyway, so I propel myself back up to the surface and deposit them on the land.

      The guys are still sleeping, so I risk another trip into the ocean to catch some fish for them, wrapping them up in Gio’s shirt like before.  Once I’m done, I quickly dry myself off with sand and wait for my legs to reappear.

      Tiptoeing back to the raft, I climb in between Liam and Avery and close my eyes, hoping to get a little more rest before the day begins.  I wake to Gio bellowing.
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      “Where the hell did this come from?”  Gio holds the longed-for device in his hands and stares at it like he’s never seen it before.  When he looks around, the other guys shrug, just as clueless.

      “Coral?  Did you find this?”

      I nod, smiling, but Gio shakes his head slowly, his mouth hanging open.  Did I do something bad?  I thought he wanted that.

      “What is that?” Jude asks.

      “This is the emergency beacon.  Coral, where did you find this?”

      I point to the water, and all four of the guys’ heads swivel that way.

      Gio grabs my shoulders and stares into my eyes.  “Where in the water did you find this?  Was it floating?”

      He pictures the beacon bobbing on top of the water, and I shake my head.

      Jude holds up the duffel bag, and water drips from the soggy fabric.  “Look, Gio, she brought back my duffel bag, too.  This was in the cabin of the boat.  Do you think she dived down to the wreck?”

      “Coral, did you get this off the boat?” Gio asks, and I nod.

      Liam shakes his head and puts his hands on his hips.  “The boat is probably hundreds of feet underwater; there’s no way she dove that far without gear, or at least without decompression.”

      “She can read minds, would it be such a surprise if she had other special talents, as well?”  Gio glances at Liam then turns back to me.

      “Coral, where was this at on the boat?  Was it in the harness?”  He pictures the same spot as before, and I shake my head.

      I kneel on the ground and draw a crude outline of a boat in the sand then point to the spot where I found the device, under the overhang.

      “This isn’t supposed to be there; did it get caught?”  I nod, and Gio stares at me for a moment before focusing on the beacon again.

      “So, what does that mean?” Avery asks.

      Gio sighs and runs a hand over his face.  “It means it was stuck underwater when it was supposed to be floating on the surface, broadcasting.  I’m not sure how long the signal transmits or if it can broadcast through deep water like that.  Plus, there’s a crack in it.”

      Gio pours water out of the body of the device, and the guys stare at the beacon silently.  They clearly aren’t as excited about my find as I hoped they’d be.  I drop my head and stare at the ground, feeling like I’ve failed them.

      Avery notices and comes to my side, wrapping an arm around my shoulder.  “Hey, Coral, it’s okay.  You did great finding this for us.  How did you even know to look for this?”

      “She must’ve seen it in my mind yesterday when I was talking about it,” Gio explains.

      “Were you thinking about the duffel, too?” Jude asks.

      Gio shakes his head  “No, I guess she just thought we might want it.”

      “Well, at least we’ve got some more clothes.”  Jude kneels down and pulls a small, silver tab along the length of the bag.  It makes a strange sound as it slides, and the bag opens up.

      I drop to my knees beside him, running my hands along the rough, metal track.  Jude pulls his hands away so I can investigate.  I grab the little tab and pull it the other way, fascinated by how the tiny teeth come together.  When it’s closed again, I slide the tab back and forth, enjoying the sound.

      “That’s a zipper, Coral.”

      “Zipper,” I repeat slowly.  I like the way the word makes the same sound.  I say it over and over again as I run the zipper back and forth along the track.

      “If she likes opening zippers that much, remind me to wear jeans instead of athletic shorts.”  Jude snickers, and Avery smacks him on the arm.

      When I’m done playing with the zipper, Jude pulls out several garments and passes them around.  “They might be kind of big on you, but ya’ll are welcome to wear whatever fits.”

      “Let’s lay them out to dry.”  Avery drapes a shirt across the sand, carefully smoothing out all the wrinkles.

      Jude snorts and rolls his eyes at him but gives a garment a shake before laying it out on the beach.  The others do the same with the rest of the clothing.

      “Jude, don’t you own any shirts that don’t have stupid sayings on them?”  Liam winces then holds up a shirt and reads, “This is not a beer gut, it’s a protective covering for my rock hard abs.”

      “Hey, that one’s my favorite!”  Jude grabs the shirt and drapes it over his chest with a smile.

      Gio smacks him in the stomach, and Jude hunches over and clutches his belly, groaning and chuckling.

      “Is this a shaving kit?”  Liam pulls a small, black bag out of the duffel.  He unzips the bag and his face lights up as he pulls out more things I’ve never seen before.

      “Oh, man, this is great.  I’m desperate for a shave.”  Liam shakes a blue and red cylinder and pulls off the lid.  I gasp when he presses on the top of it and a creamy, white substance squirts out and forms a mound on the palm of his hand.

      I watch in fascination as he spreads the substance over the hair on his face then slides a small stick through the cream, removing a swath and revealing bare skin underneath.

      “Is there a mirror in here?”  Liam digs through the bag again and pulls one out then uses it to guide his hand as he finishes the job.

      When he’s done, I can’t resist reaching out to stroke his skin.  He smells fresh, and the skin on his cheek feels smooth and soft.

      “What do you think, Coral?  Better?  I hate stubble.”

      Liam’s face does look better without the scruffy hairs that marred the creamy paleness of his otherwise perfect skin, but yet, on some of the other guys, I find the hair appealing.  I can’t even imagine Gio without a shadow of stubble.  I nod and stroke his chin with my hand, letting him know I approve.

      “That looks like a good idea.”  Jude takes the tools from Liam and shaves off his beard, leaving clean skin behind.  The change makes him look younger, cuter, and I smile and give him an impromptu kiss on the cheek.  I haven’t spent much time with him yet, but I want him to know I like him, too.

      Jude slaps his hand over the spot I kissed and lets his mouth fall open.  “I’m shaving every day from now on.”

      Avery frowns at us, so I go over to him and rub my hands along his rough cheek.  The blond stubble makes him look handsome, and I kiss his cheek to let him know it.  He smiles at me, his blue eyes sparkling like the ocean, and pulls me tight against his side.

      “So does that mean you like me scruffy?” Avery asks, and I nod.

      “You goons are acting like you’ve never had a kiss from a girl before.”  Gio sounds irritated.

      “You’re just jealous because she’s never kissed you.”  Jude grins and wags his eyebrows, and Gio rolls his eyes.

      I head over to Gio and caress his cheek then give him a peck on the lips to cheer him up.  Gio shakes his head at me but his lips curl in a small smile.

      “You can’t be kissing all of us, Coral.  You’re gonna have four jealous guys fighting over you if you keep that up,” he whispers.

      Jude scrunches his brow.  “Avery’s the only one she’s really kissed.  The rest of us just got a little peck, right?”

      Gio nods, but Liam shakes his head.  “She’s never kissed me.”

      Avery scowls at him.  “Well, you two looked awfully cozy in the raft last night.”

      “Jealous, Avery?”  Jude smirks.

      Gio rubs his hand over his head and sighs.  “Guys, I know we’re all horny, and she’s the only woman on this god-forsaken island—“

      “And she’s sexy as hell,” Jude interrupts.

      Gio scowls at him.  “But we can’t all go after her.”

      “Why not?  She doesn’t seem to mind.  Seems like she’s into it.”  Jude shrugs.

      Gio throws his hands up in the air and starts to pace.  In his mind he’s picturing the young girl with dark hair who fills his mind with worry so often.  “She probably doesn’t know any better!  She’s completely innocent.  She didn’t even know how to put on a shirt, or know better than to stick her hand in the fire. We might be the first people she’s had contact with in years.  Have you seen any other sign of life on this island?  Cuz I sure haven’t.  Probably all she understands is that it feels good.”

      Jude puts his hands on his hips.  “So?  I don’t see what the big deal is.  She’s not a kid, she’s a grown woman.  If she wants to hook up with one of us, or heck, all of us, let her decide.  Like you said, she’s the only woman on this island, and you just told us we might be here for a very long time.”

      Gio shakes his head.  “Is that what you all want — to share her?”  He looks around at the others who stare back in silent agreement.

      “Fine,” he says through gritted teeth.  “But let her make the first move, and don’t push her to go farther than she wants.  And no getting jealous about who she spends time with!”  He scowls at Avery then points a finger at Jude.  “No fighting about it.”

      My eyes dart frantically between them as suddenly all of their minds fill with images of them taking turns touching and kissing me.  I was hoping to attract one of them, but it seems like they’re all interested.  And maybe willing to share?  Is that normal for humans?  I’ve never heard of a mermaid mating with more than one person, but maybe humans feel differently.  My mind whirls with the possibility.  I was desperate to choose my own mate, but once I had the chance, it was impossible to pick just one.  Maybe I don’t have to.

      I gasp at the image, and desire swells inside of me, my body responding.  I clench my legs together and press my hand against my breasts, trying to satisfy the ache, and every eye swivels my way.  Their cheeks turn red as they realize I can see their thoughts, and they quickly try to refocus their attention, but the thought is seared in my brain.

      “Is there a comb in that bag?” Avery changes the subject, reaching for the shaving kit.  He pulls out a flat, black object with spikes like teeth up and down the length.

      “Thank God.”  He tugs the object through his chin-length, blond hair till it hangs smooth and straight around his face.

      I pick up my own long mass of hair and examine it, and Avery grins at me.  “Would you like me to comb your hair, Princess?”

      I nod and move to kneel in front of him.  He holds out the comb for me to examine, and I run my fingers along the teeth and giggle when they flex and make a buzzing sound kind of like the zipper.

      “This is a comb, Coral.  Can you say comb?”

      I repeat the word and hand the tool back to him.  He takes a lock of my hair and combs through it carefully, starting at the bottom.  Once in a while, the teeth catch on a snag, and I wince as my head is pulled backward, but Avery gently works out each knot till my entire head of hair is tangle-free, like it is when I’m in the water.

      When he’s done, he runs his fingers through it then smoothes it again with his palms.  “Your hair is gorgeous, Coral.  Just like you.”  He whispers the last bit in my ear, and his voice sends a shiver of pleasure down my spine.

      “If you all are done primping, I’d like to get started on a shelter today.”  Gio starts heading towards the trees.

      Jude rubs his belly and whines, imagining breakfast.  “Can’t we get something to eat, first?  I can’t work on an empty stomach.”

      I hop up and dash over to the pile of fish I left by the fire.  They must have missed it in their excitement about the beacon and the duffel bag.  Grabbing a fish in each hand, I head over to Jude and hold them out to him, grinning.

      “Oh my God, you’re amazing.”  Jude grabs me in a hug, lifting me off my feet.  I giggle and squirm till he puts me down, then I reach out and hug him back.

      “Thank you, Coral.”  His hands caress my back and sides, and I press closer to him.

      “I thought we were going to let her make the first move.”  Avery scowls at Jude.

      “What?  All I did was give her a thank you hug.  Besides, she liked it, right, Coral?”

      I nod and squeeze his middle.

      “Let’s cook up some of this fish, babe.”  Jude leads me over to the fire, and we spear a few fish and hold them over the flames to cook as the others join us.

      I’m licking my fingers clean when I notice Liam staring at my ankle.  “Look at Coral’s leg.  Her ankle looks completely healed.  No bruising, no swelling.”

      “Does it hurt, Coral?” Avery asks me, and I shake my head no.

      Liam gets up and comes to sit next to me, picking up my leg to examine it.  “And all the cuts and scratches are healed, too.  How is that possible?”

      He stares at me, his mind churning like the sea where it fights to take over the land.  I know he’s adding up all the things that are different about me, trying to figure out where I came from, what I am.

      The others find me curious, but Liam is different — he can’t stand not knowing.  I’m a puzzle he can’t solve, and his mind won’t rest till he figures me out.  I wish he’d quit trying — he won’t like the answer.
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      “Okay, guys, enough lounging around.  We’ve got work to do.”  Gio stands up, and the others moan a little but join him.

      “I think that would be a good spot to build the shelter.”  Gio points to a section by the trees.  “Collect palm fronds and any logs you can carry and bring them here.”

      The guys head out, and I do too, intent on helping however I can.  Gio spots me walking into the woods and stops me, a pained look on his face.

      “Coral, I know you want to help, and that’s really great, but for my peace of mind, would you please just stay here?”  I drop my head, feeling useless and incompetent.

      Gio winces.  “Uh, we’re going to need some lashings.  Maybe you can braid some palm fronds together to make some rope?”

      He kneels down and demonstrates what he wants, and I nod eagerly.  This is something I can do.  Gio smiles in relief and takes off, and I gather as many palm fronds as I can and start working.

      A while later, everyone is back with armfuls of shelter supplies.  Liam points to two tall trees near each other.  “If we lay a log horizontally between the branches of these two trees, we can prop other logs against it vertically, creating a lean-to.  Then we just need to lash leaves to that to make a roof.”

      “How are we going to get a log up there?”  Avery stares at the trees in disbelief.

      “We just need one of us to climb the tree and toss the rope over the branch.  Then we tie one end to the log, hoist it up, and lash it in place.  Who’s good at climbing?”

      Avery volunteers, but after several attempts, he’s barely made it half way up, and Jude is cracking up laughing at him.

      “Let me try.  You suck at this.” Jude says, and to everyone’s surprise, he maneuvers his large body up into the tree and uses one of my lashings to secure the log while Gio strains to hold up the other end as high as he can.  Jude quickly descends and scurries up the other tree, and they repeat the process.

      “That’s how you get’r done, boys.”  He tips a pretend hat, and the others roll their eyes at him.

      Gio starts lifting the logs and leaning them up against the cross beam like they weigh almost nothing, and Jude grunts and groans as he picks up the heaviest logs, trying to prove he’s just as capable as Gio.

      While he works, he flashes back to memories of building something similar up in a tree with two other boys who look like older versions of him.  The shame of not being as strong or smart or capable as them haunts his thoughts and motivates him to work as hard as he can to prove his worth.

      When he looks my way, I smile at him and wink, wanting him to know I’m impressed, and it seems like he works even harder after that.

      The bright sun beats mercilessly on them, and soon their bodies start to shine with sweat.  Their shirts come off, and I’m transfixed as I watch their muscles flex.

      They look miserably hot, and I’m sure they’re thirsty, so I grab one of the wet shirts laying out on the sand and a container of water and bring it over to them, handing the water to Jude first.

      “Oh, yeah, thank you, baby.”  He chugs the water, and I swallow as tiny rivulets trail from the side of his mouth and run down his thick neck, following the curve of his bobbing Adam’s apple.

      When he pulls the container away, I reach up to wipe the sweat off his face with the tee shirt.  He moans and rolls his head to give me better access.  I drag the cool, wet, fabric slowly down the back of his neck and over his shoulders to his wide chest.  When I look up, Jude is staring at me, his brown eyes swirling.

      “Hey, are you going to share that water?”  Avery runs a hand through his hair, pushing back the blond strands that are dark with sweat.

      I smile at him and hand it over.  He takes a long drink then passes the water to Gio while I wipe his toned, golden body with the wet shirt as well.  Liam and Gio sit down on one of the logs and take turns drinking while they watch me.

      When I’m done with Avery, I head over towards them. The intense look on Gio’s face intimidates me, so I start with Liam first.  I hold up the shirt and look at him, and he nods and smiles.  “That’d be great, Coral.”

      Liam’s chest is smaller than Avery’s, and half the size of Jude’s.  His thoughts tell me he’s a little worried I might find him lacking, but I like him just fine the way he is, and I lavish the same attention on him as I did the others.

      Finally, I turn to Gio, a question in my eyes.  I know Gio cares about me and wants to protect me, but he’s always tried to stifle any desire he felt for me.  I know he feels it, though; I can see it in his thoughts.  Now that he knows I can read his mind, will he be willing to admit his feelings?

      I reach out tentatively with the wet shirt and run a gentle stroke down the side of his face.  When he doesn’t resist, I step closer and wipe the other side.  He closes his eyes, and I run the cloth over his head and down the back of his neck.  I’m standing between his legs as he sits, and I can feel his warm breath on my stomach.  It hitches when I drag the cloth around the front of his neck and trail it down his chest.

      His thoughts tell me he wants to reach out and touch me, and I wish he would.  Maybe he will if I kiss him.  I bend over and press my lips to his, and his eyes fly open, black with need.  I rest my hands on his broad shoulders and tease his lips with mine.  Slowly, his hands come up and wrap around my waist, his strong fingers pressing into my flesh.  After a few moments, he groans and pulls away.

      “You’re determined to tempt every one of us, aren’t you?  God help me, I don’t know if I can resist when you do stuff like that.”  He stares up at me, a million questions and concerns fighting in his mind.  I wish he’d just relax and give himself permission to feel what he’s feeling.

      Instead, he shuts down and turns his focus back to the project.  “Okay, let’s finish this shelter and then we’ll take a break for lunch.”  He lets his gaze slip back to me one last time.  “Coral, could you get us some more fish?”

      Anxiety wells up, and I bite my lip but nod and walk back slowly towards the shore line, feeling like all eyes are on me.  I’ve never gone in the water while the guys are awake.  What if one of them catches me with a tail?  I’m terrified of how they’ll respond if they find out I’m not human.  I can’t stand the thought of losing them now, I care too much for them.  But I don’t want to disappoint them, and I’m sure they’ve worked up an appetite.  I’ll just have to be extremely cautious to make sure no one is watching when I return.

      I grab the empty duffel back on my way, thinking it would be handy for carrying the fish back, and wade into the water.  Catching fish is easy — I’ve been doing it since I was a tiny merling.  Kai and Meribel and I used to have competitions to see who could catch the largest, the fastest, or the sneakiest breeds.  I’m trying to hurry today, though, so of course it seems to take me forever to catch anything.  After longer than I ever expected, I have a decent number of fish, and I’m ready to head back to the shore.

      When I pop my head up out of the water, I see Liam standing on the shore, scanning the water.  Did he see me?

      I quickly duck my head under again and swim away from our spot on the beach, surfacing instead behind the outcropping of rocks so no one can see me come out of the water.  I carefully climb up on one of the slick, black rocks near the water and try to wipe the water off my tail with my hands.  The rocks’ shadow blocks the sun, though, and without any sand to rub on my tail, it’s taking too long for my legs to appear.

      Suddenly, I hear my name being called.  My whole body clenches, and my scales stand up as fear electrifies every nerve ending.  I shake myself back into action and wipe furiously at the water as Liam’s voice draws nearer.

      Footsteps sound on the rocks, and I know he’s climbing up the other side.  “Coral?  Where are you?”  He sounds worried.

      My pounding heart makes it hard to tell how close he is.  Panicking, I’m just about to dive back in to the water when Liam’s face appears above me.  “Coral?”

      I gasp as I look up at him then back at my legs.  Legs!  My tail is gone, and I let out a giant sigh of relief as I offer him a shaky smile.  My body tingles as the adrenaline begins to dissipate, and I try to control my quivering.

      “Fish.”  I hold out the duffle bag.

      Liam takes the bag and peers inside.  “I was hoping to watch you in action, see how you manage to catch fish so easily.  Could you show me?”

      I understand him, but I pretend I don’t, turning away to climb down the back side of the rocks instead.  Liam tosses the bag onto his shoulder and hurries after me, taking my hand to help steady me.  I squeeze it, grateful.  The rocks on this side are warm and dry, but I’m terrified of slipping after my last fall.  The pain was worse than anything I’ve ever felt, and my body tenses just thinking about it.

      When we get to the lowest rock, Liam lets go of my hand and jumps to the ground then reaches up to grab my waist and lifts me off the rock.  When he sets me down, he doesn’t let go immediately, so I wrap my arms around him and give him a kiss to thank him for looking out for me.

      It startles him.  He chuckles, and his serious expression breaks in a wide smile.  “Finally decided to give me a kiss, too, huh?”

      In his mind, he’s counting up the kisses I’ve given out so far, and he comes out on bottom.  I don’t want him to think I like him any less than the others, so I purposefully stare into his eyes and press my lips against his, running my hands slowly down his body.

      When I pull away, Liam’s eyes are swirling like abalone shells.  He whispers, “Do you have any idea what you’re doing to us, Coral?  Every single one of us is going to fall in love with you, and then what are you going to do?”

      I don’t know what he’s saying, but the intensity in his voice tells me he’s feeling the same way as me.

      Suddenly, Jude comes tearing down the beach towards us, hollering, “Last one in is a rotten egg!”  Gio and Avery are shuffling behind him, apathetic towards the race.

      I start giggling until Jude veers my way.  I gasp and grab onto Liam, but Jude crashes into us and grabs me, scooping me up in his arms.  When he heads for the water, I screech and start flailing my arms and legs.  No!  If he takes me to the water my tail will come out!  I pound on his chest, demanding my release, but he ignores me, each step bringing me closer to my greatest fear.

      “Jude, let go of her!  Can’t you see she wants down?”  Gio bellows after him.

      “No way, Jose!  She’s going for a dip with me!”

      Jude splashes into the water, and tears burst from my eyes as he jumps into a breaking wave, submerging both of us.  I wriggle out of his arms just as my tail appears, my slick scales gliding out of his grasp, my fin fluttering against his belly.

      Did he feel that?  I can only hope he didn’t.  I swim as hard and fast as I can away from him, desperate to hide my secret.  My name echoes over the water, growing fainter the farther I swim, and my heart pounds in my ears, eventually drowning out the sound completely.  My tears mingle with the salt water as I swim, and I let them pour out of me.

      I don’t know what to do or where to go, so I just keep swimming.
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      It’s safe to go back now, I think.

      The sky is black when I raise my head above the water, except for the twinkling stars and the glow of moonlight, and I’m far away from the island.  Surely the guys have quit looking for me by now.  Do they think I drowned?  What will they think if I return?

      I know Liam will be desperate for answers, and I’m glad I can’t speak their language yet.  Can I pretend that nothing happened and go back to the way things were?  I have to try.  I can’t stand the thought of leaving them.

      I swim back to the island as fast as I can, hoping to make it back before daybreak.  When I reach the shore, the area around the campfire is empty, and my heart seizes at the thought that they’ve left.  But another light glimmers by the trees, and I realize they’ve moved to the shelter.

      I crawl out of the water exhausted from my journey.  I want to collapse right there on the cold, hard sand and sleep, but the tide is coming in and I can’t risk falling asleep here and getting wet later, so I drag my weary body several tail lengths further, past the tide line.

      “Coral?”  Jude’s voice breaks through the darkness, and I go completely still with panic.

      “Coral, is that you?”  His voice grows closer, and suddenly I jump into action, flipping around and crawling back towards the water as fast as I can.

      “Coral, wait!”  Jude starts running towards me.  I’ll never make it!

      I flip over onto my back and start tossing sand onto my tail, begging for it to disappear, as my tears start flowing again.  No!  I don’t want it to end like this!  I’d rather return to the shoal and never see them again than to have them discover my secret and face the pain of their rejection.  And what if they decide to capture me?  The shoal is full of warnings about the bad things that can happen to a mermaid who is caught by humans.

      Jude slumps to his knees beside me and embraces me before I’ve had a chance to cover my fin.  “Coral, you’re okay!  You’re alive!  What happened to you?  We thought you drowned.  I’m so sorry, Coral!  I never should have thrown you in the water like that.  Where have you been?”

      Jude pulls away to look at me, and I hold my breath as his bloodshot eyes rove from my face down to my body.  He gasps as he sees my fin sticking out of the sand, and his hands reach out tentatively to touch it.  He strokes the thin, silvery membrane then pushes away the sand that covers the bottom of my tail.  His eyes bulge as he reveals the iridescent scales that shimmer in the moonlight, and he quickly brushes more sand away till he’s uncovered my entire tail.

      He stares at it for a moment, silently, before daring to look back at my face.  My heart pounds, tears pour down my blazing hot cheeks, and sobs wrack my body.  I can’t bear to make eye contact with him.

      “Coral?” he whispers, putting a finger under my chin and lifting my face to his.  “Coral, you’re incredible.”

      My mouth falls open and my eyes widen as he leans in to kiss me, his lips taking over mine, sucking and nibbling, his tongue swooping in to taste.  I raise my arms up to his neck, burying my fingers in his curls, and he slides his hands around my waist, moaning.

      “Jude?  Coral?”  Gio’s voice echoes through the darkness, and I pull away and turn to see the others approaching.

      “Coral, is that really you?”  I nod, and Jude pulls back and looks down.  My tail has disappeared, and he gasps as he sees two legs instead.

      “What the hell happened to you?  Are you okay?”  Gio drops down beside me, pushing Jude out of the way, and cradles my head in one of his large, rough hands, his thumb stroking my cheek.  His face is pinched with worry.

      “She’s a mermaid,” Jude says solemnly, and although I don’t know the word, the image in his mind is crystal clear.  I knew he’d never be able to keep my secret, even if I’d had a chance to ask him to.  I drop my head, afraid to see the looks on their faces.  They won’t all be as accepting as Jude, I’m sure.

      “Shut the hell up, Jude.  Now’s not the time to be funny.”  Gio glares at him.

      “I’m not joking, Gio.  She had a tail two minutes ago.”

      “Jude, there’s no such thing as mermaids.  They’re mythical.”  Liam pinches the top of his nose.

      “I thought so too, until Coral crawled out of the water, six hours after she swam off, with a tail.”  Jude stares him straight in the eyes to let him know he’s serious.

      “So, where’s the tail, Jude?  Cuz all I see are legs.”  Gio’s intense gaze swoops up and down my body.

      “I don’t know, it disappeared!  She covered herself up with sand when she saw me coming, but her… fin… was still sticking out.  When I wiped the sand away, her entire lower half was a tail.  It must disappear when it dries out.”

      The others look between him and me incredulously.

      Jude throws up his hands.  “I’m telling you the truth!  Get her wet if you don’t believe me.”

      “We’ve seen her wet.  We all went swimming together in the stream, and Avery gave her a sponge bath yesterday,” Liam says.

      “That was fresh water.  She probably only changes in salt water,” Jude says, garnering an eyebrow raise from Liam.

      “Why don’t we just ask her?”  Avery kneels down and strokes a hand down my legs.  “Coral, are you a mermaid?” he whispers, his penetrating eyes locked on mine, the normally blue irises stormy gray in the moonlight.

      All I can do is nod.

      Liam shakes his head and turns away.  “This is ridiculous.  She doesn’t speak English; she can’t answer that question.  She doesn’t even know what the word ‘mermaid’ means.”

      “She can see what I’m thinking, Liam.  Look, I’ll draw a picture.”  Avery uses his finger to draw a crude figure in the sand — a woman with a tail.

      “We call this a mermaid, Coral.  Is that what you are?”

      I wish I could deny it, shake my head no and pretend my secret was never exposed, but it’s too late for that, and it’s too easy to prove.  All they have to do is throw me in the water again.  I could swim off, but I don’t want to.  For better or for worse, I have to trust them.

      I nod my head and speak the word that changes everything.  “Mermaid.”

      The guys stare at me silently, their minds swirling with shock and disbelief.

      “Coral, does it hurt when you… change?”  Gio asks, and I shake my head.

      “We have to see for ourselves, Coral.”  He says it like an apology then scoops me up and carries me down to the sea.

      Jude and Avery follow, but Liam stays behind, and a piece of my heart tears away.  Gio wades slowly into the water till he’s waist deep and my legs are submerged, so different from Jude’s approach.  He stiffens, and his breathing falters, but he holds me tightly as my legs fuse together and my skin turns to scales.

      He and the others gaze in fascination, and I wave my tail, my scales sparkling as I move and my fin splashing lightly.  Avery reaches out to touch me, running his fingers gently up and down my scales, and Gio just stares at me, dumbstruck.

      His grip gradually loosens till he’s no longer holding me, and I’m floating above his arms.  I flip over and dive deep under the water, swimming away from them, building speed, then propel myself upward till I shoot from the water in a magnificent arch, my tail flinging a spray of water that showers them with droplets.

      I catch a glimpse of Liam staggering towards the water, his mouth hanging open as my body penetrates the water again, and I swim back towards them.  I make a pass around Liam, who’s waded out next to the others, then emerge in front of Gio.

      I hold out my hands, and Gio scoops me up in his arms, exposing my tail.  Liam comes closer and reaches out to touch me, shaky fingers caressing my scales.  His hands run down the length of my tail then slide under my fin.  “Iridescent cycloid scales.  A webbed, horizontal caudal fin.”  He lifts it up to examine it, tracing the translucent webbing between the rays.

      “How do you respirate underwater?  Do you have gills?”  His eyes quickly scan the rest of my body, and I point to my back.

      He slides his hand down my shoulder blade, feeling for my gills, and I turn in Gio’s arms to give him better access.  I flex my gills, and he strokes them reverently.

      “Will you let me watch you change, Coral?”

      I nod, and Gio carries me back to the shore and lays me down on the sand.  Avery strips off his tee shirt and wipes the water from my legs till my scales begin to melt away, revealing human legs underneath.

      “Amazing!”  Liam and the others watch, enraptured.  “I wish I had a camera.  This is the most extraordinary scientific discovery of the 21st century.  The oceanography community will—”

      “NO!” Gio, Jude, Avery, and I all shout at once, and my stomach twists in panic as he pictures showing me off to crowds of people.

      Gio’s face contorts in a snarl, and he grabs Liam’s shirt in his fist.  “Absolutely not, Liam.  I’ll kill you before I let you turn her into a lab specimen to be caged and studied.”

      He glances down at me.  “I assume there’s others of your kind out there, right?”

      I nod hesitantly.

      “We have a duty to protect them, too.  If word gets out, they’ll be hunted to extinction.  We have to keep her secret.”  Gio’s eyes blaze into each of theirs, demanding loyalty.

      Liam drops his gaze at the ferocity of Gio’s stare.  “You’re right.  I know.  I’m sorry.”  He peeks up at me.  “You’re just so incredible, Coral.”  His hands run up the length of my legs.  “I just can’t believe you’re real.”

      The guys stare at me for several more moments, absorbing the enormity of their discovery, their minds flashing through all the fables they’ve heard and disregarded about my kind.  Despite stories told by every generation, modern humans don’t believe my kind exists.  For the merfolk’s sake, I’m glad, but it makes it that much harder for the guys to accept me.

      Before, I was just a mystery, a lost, little girl, but now I’m a legend that’s suddenly come to life, and it contradicts their reality.  They can’t reconcile their feelings towards me.  Can they ever get past their disbelief and see me as a person again and not some strange, mythical creature?

      Their silence and my anxiety grows till Jude glances up at the sea, and suddenly something else more important to them takes over their thoughts.  “Guys… Guys!  GUYS!  There’s a boat out there!”

      The others whip their heads around and gape at the lights on the horizon, standing motionless for a moment.  Suddenly, Gio leaps into action, and their introspection is pushed aside.

      “Quick!  We need to build up the fire so they can see it.”  Gio rushes off towards the campfire and tosses more logs onto it, stoking it.

      “We need to build two more fires down the beach a ways.  Three in a row will make it more obvious it’s a distress signal,” Liam says, and the others grab handfuls of wood and take off down the shore line.

      When they’ve assembled the kindling, Liam takes a small stick and ties some dried palm fronds around it then sticks it in the fire to ignite it.  He carries the torch to the other fires and ignites them as well.

      “Put more dry tinder in there to make the fire larger,” Liam says, and the others hustle off to find more materials.

      “Now what?” Jude asks once the fires are blazing.

      “Now we just wait.  That’s probably the Coast Guard responding to our emergency signal, so it should lead them right to us.”  Gio crosses his arms and stares out at the ocean, his body humming with energy.

      All four of them radiate waves of excitement so strong it’s almost palpable, and their minds fill with images of distant places.  They miss their family and friends and the comforts of home — luxuries I can’t even fathom.  But new worries also flood their minds, concerns that will return to the forefront once they’re back in their own world.

      Gio longs to embrace the dark-haired girl that haunts his dreams, and my own heart stings with jealousy.  He’s worried he won’t be able to take care of her like he wants.  Is she his mate?  Is that why he’s kept me at arm’s length all this time?  But he never thinks of her sexually or even romantically.  So, what does she mean to him?

      Liam’s thoughts revolve around large buildings teeming with people, full of rooms where one person talks while the others sit and listen, poking at electronic devices or wiggling long sticks across flat, white objects.  Is that how humans learn from one another?  He’s worried about how his failed expedition will affect his grades.

      Avery imagines himself standing over a woman in a chair, combing her hair.  At first I think she’s just a head with no body, and it startles me, but then I realize there’s a long, black covering draped over her upper half.  He’s smiling and talking, and the lady seems enamored by him, but his thoughts sour when he pictures going home.

      He is nothing like his family, and they berate him for the choices he makes, teasing him and calling him cruel names.  He longs to move out and find his own place, but he doesn’t know when he’ll be able to afford it.  This treasure hunt was his only hope.

      Jude fantasizes about hanging out with friends, laughing and having fun and drinking foamy, golden liquid from clear vessels while bright lights and loud sounds compete for his attention.  But the guys who look like older versions of him also flit through his mind, and he’s afraid how they’ll respond when they find out he was shipwrecked and never found the treasure he was seeking.  He doesn’t know what he’s supposed to do next.  There are lots of women in his memories, but he doesn’t seem attached to any particular one.  But he doesn’t picture me in any of those scenes, either.

      In fact, my face doesn’t show up in any of their minds.  Do they plan to leave me behind?  Don’t they want me in their lives?  Suddenly, the ship on the horizon becomes a faceless enemy instead of a savior, destined to separate us forever.

      I panic as I realize my destiny is once again out of my hands.  Without them, there’s nothing left for me here, but the thought of returning home is just as devastating.  I have to make them take me with them, but how?
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      “I know it probably doesn’t have the turning radius of a John Deere or anything, but shouldn’t that ship be heading towards us by now?”  Jude tries to joke, but his voice wobbles with anxiety.

      We all watch nervously as the ship continues its path parallel to the island.

      “No, no, no!”  Gio freaks out when the lights grow smaller as it moves farther away, clearly passing us by.  He races back towards the fires, tossing more logs and poking at the flames, trying to make them blaze brighter.

      “This can’t be happening!  Even if that’s not the Coast Guard, these signal fires should be visible from there!  Why wouldn’t they investigate?”  His face is pinched with worry, the flickering, orange flames casting menacing shadows on his twisted features.

      The others have no explanation for him.  We all know the boat isn’t coming back, but they stand silently, their hopes dissolving like sea foam as they watch it disappear, the heavy smoke from the nearby fires clouding the air.  When the lights blink out of view completely, Gio slumps to the ground, more vulnerable and broken than I’ve ever seen him.

      I sit down beside him and wrap my arms around his middle, laying my head on his shoulder, and try to comfort him as best I can without words.  As much as I hate the thought of losing them, it tears my heart open to see their hopes crushed.  A sob wracks Gio’s body, and he returns my embrace, engulfing me in his massive arms and resting his head on mine.  A lone tear drips down his cheek and falls into my hair.

      “I think we need to build a fire on higher ground; it’ll be more visible that way,” Liam says.

      Gio sucks in a breath and gives me one last squeeze before climbing to his feet.  “We’ll do it in the morning.  It’s too dangerous to try to climb in the dark.  We can’t afford any injuries.”  He glances at me, his mind recalling my bruised, swollen ankle, imagining the pain.

      The five of us head back towards the shelter and curl up in the life raft.  I cuddle up next to Gio, burying my face in his chest, and he doesn’t seem to mind, just lays an arm over me, holding me close.  Is it possible that they don’t care that I’m not human?  Or are they just too upset about missing the boat to think about me right now?  My mind churns with worried thoughts all night, keeping me awake, but I’m in no hurry for the morning.  I know the subject of my inhuman nature will rise to the surface again in the light of day.

      In the morning, the guys get busy building a small shelter and a campfire at the highest point on the island.  Once in a while their thoughts drift to memories of me in the water, but I guess the issue of rescue is more pressing.

      I fetch more water from the stream and catch some fish for them, vowing to make myself so valuable to them that they can’t possibly consider leaving me behind if they’re ever rescued.  An idea drifts through my mind, and when the guys go back to work after their lunch break I head back to the ocean with Jude’s duffel bag.

      I know the guys were on a mission to find a sunken treasure.  I’ve seen the images in all of their minds — a large, wooden ship, laying at the bottom of the ocean, filled with gold and jewels.  Perhaps they would’ve found it eventually if their own boat hadn’t sunk, but now it’s impossible.

      But not for me.  I know where the shipwreck is, and if bringing back some of the treasure will make the guys happy, I’ll risk anything to get it for them.

      I wish I knew the words to tell them I’ll be back.  I don’t want them to worry about me or think that I’ve run off again, but I have no idea how to express that.  If I’m ever going to fit in to their world, I have to be able to communicate, so I vow to do everything I can to learn their language.

      There’s a shipwreck near the shoal, an off-limits playground that’s tempted merlings for generations.  We never told anyone, but Meribel, Kai, and I made a trip there once when we were younger.  We were too scared to stay long, though, and we didn’t dare bring anything back or Grandfather would find it and punish us for going beyond our limits.

      I’m not sure which way the shoal is from the island, but maybe a dolphin or an orca could help me, if I can find one.  I swim out into the deep water, looking for familiar sights or friendly faces and keeping an eye out for any dangers lurking behind the rocks or hiding in the sea grass.

      Mermaids don’t have many natural predators, but curious sharks have been known to take a nibble, only to spit us out when they decide we’re not that tasty.  Still, merfolk tell their merlings scary stories of sharks devouring our kind to encourage them to stay near the shoal.  I can’t help but feel a little nervous out in the open waters all by myself, not a soul in the world knowing my whereabouts.

      Finally, I recognize a section of coral where Meribel and I used to play.  I swim faster, even though I’m getting tired, following the clumps of coral in the direction of the shipwreck.  Suddenly, the sound of merlings playing tickles my ears, their high-pitched squeals bubbling around them, their tails stirring up clouds of sand as they frolic in the reef.

      I panic and duck behind a rock, peeking out between the branches of an elk horn coral.  The merlings are playing a game of hide-n-seek, and my heart swells into my throat at the memories of my own childhood.  Why do we have to grow up?  Why can’t we stay merlings forever, playing games with our friends in the coral, never worrying about anything more than the scary creatures fabled to gobble us up if we leave the shoal?

      I ache for the end of my youth, the demands of my destiny, the loss of my friends and family.  Now, my heart truly has been torn in two, half of it still here in the shoal, forever tied to my home and my kind, the other half now drawn with an ever-strengthening bond to four humans and the world above the sea.

      For a moment, I think about returning to the shoal, just to see my grandfather and Meribel again, to hug Muriel and tell her thank you for being a good mother to me when my own rejected me, to apologize to Kai for ruining the future that he had planned.  But I know if I go it will bring nothing but heartache because none of them will be satisfied with my answers, and there’s no way I can ever be what they want me to be.

      No, I’ve made my choice.  My home is with the humans now, and I’ll do everything in my power to make a life with them.  If they’ll have me.

      When the merlings swim off, I dash from my hiding spot and swim towards the shipwreck out past the edges of the reef.  There, the water is deep and dark, and the wreck is home to lots of creatures I don’t normally see.  As I approach the ship, I make a little noise to alert them to my presence.  A few schools of fish dart from the wreckage and swim off in agitation.

      Unlike the guys’ boat, this ship is broken and deteriorating.  It’s been here for as long as anyone can remember.  The wooden hull is dark and covered with algae and other creatures that feast on the rotting wood.  My tail is tough, but I have to be careful not to injure my upper body on the rough surfaces.

      I swim into one of the openings, frightening a giant, dozing fish and myself, and a nervous giggle bubbles out of me.  The ship is large, and I’m not sure where to look for treasure, but I float through the spaces, swishing my tail around on the bottom, stirring up sediment, looking for anything interesting.  Everything is covered in muck, but a tiny spark catches my eye, and I swim closer, plucking a small, gold coin from the ground.  I feel around with my fingers and find a few more, sticking them in the duffel bag, until I have one for each guy.

      In another area, I find several heavy gold bars.  I know the guys have fantasized about these things, but I can’t figure out why they’d want them.  They seem useless to me.  I stick one in my duffel, but it’s so heavy I don’t think I can swim if I try to carry more than one of them.

      In another section, I find a strand of pearls, and I can’t resist clasping it around my own neck.  I should be wearing a royal Pāua shell necklace by now.  Grandfather would’ve placed his own around my neck as a symbol of my new status as queen of the shoal during my wedding ceremony.  Then, I would’ve placed another one around Kai’s neck, designating him as king.

      Instead, Grandfather still wears his, and it will go to a member of a different family upon his death, ending our family’s reign.  The highest ranking mermen will fight to the death for the right to wear the necklace and rule the merfolk.

      I force the worry from my mind and concentrate on making my way out of the ship.  Hopefully, it will be many cycles before a new king succeeds the throne.  I find an exit and glide through, slipping the strap of the duffel across my torso so my hands are free.  I swim swiftly back the way I came, and my spirit lifts as I near the shallow water.  When did the land start to feel more like home than the sea?

      When I poke my head above the water, all four of the guys scramble up from the sand and rush towards me.  I swim closer to the shore, and they all wade out.

      Avery reaches me first and grabs me by the waist, pressing my body against him.  I worry that he’ll find my tail strange and unappealing, but his thoughts don’t linger on the sensation of my scales against his skin.  “Coral!  Where were you?  We were worried about you.  We thought you left us again.”

      I shake my head emphatically, wishing again that I could speak their language.  If I could, I’d assure them that I’m never leaving them and make them promise not to ever leave me.  Instead, I lift the duffel, and Avery looks at it curiously.

      Jude reaches for the zipper.  “What’d you catch this time?  I hope it’s crab, or lobster!”

      He opens the bag, his eyes widening and his breath catching as he peers inside.  “Holy shit, Coral!  You found treasure!”  He lifts out the gold bar and holds it up for the others to see, and they mimic his shocked facial expression.

      Gio grabs the bar and examines it, and Jude pulls the coins from the duffel and passes them around, as well.

      “You found something for you, too, huh Princess?”  Avery fingers the strand of pearls around my neck with a soft smile.

      “Coral, where did you find these?  Are these from a shipwreck?” Gio asks, picturing a sunken boat.  The one in his mind doesn’t look exactly the same, but I don’t know how to explain that, so I just nod.

      “She must’ve seen us thinking about it.  It’s probably been on all of our minds.”

      Avery carries me up to the sand and sets me down, taking off his shirt to dry my tail.  The guys watch in fascination as my scales disappear.

      “I think I could watch that a thousand times and never be less amazed.”  Liam shakes his head, smiling.

      He’s promised to keep my secret, but he’s desperate to study me and understand the biology of my metamorphosis.  Will his curiosity win out over his loyalty if he ever returns home?  I have to make sure his bond with me is strong enough to withstand the temptation.

      I look up at him, pouring all my hopes and desires into one smile, and it hits him so hard he gulps, and his eyes pool with water.  He smiles back at me and cups my cheek, and I curl into his side.

      “Coral, how did you know where this shipwreck was?  Have you been there before?” Gio asks, and I nod.

      “It must not be too far away if she swam there and back since lunch, plus found the treasure,” Jude says.

      “We have no idea how fast she swims, Jude.  Swordfish and sailfish can swim 60 miles per hour, or more.  I doubt she can go that fast, but we really have no idea.”  Liam shrugs, but it’s obvious he’s desperate to know the answer.

      “These coins are Spanish.  The wreck we were looking for was Norwegian.  These didn’t come from that ship.  It must be another wreck.”  Gio fingers one of the gold coins.

      “You think there’s an undiscovered wreck out there?” Jude asks.

      “There are probably dozens if not hundreds.  The trick is finding them.”  Gio glances my way, and the others follow his gaze.  No one voices the question, but everyone is wondering if I could lead them to more treasure.

      I beam at them, thrilled that I might have given them a reason to keep me.

      Jude’s stomach growls, and I hop up, intent on satisfying his needs.  “Fish,” I say and point towards the ocean.

      “That’d be great, Coral.”  Jude grins at me.

      I head back to the water with the now-empty duffel bag, wondering if I’ll be able to dive or if my happiness will keep me floating on the surface.

      “Wait, Coral.”  Liam chases after me.  “Can I watch?”

      I nod and reach out to take his hand, wading into the surf, and lay on my back in the shallow water.  Liam stares as my scales pop out, covering my legs, and my fin blooms out wide.  I swim out slowly, and Liam tries to follow, but he can’t keep up with even my slowest strokes.  Eventually, I leave him behind and dart out into deeper water.

      I manage to catch a few fish, but then a crab scuttles by, and I remember the images that popped into Jude’s head when he saw me come out of the water with the duffel earlier.  Merfolk don’t usually bother eating crab.  Their meat isn’t worth the trouble, but Jude apparently likes it, so I grab the crab and a few others before heading back to the shore.

      Liam is standing in the shallow waves, waiting for me, and I swim up to him and swirl around his legs a couple times, splashing him with my tail just for fun.  He grabs me around the waist, and I flip over onto my back so I can see him.  He lifts me out of the water, cradling me in his arms, and I wrap an arm around his neck and give him a peck on the cheek.

      The guys are relaxing by the fire, so Liam carries me over to them and sets me down.  I reach in the bag and carefully extract one of the crabs, trying to avoid a pinch, and hold it out to Jude.

      “Crab!  My favorite!”  When he reaches for it, the crab snaps his claw at him.  Jude flinches and pulls back his hand.  “Uh, anybody got any ideas for how to eat this thing?”  The others laugh at him and shake their heads, reaching for the fish instead.

      “Oh hey, I got a crab joke for you guys.”  Jude says later, sucking the meat out of a crab leg.  The others groan and roll their eyes at him, but he ignores them.

      “What game do nerdy crabs like to play?”  He glances around the circle, wiggling his eyebrows.  “Anybody?”  Nobody takes the bait.

      He licks his fingers and smacks his hands together, grinning.  “Dungeness and Drag Nets!”

      The joke garners a few chuckles out of the other guys, but I pout because I don’t understand it.

      “Aw, Princess, what’s wrong?  You didn’t think my joke was funny?”  Jude gives me a little jab in the side with his elbow.  I throw up my hands and shrug in frustration.

      “Coral, do mermaids have their own language?  Do they… talk?” Liam asks, his voice full of curiosity.

      I raise an eyebrow and frown at him.  What does he think we are, imbeciles?  Of course we communicate with each other.  We’re not bottom feeders.

      Liam lifts the corner of his mouth in a conciliatory smile.  “Sorry, I didn’t mean it offensively.  I just imagine it would be hard to speak underwater, and you never spoke any words to us other than the ones we taught you.  Can you say something in your language?”

      I rattle off a few sentences, but I can’t make them sound right out of the water.  Liam still listens with rapt attention, repeating the syllables under his breath.

      “I hear traces of Greek and Latin in there, and something else that sounds familiar, maybe Sumerian?”  He smiles, his eyes twinkling.  “Fascinating.”

      He thinks of a few things and asks me what I call them, and I answer as best as I can then try to repeat the English word for it.  Every once in a while he catches himself thinking of something from the human world, and I grin and shake my head at him.  In between, I point to things around the island, and he teaches me the words.  It’s too much for him or me to remember it all, but Liam seems to love teaching me, and it takes his mind off the impossibility of what I am.

      “I wish you could tell me more about what your world is like.”  Liam sighs and stretches out on the sand, trying to imagine life underwater.  He pictures merfolk swimming around and catching fish all day, and he’s not that far off.  Life is simple down there, a lot simpler than their world, if their memories of it are any indication.  But I  still long to see it for myself.

      Liam rolls over onto his side and props his head up with his hand to look at me.  “Why are you here, Coral?  Why don’t you go back to your kind?”

      My heart stutters, and I suck in a breath and stare at him with wild eyes.  His own eyes widen in response, and he puts a hand over his mouth then reaches out to lay the other hand on mine.

      “No, Coral!  I didn’t mean it like that.  I don’t want you to leave.  I’m just trying to understand.  Did you run away?”  The others perk up at this question.

      I nod slowly, tears pooling in the corner of my eyes.

      Liam wrinkles his brow and sits up, curious.  “Why?”  I drop my head and let out a shaky breath.  That would be too hard to explain even if I knew the words.

      He quirks a sad smile.  “Sorry, I know you can’t really answer that.  Were you being hurt?”

      I shake my head emphatically.

      Liam frowns.  “Were you scared of something or someone?”

      I contemplate his question for a moment then give my head a small nod.  I wasn’t scared in the way he’s thinking, but it’s a good enough explanation.

      “Are you going to go back?” he whispers, and suddenly all eyes are on me.

      I shake my head slowly, hoping they understand that I want to stay with them.

      The guys exchange meaningful glances, and I know they’re contemplating what that means for them.

      “Coral, do you want to stay with us?” Avery finally asks what they’re all wondering, and I nod my head.

      “Do you want to go with us if we leave this island?”  Liam paints a clear picture in his head.

      “Yes,” I say loudly, making sure they know I mean it.
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      “We should take turns manning the fire on top of the hill at night,” Gio says as the sun starts setting.  “Maybe two up there at a time, taking shifts.  I’ll go first; who wants to go with me?”

      The others glance at each other, and I jump up and grab Gio’s arm.  “Me,” I say, eager to help.

      Gio looks down at me and raises an eyebrow.  “You want to go up the hill and keep watch with me tonight?”

      “Yes.”  I say firmly, and he smirks.

      “You’re not afraid of falling?”

      I shake my head and wrap my arm around his.  I trust him to keep me safe.  He stares at me for a moment, his eyes softening.

      “No fair!  Why do you get Coral all to yourself?”  Jude pouts.

      Liam frowns at us.  “Are you sure that’s a good idea, Gio?  You might get… distracted… up there alone with her.”

      “I’m sure we can stay focused.”  Gio scowls at him then turns back to me.  “You’ll have to help me keep the fire going and watch for lights out on the water.  Can you handle that?”

      I nod again, and Gio smiles.  “Okay, why not?  Coral and I are going up the hill.  We’ll whistle as loud as we can if we see anything, and you all do the same.”

      The others mumble their agreement and watch us closely as we head off into the trees.

      “So, why’d you want to take watch with me tonight, Coral?  Did you want some time alone with me?”  He chuckles, teasing, but I stare up at him and slowly grin, and his eyes go wide.  I mainly just wanted to be helpful, but spending time alone with one of the guys does sound nice.  As much as I enjoy being with the whole group, the few private moments I’ve had with each of them have been special.

      He carries a torch in one hand and a container of water in the other.  I offer to take one of them, but he waves my hand away.  Gio’s body is steady and firm against mine, making it easier to climb, so I keep my hold on him as we trek up the hill to the small shelter they built.

      He points out a few things on the way, and I repeat the names, learning words like bird, ant, and snake.  I jump at the sight of the last one, clinging tighter to Gio.

      Gio chuckles and pats the hand that’s digging into his arm.  “Not all snakes are dangerous, Coral, only certain ones, but until you know which ones to look out for, it’s probably better to avoid them all.”

      When we reach the top, I marvel at the view below.  This is not the same hill I climbed before, with the dangerous drop off, but this one is even higher and gives a better view of the island.  I can see the SOS sign they created, and I don’t know what it means, but I assume it’s a message for any potential rescuers.  How would anyone see it unless they were up high like us, though?

      Gio sees me looking at it, and he must realize I’m confused.  His mind conjures up an image of a creature that looks like a bird sailing through the sky, but it’s smooth and shiny and has no feathers on its wings.  There are people inside of it!  Can humans fly in these things?  I gaze at Gio with my mouth hanging open.

      “It’s called an airplane.  Other people might come looking for us in one.  The sign will help them find us.”  He pictures the machine landing on the water and floating towards the shore, and all of us climbing inside and flying away.  I yelp at the image.

      Gio wraps a comforting arm around my waist with one hand and cups my chin with the other, his black eyes deep with emotion.  “Do you really want to go with us, Coral?  This island is not our home any more than it is yours, but I’ll take care of you if you want to come home with me.  I understand what it’s like to be all alone in the world, to not have a home of your own anymore.”

      Sadness and longing shadow his face, and I want to comfort him and let him know how I feel.  I lift my lips and brush them gently against his, sliding my hands around his waist.  Gio moans and pulls me closer, pressing my soft curves against his own large, hard body as his lips capture mine.  My body aches for even more contact, and my fingers slide up his broad back, pulling myself impossibly closer.  Gio runs a hand through my hair, pulling back my head and exposing my neck.  He trails kisses down the side of it, and I go limp in his arms as the sensation courses through my whole body, making me quiver.

      Gio lifts his head when he gets to my chest and pulls in a ragged breath, his own chest heaving.  “Oh God, Coral.  I want you so bad, but I don’t want to take advantage of you.  I don’t think you have any idea what you’re doing.  You’re not even human!”

      He shakes his head and lets out a hard laugh as he pulls away from me, and I huff and scowl at him.  His face puckers with concern, and he runs a hand down my cheek.  “Don’t take that the wrong way, baby.  It doesn’t mean I want you any less, it just makes it wrong for me to do what I want to you, even if you seem willing.”

      I pout, but Gio just smiles and chucks me under the chin.  “Come on, Princess, let’s go light the fire before I ignite from those looks you keep giving me.”

      He puts the torch to the kindling the guys set up beforehand, and soon the fire is blazing.  We settle down beside it and stare out at the open ocean, looking for lights, but there’s nothing but dark blue water as far as the eye can see.  The air is cleaner up here, a gentle breeze blowing away the pungent odors of man, fish, and sea, the saltwater lightly scenting the air.

      Like the dancing flames that burst out of one spot and then disappear only to flare up somewhere else, Gio’s thoughts flit rapidly from one worry to another.  I can’t keep up with them all, but most of them revolve around the girl with the dark hair.

      “Gio?”  I touch his arm, rousing him from his daze.  I stare at him, trying to express my concern with my eyes.

      He shakes his head.  “Just human problems, Princess.  Nothing for you to worry about.”

      I frown at him, and he sighs and gives me a small smile.  “You want me to tell you about it?  Not sure how much you’ll understand, but I’ll try, anyway.”

      I smile at him and scoot closer, resting my head on his shoulder.  He grins and gives me a peck on the forehead.

      “My parents died when I was fifteen.  Car accident — got hit by a drunk.”  Memories of the accident flash through his mind, and I gasp at the horrific scene — the vehicle mangled beyond recognition and his parents’ bodies bloodied and broken.

      “My parents were immigrants, and we didn’t have any family around to take us, so the state put my kid sister and me in foster care.”  He pictures himself and the dark-haired girl, years younger — still children.  Is that who she is — his sister?

      “I told them I could take care of us both, but I knew they’d never let me.  I couldn’t even drive yet.”  I can sense the helplessness he felt, and it reminds me of my own situation.

      “They kept us together at first, but I was a pretty angry kid, and I screwed up and got kicked out of a few homes.  Eventually, I ended up in a residential treatment center while Bella stayed with a family.  I tried to run away a few times, but I always ended up back on the inside.  I guess I should be glad I didn’t end up in prison.”  His voice breaks with guilt and regret.  The smoke from the fire obscures his face some, but I think I see a tear run down his cheek.  He wipes an arm across his face.

      “At 18, I left for good.  Bella was nine then, and I wanted her to come stay with me, but I couldn’t afford to support myself, let alone a kid, and the state wouldn’t even consider giving me custody.  I didn’t have any skills or any money, and I knew I wasn’t college material, so I enlisted in the Navy.”

      He chuckles darkly and rubs his head with his hands.  “I had all these dreams, you know?  I thought I was a badass, and I wanted to be a Navy Seal.  I lasted a few years, but I didn’t have the self-discipline to make a career of the military.  I was discharged before I even finished my term.”

      Even though I can’t understand much of what he’s saying, I’m mesmerized by the sound of Gio’s voice, so soft and wistful.  I’ve never heard him speak this much at one time.  I stay quiet and run my hands up and down his arm, swirling my fingers around his tattoos.  He glances at me, and I gaze back, hoping he’ll keep talking.  He sighs and continues.

      “When I got out, I tried to get Bella again.  I was 20 then, and had some money saved up, but I didn’t have a decent job, and her social worker still didn’t think I would make a good guardian.  I probably could’ve fought it, but lawyer fees would’ve eaten up all my savings, and then I wouldn’t have had anything left to support us.  She was okay where she was; I just wanted to take care of her myself, you know?  She’s my family, it’s my responsibility to protect her.”  His voice rises with emotion, then he drops his head and stares at the ground.

      “I think about her all the time and worry about how she’s doing.  I want her to have a good life.  But I’ve spent all this time trying to make a future for us that I’ve never really been there for her.”  His face pinches with regret.

      “I found some work on a boat for a few years and learned a little bit about diving, but when I heard about the treasure some guys were pulling out of the ocean, I decided that was my ticket to success.”  His eyes light up as he imagines himself captaining his boat, diving deep under the water, and pulling up handfuls of gold.

      “I dumped all my savings into this little dive boat and put an ad out for crew members who wanted the chance to hunt for treasure.  That’s where I met the others.”  He smiles and pictures Jude, Liam, and Avery.

      “You couldn’t find four more different guys, but I couldn’t afford to be picky.  I wasn’t offering to pay them anything but a share of whatever we found.  Avery wanted money to get his own place, and he’s a good swimmer — won some medals in high school, I guess.  Liam needed to do research on marine animals for some college project, and he knows how to dive, and Jude just wanted an adventure, I think.  He’s competitive, though, so I knew he’d bust his ass to find the treasure.”

      Gio’s face falls again.  “I lost my entire savings when that ship sank, but more than that, I hate that I let them all down.  I wasn’t experienced enough to know how to handle a ship in weather that severe, and I was an idiot for not checking my supplies to make sure my survival kit was fully equipped.”

      He lifts his face and offers me a small smile.  “But who’d have guessed that a mermaid would rescue us and bring the treasure to us?  That gold bar is worth half a million dollars.  Split between us, it’ll go a long way towards all of our dreams… That is, if we ever get off this island.”

      His smile drops, and I rise up on my knees and take his head in my hands, comforting him the only way I know how.  I lean in and kiss him, and he wraps his hands around my waist, pulling me onto his lap.  Our lips nibble and suck, and our tongues chase each other from mouth to mouth.  Desire swells up inside me making every part of my body throb and tingle, and Gio runs his fingers up my sides and along my arms then back down the same path to my hips, stoking the fire inside me.

      My legs are straddling his, and he pulls me closer till my center is pressed up against his.  I grind against him, trying to satisfy a need I don’t even understand.  Gio groans and turns his face away from mine for a moment, breathing hard.

      “Coral?”  His voice cracks, and his face is twisted with warring desires.  “Do you know what sex is?”  He pictures a couple mating, something I know about but have never seen and certainly never done.  I nod slowly.  Is he asking me if I want to mate with him?

      “Have you ever had sex?”  His eyes search mine, and as much as I want to lie, I know my inexperience will be obvious.  Plenty of mermaids mate with other mermen before they marry, but no one ever tried to get close to me; they all knew I was already spoken for.  I shake my head almost imperceptibly.

      Gio closes his eyes for a moment then lifts me off his lap, shaking his head.  “This isn’t right; I can’t do this.”

      His rejection slams into me like a punch to the gut, and I curl up and bury my face in my knees.

      “Coral, look at me.”  He takes my chin and turns my head till I’m staring in his eyes.

      “It’s not that I don’t want to, Coral.  Believe me, I do.  You’re just so… innocent.  I can’t take advantage of you like that.  Your first time should be special; not here, not like this.”  He spreads his arms out and looks around, comparing this place to an image in his mind — a beautiful room with soft lighting and silky fabrics.

      “Come here.”  He pulls me into his arms and cuddles me till I fall asleep, both of us fantasizing the same thing.

      Gio shakes me awake when the moon is high in the sky.  “Coral, wake up.  I’m dozing off.  Can you keep watch for a while so I can get some sleep?”

      My head is in his lap, and his arm is around my curled-up body.  I nod and sit up, stretching.

      I scan the water for ships and keep the fire going till the sun comes up and Gio wakes, rubbing his head and yawning.  I smile at him, and he returns the gesture with a heart-melting grin of his own.

      “You ready to go back down to the others?”

      I nod, and Gio reaches for my hand.  When we emerge from the trees, he’s still holding it.

      The others take turns glancing at our joined hands, and their thoughts run wild, imagining how we might have spent the evening.  Most of them assume we mated, and jealousy consumes their thoughts.

      “Looks like you two had a good time,” Avery says through clenched teeth.

      “It’s none of your business, Avery.  Remember?  We agreed to share,” Jude says, but his look tells me he’s worried.

      Gio scowls, dropping my hand.  “Nothing happened, Avery.  Her virtue is still intact.”  He emphasizes the last sentence, looking pointedly at all the others.

      “Besides, if she’s got all the parts of a human, we have to assume her body works like one.  So unless you happened to have a condom with you when she pulled your ass out of the ocean, I suggest you keep your dicks in your pants.”
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      Gio’s words are like a magic spell that keeps the guy at bay.  They all seem eager to be with me; we kiss and touch, but no one is ever willing to go farther than that.  As the days pass, I’m tortured by the gentle caress of their hands and lips and the desire that burns inside me as hot as the campfire.  I’m pretty sure they all feel the same way.  Is it because they know I’m not human?  I’m glad I don’t have to pretend anymore or try to hide my secret, but I desperately wish they didn’t know, if only so they wouldn’t push me away when their desire for me overwhelms them.

      I try to spend time with each of them, though, enjoying their company and learning anything they’re willing to teach me.  There’s so much to learn about their world that I don’t think I’ll ever be able to understand it all.  Every time one of them remembers something from their life before the island, I’m overwhelmed by the complexity.

      When I start to feel intimidated, I try to think of it like the knots that Gio taught me how to tie in the rope.  They look impossibly complicated, but they’re not that hard to make, and one tug is all it takes to untie some of them.

      I’m tying and untying a trucker’s hitch knot when Jude starts thinking about something he calls school, where humans sit together in rooms and study from books.  I’ve seen similar images in Liam’s mind, but while Liam’s memories are pleasant, Jude’s memories are tainted with frustration and regret.

      “When we’re kids, we go to school every day, and we learn how to read and write and do math — stuff like that,” Jude explains when I express curiosity about the memories in his head.

      “You have to go to school till you’re 16, it’s the law, but after that, you can drop out if you want or keep going.  When you’re little, you go to elementary school, then middle school, then high school.  After that, you can go to college if you want to study a certain subject.”

      “Like marine biology.”  Liam grins at me, picturing himself studying the sea creatures that populate my world.  I find it fascinating that he knows more about most of them than I do.  Sometimes, he’ll entertain me by thinking of an animal then telling me everything he knows about it, picturing it in his mind while he speaks.  Sometimes he’s wrong, though, and I do my best to explain, but my English still isn’t good enough to really express everything I want to say.

      “Yeah, brainiac over here is past college and moved on to graduate school.”  Jude rolls his eyes at Liam.  I smile at Liam, letting him know I’m proud of him, then turn a questioning gaze back to Jude.

      He tenses, and scrunches his face.  “School isn’t really my forte.  I made it through high school, but college was pretty much a total bust for me.  Of course, it might’ve had something to do with my late-night classes in babe-watching and binge-drinking.”

      He smirks, and his eyes twinkle with fun memories.  “I might’ve devoted a little too much of my time to those and not enough to the other ones.”

      I chuckle at him, but a sense of unease washes over me.  If I ever do get to go back with the guys to where they came from, how will I ever fit in if I don’t have even the basic education their little ones get?  I’ve seen enough images in their minds to know that they use a tool to draw symbols as a way to document and share information, and it seems like even the youngest ones know how to do it.  Maybe I should ask them to teach me?

      “I want school,” I say, glancing determinately between them.

      Jude chuckles.  “Well, I’m not sure what grade they’d put you in if we ever tried to enroll you, but I can teach you some stuff.  What do you want to learn?”

      I don’t even know the word for what I’ve seen them thinking about, but maybe I can pantomime.  I sit up and grab a small stick then wiggle it in the sand like I’ve seen them do in their minds.

      “You want to learn how to write?”

      I nod as he pictures himself scribbling in a book with some kind of writing utensil.

      “Okay, well, we don’t have paper or pencils, but I suppose we can use the sand.”  Jude gets up and grabs a stick of his own then sits down beside me.

      “You want me to do that, Jude?” Liam asks, and Jude scowls at him.

      “I know you’re the smart one, Liam, but I’m pretty sure I can teach her the alphabet.  I know the song and everything.”

      Liam sticks his hands up in the air and makes a face.

      “Okay, Coral, if you want to learn how to read and write, first you have to learn your letters.  There are 26 of them, and we use them to spell words.  Each one stands for a different sound.”

      Jude scratches out a series of symbols in the sand, saying the name of each, and the line grows interminably long.  How will I ever remember all of these?  My eyes get wide, and I stare up at Jude in panic.

      “Hey!  Don’t freak out, babe.  It takes kids a couple years to get the hang of this.  You’ll pick it up.  You just need a little time to practice.”

      His gentle smile and reassuring words settle my worries, and I try my best to calm my nerves.

      “Look, let’s start with some words you already know, like our names.”  He draws four letters in the sand and drags his finger underneath it as he says his name.  “J-U-D-E spells Jude.”

      He does it again, and this time I repeat after him, twisting my tongue around the sounds over and over again till I get them right.

      After that, we move on to Liam’s name, then Avery’s, Gio’s, and finally mine.  It’s a little confusing how Jude and Gio’s names start with different letters but have the same sound, but I try to keep them straight.

      “You got it, Coral!  You’re doing great!”  Jude reaches out and grabs me, engulfing me in a hug, his large body more comforting than intimidating.  I hug him back, enjoying the warmth of his bare skin against mine.  When they touch me, I feel the way Jude remembers drinking alcohol — intoxicated.  I’ve never tasted beer or liquor, but I’m drunk on their affection every time I get a taste.

      I run a finger over Jude’s chest, tracing the letters of his name.  “J-U-D-E,” I whisper as I spell it out on his skin.

      “Coral.”  He reaches out and traces letters on my stomach, making my body tremble and sending waves of desire rolling through me.

      “Want to play a game?” He wiggles his eyebrows at me, and I grin and nod.

      “Okay, lay down, and I’ll write a name on your belly, and you see if you can guess what I’m writing.”

      I lay down, putting my hands behind my head and stretching out my body.  Jude hovers over me with a smirk and runs a finger lightly over my skin.  It’s obvious he’s spelling his own name.

      “Jude,” I say confidently.

      “Yes, Coral?”

      “Jude.”  I point to my belly.

      “What?  You need me to do it again?”  He smirks and repeats the process only this time much slower.

      “Jude!”  I giggle, squirming under his fingers.

      “What, baby?  What do you want?”  He bends close to me, his breath warm on my skin as he traces the letters again.

      “Jude,” I growl, pulling him down to me till his body covers mine and his lips caress me.

      “Is this what you want, Princess?”  His voice is husky and low.  “You want Jude?  All you had to do was ask.”

      We kiss for a few more moments till Liam grunts and walks away, muttering something about getting a room.  Then we kiss a bit more since we’re alone.

      By the end of the day, I can write all of our names, I know the names of half the letters, and I can’t wait to try spelling other words.  But most of all, I feel like someday I could actually fit in their world if I just keep learning.

      I vow to spend every moment I have from then on learning everything I can about what it means to be a human.  Someday, maybe, they’ll forget that I’m not.
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      “It’s your turn tonight, Liam.  Ready?”  I ask, grabbing a container of water.  I ask that question to a different guy every night.

      Liam looks at me, a wide, bright smile lighting up his serious face.  “Yeah, let me just grab some extra clothes.  It might be cold up there tonight.”

      “That’s never a problem when you’re up there with me, is it, Princess?”  Jude winks at me, and I roll my eyes but then blow him a kiss.  He reaches out and pretends to grab it then smacks his hand to his lips.

      I chuckle and walk over to give him a proper kiss.  “I’ll miss you,” I whisper in his ear, and his face goes pink.

      “Goodnight, Gio.  Night, Avery.”  I wave at them as Liam and I make our way up the hill to the lookout.  Every night, the guys take turns staying up there, but I go every night.  It’s fun when we’re all together, but I love having private time with each of them.

      I’ve yet to mate with any of them, but I know they all want to.  I see it in their eyes and hear it in their thoughts when they don’t realize I’m listening.  I think maybe they’re waiting for me to ask, and I want to, but I’m also afraid that if I mate with one of them it will change things with the others, and I don’t want to ruin what we have.

      Liam helps me practice my English as we walk.  He points out things, and I try to say a sentence about them.  “Snakes are scary… but yummy,” I say when he points to a harmless snake hiding in the grass.

      Liam laughs and nods his head, and an overgrown lock of his black hair falls in his face.  He pushes it back, revealing bright, green eyes that twinkle with pleasure.  He loves it when I surprise him with my words.  I try to learn something new every day, just to see that look on his face.  Besides, there’s not much else to do here.

      I’ve lost count of how long we’ve been here, but I know the guys have almost given up hope of ever being rescued.  Gio says no one is looking for us anymore.  If we get found, it will just be random luck.  I know the guys are devastated.  They all had goals and dreams that will never be fulfilled if we stay here.  I’m a little disappointed that I might never see what the rest of human society is like, but I don’t really care.  As long as I have them, I’m happy.

      Life on the island isn’t that different from life underwater.  It’s simple, uncomplicated.  We eat, we sleep, we watch for ships, and the guys tell each other stories about their past.  I haven’t told them much about myself yet, I never seem to know the right words to answer their questions.  But I’ve been practicing, and I think I might finally be able to share my story.

      I want Liam to hear it first, though, and help me perfect it. I’m sure he’ll be fascinated and have a school of questions.  He can help me figure out the answers.

      When we get to the top of the hill, we stoke the fire, collect more wood, and lay down fresh leaves for our bedding.  I admire Liam as he works, his pale skin now more tanned and stretched tight over small but nicely-toned muscles.  He doesn’t seem to be as self-conscious about taking his shirt off now.

      Once he’s satisfied, he sits down cross-legged next to me on the pile of leaves.  I lay a hand on his knee, and he looks up at me.

      “Liam, I want to say something.  Will you help me?”

      He grins at me, giving me that look I crave, and scoots himself around to face me.  “Of course.  What do you want to say?”

      I drop my head and bite my lip then peek up at him.  “My story.”

      He raises his eyebrows and his mouth drops open.  “I can’t wait to hear it, Coral.  I’ll help you if you get stuck.”

      I give a tiny nod, hoping I don’t make a fool of myself.  I run my fingers through my hair, mindlessly braiding it as I work up the nerve to speak.  It reminds me of the elaborate braid Muriel gave me on my wedding day, the day I escaped.  The terror of that day has faded some, and I take a deep breath and smile at Liam as I begin.

      “I am a princess.”  I use the word they’ve called me since the first day they met me.  It surprised me then; I didn’t understand how they knew.  I’ve since learned that they mean it as an endearment; they have no idea it’s the truth.

      Liam cocks his head.  “Coral, I know the guys like to call you that, but do you know what that word really means?  A princess is the daughter of a king and queen, the rulers of a kingdom.”

      I nod my head.  “My grandfather is the king.  My parents are gone.  I am next.”

      Liam looks at me in disbelief.  “Next?  You mean, you’re supposed to be the next ruler, the queen?”

      I nod.  “When I get married.”

      Liam’s bright eyes darken.  “And when are you supposed to get married?”

      “Two days before I met you.”

      His mouth falls open.  “You ran away on your wedding day and came to this island?”

      I nod my head and smile, relieved that he understands what I’m trying to say.

      “Why?”  His eyes are concerned and curious.

      How do I answer that?  I’m not even sure I understand my reasons, let alone know the words to explain them.  I decide to go with something simple.

      “Kai didn’t love me.  Kai loved Meribel, my friend.”  I drop my head to hide my embarrassment.  I was the highest ranking mermaid in the kingdom, and yet even the man I was supposed to marry didn’t want me.

      Liam frowns.  “Kai is the guy you were supposed to marry?”

      I nod, still looking at the ground.  “Grandfather chose him.  He was the best.”

      Liam puts a finger under my chin and lifts my face up, level with his.  “He wasn’t the best if he didn’t love you, Coral.  And he was cheating on you with your girlfriend?  Sounds like an asshole to me.”

      I gasp at the insult and shake my head;  Liam never talks like that.

      “Kai is a good merman; he was my friend.  He didn’t cheat.  But I didn’t want to marry him.”

      Liam takes my hand, rubbing his thumb over my knuckles.  “Of course not, Coral.”

      He lifts his other hand and cradles my neck, his thumb rubbing my cheek, and gazes deeply into my eyes as his voice softens to a whisper.  “You deserve so much better than that.  You should be with someone who loves you.”

      His words unlock the cage that’s kept me bound for so long.  All my life, I’ve been told that my duty to the shoal was more important than anything else, more important than my own wants and desires.  None of that mattered.  I didn’t matter.  But Liam validates what I’ve wanted to believe all along.  I deserve to be loved.  I am worthy of love.  And now, I am loved.

      He doesn’t say the words, but I see them in his mind, and my heart stutters.  Liam loves me.  Now that I can speak, sometimes he forgets that I can still read his thoughts.  My eyes start to tear, and Liam wipes them away gently.  He’s afraid to say the words out loud, afraid I won’t want to say them back to him.  I decide to show him how I feel and let him draw his own conclusions.  I smile at him and lean my body into his, closing my eyes as my lips find his.

      He meets me halfway, his arms reaching out to pull my body closer.  I run my hands over his chest and down his sides, and his fingers clasp around my waist.  He rains kisses down on my face and neck, his warm breath caressing my skin.  I groan as he sucks at the indentation at the bottom of my neck.

      His fingers follow the ties that hold my chest covering in place then slide around to trace the edges of it.  “The day we met, your hair was braided so intricately, and you were wearing this fancy bra; I thought it might be for a special occasion.  Is this what mermaids wear to their weddings?”

      “Yes.  We cover our breasts when we get married.”  I glance down at the decorated shells, realizing I’ve grown so used to wearing them that I’ve forgotten about them.  Why am I still wearing them as if I was taken?

      “It’s gorgeous, Coral, just like you.  You’d make a beautiful bride.”

      “I’m not a bride, anymore.”  My hands reach around to undo the ties holding the shells in place, and they fall to my lap.

      Liam gulps and drops his gaze to my chest.  He gently covers one breast with his hand, and his fingers lightly trace the aureola of the other one.  My breasts swell in response, and my nipples peak.

      “Beautiful,” he whispers, then lowers his mouth, sucking on one nipple and caressing the other with his thumb.

      I gasp at the sensation and raise my chest up to meet him.  He slides a hand up my back and gently lowers me to the ground then continues his ministrations, switching sides.  When both nipples are red and tender, he trails kisses down my stomach, swirling his tongue around my navel, making my abdomen pulse with waves of pleasure.

      He lays a hand over the mound between my legs, and I feel the heat of his hand penetrating through the thin layer of material I wear around my waist, but he makes no move to go farther.

      “Liam!”  I press myself up against his hand, desperate for more contact.

      “What do you want, Coral?  Tell me.”  His voice is hoarse with desire, and I know he wants me as much as I want him.

      If he asks me to mate with him, I’ll say yes, but I don’t want to be the one to initiate it.  I don’t want the others to be jealous that I didn’t ask them first.

      “Touch me, Liam,” I whisper, hoping that’s enough to spur him on.  His fingers move to the edge of the fabric and slide underneath.

      His hands caress me, and I spasm as streaks of fire race through my body.

      “More!” I cry out, reaching for him, but instead of continuing, Liam raises up and looks at me, stilling his hands.

      “Are you sure this is what you want, Coral?”

      I nod and pull him down to me, whimpering.  “Please.”

      Liam’s deft fingers untie the knot that holds my skirt in place, and he pulls away the fabric, exposing me.  He’s so close, his warm breath ruffles the soft patch of hair.  He slides a hand between my legs, letting his fingers trail between my slit, spreading the wetness, massaging me, and I writhe beneath him.  He slips one finger inside me, and I clench around him as he strokes me, the heel of his hand pressing against my nub.  The sensation is better than I could ever imagine.

      I cry when he pulls his hand away, but it’s only so he can unbutton his shorts.  He stands, and the fabric drops to the ground, followed by his briefs.  My eyes widen at the sight of his naked body, firm and ready.

      No wonder the guys keep themselves covered; their parts are so exposed, nothing like a merman’s organs that are hidden behind their scales.  They only come out when a merman is ready to mate, or so I’ve been told.  I’ve never had a chance to see for myself.

      I reach out to touch him, and he lets me explore, waiting patiently as my fingers tremble up and down the length of him.  He’s hard but silky, and the skin slides a little when I wrap my hands around him.  I circle my finger along the rim, and a drop of moisture leaks from the tip.  I touch my thumb to it, and Liam shudders when I rub the drop into his skin, breathing in the musky scent of him.

      When my curiosity is satisfied, Liam stretches out on the ground next to me and runs a hand up my side, following the dips and curves of my body.  I tremble under his touch, shivers of pleasure following his fingers.  When he get to my neck, he cradles my chin in his hand and leans in.  His lips alternate between whispers of affection and tender kisses, and I moan as I press my body into his, wanting more.

      “Are you ready, Coral?  Are you sure?” he whispers in my ear, his voice strained with him own need.

      I nod and drag him closer, my fingers digging into his back.  He slides a leg between mine and hovers over me, and my legs fall open, inviting him to settle between them.

      Hot blood pulses through my veins, and my body thrums with longing as he lowers his body down onto mine and slides himself up and down along my cleft, torturing me with desire.  With one gentle thrust, our bodies join, and pleasure floods my senses as he begins to stroke.
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      Later, Liam and I lay by the fire, our limbs entwined.  My body is hot, but the night air is quickly drying my sweat, chilling me.  I burrow against him as my skin cools.

      It doesn’t take long before Liam’s sated flesh relinquishes control to his ever-inquisitive mind.

      “So, instead of marrying Kai, you ran away and came to the island.  Does that happen often?  Are there other mermaids walking around on land that we don’t know about?”

      I gaze at him, wondering how he’ll feel about the answer to that.  “All mermaids come to the land to mate with humans.  Then they go back to the sea.”

      Liam’s eyes widen, and he sits up.  “Mate with humans — you mean like we just did?”

      I blush and nod as memories of my own experience come rushing back.  “So their merlings can walk and swim.”

      “Merlings.  That’s what you call baby mermaids?  So they’re like hybrids — half human, half mermaid?  And that’s what you are, too?”

      I nod, and Liam gets up and starts pacing.  “So, you’re telling me that there is this entire species, that we know nothing about, that regularly cross breeds with humans?  This is unbelievable, Coral!”  His hair flops in his face as he walks, and he shoves it back, yanking on the ends.

      Suddenly, he looks away, and his face turns to stone.  “So, now that you’ve… mated,” he stumbles over the word, “are you going back?”

      “No!”  I jump up and go to him, embracing him, and Liam relaxes against me.  “No.  I want to stay here with… you,” I say, already wondering how our mating will affect my relationship with the others.  So far, they seem willing to share my affections, but this is a lot different.

      Maybe I can keep it a secret?  Would Liam be okay with that?  Probably not.  If he’s anything like the mermen I know, he’ll want to brag to the others about his conquest.  I can’t quite see Liam doing that, though.  But I don’t think he’ll be willing to hide it.

      When the sun comes up, Liam and I head back down to the beach, his arm around me.  He’s smiling and laughing more than I’ve ever seen before.  I don’t regret what we’ve done, but the way he’s acting, it’s going to be obvious to everyone.

      Sure enough, Avery takes one look at us and narrows his eyes at Liam.  “Did you sleep with her?”

      His words draw everyone else’s attention, and all eyes turn our way.  I cower under Liam’s arm, but he doesn’t flinch.  “Yes,” is all he says.

      Jude rushes up to Liam and pulls back his fist, slamming it into Liam’s face.  Blood spurts from Liam’s nose, and I scream as he covers his face with his hands and falls to his knees.  I drop down beside him and wrap my arms around him as Jude hovers over us, huffing.

      Gio stops what he’s doing and stomps over to us, pushing Jude away.  His jaw is tight, his voice is cold and hard, and his fingers turn white as they clench around the coconut he’s holding.  “Whose idea was it?”

      My heart pounds, beating so hard I clutch my chest to ease the pain.  My hands grow damp, and the hair on my arms bristles as I wait for Liam to respond.

      He holds his ground against Gio, staring up at him, his hand over his nose.  “I didn’t push her, if that’s what you’re asking.  She asked for more; I just gave her what she wanted.”

      Gio breathes loudly through pressed lips and turns to me.  “Is that true, Coral?  Are you okay?”

      I nod and squeeze Liam’s hand.  Gio stares at me for another moment, nostrils flared.  Finally, he backs off, and my tense body relaxes.

      “What about protection, Liam?” Avery mutters, and every eye swings Liam’s way.

      “It’s not a problem.  I’m… sterile.”  Liam stares at the ground, embarrassment flooding his cheeks.

      Disappointment washes over me.  I hadn’t given much thought to the consequences of mating with Liam, but in the back of my mind I knew that mermaids mate so they can have merlings.  Does this mean I can never have merlings with Liam?

      Gio jabs the knife into the coconut, dismissing the issue, but Jude and Avery glance at each other and glare at Liam.

      “How could you do that, Liam?  She’s innocent.  She probably had no idea what she was asking for.”  Avery sneers at him in disgust.

      Liam curls his lip and shakes his head.  “She’s not a child, Avery.  And don’t try to tell me the rest of you haven’t touched her, kissed her.  We just went a step farther.  She knew what she wanted… and who she wanted it from.”

      “So, you’re the one she’s chosen then, huh?  You’re the winner?  She belongs to you now?”  Jude puffs his chest and looms over Liam, and the tension ratchets up till the air pulsates with it.

      Liam flinches a bit under Jude’s gaze, but he shrugs and glances at me.  “That’s up to her, I guess.”

      I suck in a breath and hold it, hoping the world will stop and give me a chance to think.  How do I explain how I feel, what I want from them, when I’m not even sure myself?  All I know for sure is, I don’t want to lose any of them.  Maybe if I tell them my story, it will help them understand.
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      “So, you really are a princess, then, huh?”  Jude wags his head, his brown curls flopping.  “Just my luck, I get stuck on a deserted island with one girl, and she’s the least eligible bachelorette ever.”

      Avery shakes his head, his sky blue eyes gazing into mine.  “You don’t get it, Jude.  All she wants is the freedom to choose for herself… or not.  We think we have to follow some kind of rule that society has made.  Well, look around.  We are society.”  Avery spreads his hands and glances at the other guys who are sitting around the fire, digesting my story.

      “There’s no one else here to say what we can and can’t do.  Coral doesn’t want to be bound anymore by someone else’s expectations.  She wants to be free to pursue whatever, or whoever, she wants.  We’re the one’s trying to make it complicated.  We agreed to share before, to let her decide what she wanted from each of us.  Why does anything have to change?”

      “Is that what you want, Coral?” Liam asks me, holding my hand, and I drop my eyes.  I don’t want to hurt him, but I don’t want to hurt the others, either.

      The guys stay silent while I stare at the ground.  When I look up, all eyes are on me.  I take a deep breath and let it out slowly, then nod my head.  “I love you, Liam.”  The others gasp, and Liam’s face goes still with shock.  “But I love them, too.”

      Their faces lift, and Liam gulps and nods.  I reach for him.  He wraps his arms around me and presses my head to his chest.  “I love you, too, Coral.”

      “So, the deal’s the same.  Coral can spend time with whoever she wants, take it or leave it.  No one gets jealous, and no one starts a fight.”  Gio glares at Jude, then stares at each of the other guys in turn, daring them to argue.

      “So, whose turn is it tonight?” Jude asks, winking, and Gio slugs him.  “Ohhff!”  Jude grunts, clutching his chest, his smile betraying his act.

      My heart flutters in my chest like a rush of bubbles rising to the surface, and I grin as the weight of my worry floats away.

      Later, when the others are occupied, I sidle up to Avery and bump against him, laying my head on his shoulder.  He’s cutting through the thick, yellow skin of a papaya.

      “Thank you,” I whisper, gazing up at him.

      “For what, Princess?”  He peers down at me, his sparkling eyes peeking through his long, blond hair.  He holds out a chunk of the juicy, orange flesh and I take it, savoring the sweetness.

      “For understanding me.  And telling them.”

      He lifts the corner of his mouth in a small smile.  “I get it, you know?  It’s not exactly the same, but my family — they have these expectations for what a guy should be like.  They think men should like football and hunting and drinking, and I’m just not into that.  I prefer art, and fashion, and music.  I’m nothing like them.”

      I don’t know what any of those things are, but the pictures in his head are fascinating, and I long to experience all of them.

      “My name isn’t even really Avery.  It’s Buck, like a deer — my father’s idea.”  He rolls his eyes.  “I refuse to be called that, so I go by my last name.”

      Avery’s gaze is somewhere else, caught up in painful memories.  “No matter how good I am, it’s never enough.  My hair’s too long, my clothes are too prissy.  If I don’t want to wrestle with my brother, I’m a wuss.  If I help my sister with her hair, I’m a fag.  When I told my folks I wanted to be a hairstylist, my father said he was embarrassed to have me as a son.”  He hangs his head, shame flooding his cheeks.

      I put a hand on his shoulder and kiss him on the cheek.  “I like you just the way you are, Avery.”

      I run my fingers through his hair and trail them lightly down his golden chest, following the lines of his muscles.  When I get to the top of his shorts, I slide my hand over the bulge beneath his zipper and whisper, “I think you are a man.”

      Avery’s eyes pop open wide, and his breathing deepens.  I give him another kiss and walk away, feeling a new sense of freedom and empowerment.  I intend to let Avery show me how much of a man he is the next time we’re alone, which should be tonight if we stick with the same schedule for shifts at the lookout.

      “I’m going to check the traps, see if we caught something new for dinner,” Jude calls out to whoever is listening and points to the trees.

      “I’ll come.”  I pop up and move towards him, anxious to let him know I still care about him, too.  Jude’s smile widens and he holds out his hand for mine.

      “Yeah, maybe you’ll draw the critters in.  I’ve got terrible luck catching animals with these traps, and I’m sick of fish.  Aren’t mermaids supposed to lure men with their songs?  Maybe you should sing while we walk.”

      I tense up at the mention of our ability.  I didn’t realize they knew about that.  No one’s ever said anything.  “What’s a song?” I ask, hoping to distract him.

      “You know, something you sing.  Lalalalala…”  His voice cracks and wobbles.  “Sorry, I kinda suck at that, but you get the idea.  I love music.  I’m no good at making it, but I try anyway.”

      Jude imagines himself playing some kind of instrument — he holds one hand up and wiggles his fingers while he shakes the other hand in front of his stomach.  “Air guitar — neer-nuh-neer-neer-neer!”

      I giggle at his antics.  “Will you sing me a song, Jude?”

      “Sure, babe.  Huh, let’s see.”  He pulls on a curl while he thinks.  Suddenly, his muddy brown eyes sparkle.  “I know the perfect song for you!  It’s from a movie about a mermaid.”

      He starts singing a catchy song about life under the sea, and I chuckle at the silly rhymes.  After a few rounds, he nudges me with his elbow.  “Come on, Coral, sing!  It’s fun.”

      I open my mouth and try to sing along with Jude.  At first, my voice is soft, tentative, barely a whisper, but after a few lines I let myself go, and my voice rises higher and higher, the notes floating on the air, echoing through the trees.  Jude stops singing and falls behind me, and I turn to look at him.

      His face is slack, his eyes glazed, and every move I make he imitates.  “Jude, Jude!”  I stop singing and grab a hold of him in panic.

      He shakes his head, and his eyes refocus.  He smiles at me like nothing happened.  “What’s up, Princess?”

      I struggle to settle my breathing as my anxiety dissipates.  I know that our singing voices are supposed to captivate humans, but I had no idea it would put him in a trance like that.  I don’t know the words to explain what happened, and I’m afraid of what he might think, so instead, I just point to the nearby trap.

      Jude cranes his neck to get a better look, and his face brightens.  “Hot damn, Princess, we caught something!”

      He dashes over to the trap where a large, brown bird is chirping frantically.  He carefully reaches in and grabs the animal, twisting its neck.  The panicked chirping stops, and Jude holds up his prize, grinning.

      “What is it?”  I ask, always trying to grow my vocabulary.

      Jude shrugs and heads back towards the beach.  “Beats me, but let’s hope it tastes like chicken.”

      He pictures a large, round bird bobbing its head and making funny noises.  I’m fascinated by all the different foods that humans eat.  Jude is constantly dreaming about one thing or another.

      “Is chicken your favorite food?”  I reach for the bird, wanting to examine it.  They usually fly away before I can get a good look at them.

      “Chicken is great; fried chicken is awesome, but if I have to pick a favorite food, I gotta say steak.”  He imagines a brown hunk of steaming meat that doesn’t look very interesting.

      “What kind of animal is that?”

      “Steak is from cows.  So are burgers, and roast beef, and taco meat…”  His mind flicks through pictures of different dishes as he fantasizes about them, but mine is stuck on the first image — a giant, black-and-white spotted animal with a long, flapping tail that makes a loud, bellowing sound.

      My mouth falls open.  I can’t even imagine how they eat such a huge thing.  Merfolk don’t usually eat anything we can’t hold in our hands.

      I listen and watch Jude’s memories in fascination as he explains how they cut up the animal into smaller pieces and prepare each kind of meat. It’s obviously something he’s very interested in, and his passion makes me curious.

      “Jude, I want to try all those things someday.  Will you make them for me?”  I loop my arm through his, and Jude smiles at me and chucks me under the chin.

      “You got it, babe.  There’s nothing I’d rather do than cook for you.  I’ll make you something different every day till you’ve tried it all.”  His voice is thick with devotion.

      His words are like a rare delicacy, satisfying cravings I didn’t even realize I had.  I stop walking and turn towards him, putting my hands on his chest.  He’s lost weight since he’s been here, and his body is firmer, his features more defined.

      I reach up and stroke his jawline, and he drops the bird he caught and trails his hands up my sides, resting them on my waist.

      “I know I’m not as smart as Liam, or as strong as Gio, or as pretty as Avery, but I would do anything for you, Coral.  All I want is for you to be happy.  I’m sorry for getting upset.”

      His words prick my heart, and a tear forms in the corner of my eye.  How can he possibly think he’s any less than any of the others?  He’s funny, and silly, and lighthearted, and kind.  He’s perfect in his own, special way.

      “You make me happy, Jude,” I whisper in his ear then let my lips graze his cheek.

      His gaze locks with mine; his warm eyes melt like the chocolate he fantasizes about, and I stare at them with desire, licking my lips.  Jude’s mouth descends on mine, sucking and tasting like I’m his favorite food, and my belly churns with a hunger only he can satisfy.

      We kiss until our chests are heaving and my entire body aches with need.  I want him as much as I wanted Liam yesterday, but there’s no good place to lay down here, and the others will come looking for us if we’re gone too long.  I don’t want to rush, I want to take my time and enjoy every new sensation the guys have awoken in me.

      “Tomorrow,” I whisper, and Jude nods and pulls away from me.
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      We tromp back through the trees, and Jude raises his catch in the air, grinning from ear to ear, as we join the others on the beach.  “Once again, chef Jude has procured a delicacy for your dining pleasure this evening!”

      Gio snorts, and Liam looks curiously at the bird, trying to identify it.  I settle close to him and watch with interest as Jude cuts it open and removes the insides and the skin and feathers then starts to cook it.

      “Jude, who taught you how to cook?”

      Jude shrugs.  “The internet, I guess.  I like to eat, so I just searched up how to make what I wanted.”

      He’s mentioned the internet before, but despite the images in his memory, I still can’t quite understand it.  Maybe someday I’ll get a chance to see it for real and it will make more sense.

      When the aroma from the roasting bird starts to float through the air, the other guys meander over to the fire, sniffing.

      “Smells good, Jude.  What is it?”  Gio pokes at the bird.  Jude shrugs.

      “Beats me.  Ask Liam.  He’s the biologist.”  Jude pulls the bird out of the fire and lays it on some leaves to cool.

      “Marine biologist.  Totally different specialty.  But that looks like a type of pheasant to me.”  Liam sits down next to me.

      “I’m just grateful for something other than fish.  I don’t even like fish.”  Gio scrunches his nose in an expression that looks out of place on his normally-serious face.  “I’d give anything for a plate of pasta right about now.”

      His eyes get wistful as he stares into space, remembering family dinners with his parents and sister before the accident that changed their lives forever.

      Jude cuts the bird into sections, and I watch as his knife finds just the right spots, sliding easily through the flesh and dissecting the joints.  “Here, try this part; it’s the best.”  He hands me the leg then passes out the rest of it.

      I sniff the meat, inhaling the savory aroma, then take a tiny bite.  It’s nothing like fish, but it’s good, and I quickly nibble the rest of the meat off the bone.

      “What is your favorite food, Avery?”  I ask on a whim.  Jude said his is steak, and by the dreamy look Gio got when he talked about pasta I’m guessing that’s his favorite.

      Avery bites his lip to hide his grin.  “Well, I’d like to say something sophisticated like sushi or oysters or something like that, but… it’s grilled cheese and bologna sandwiches.  My mom used to make that for me when I didn’t want to eat the deer meat my dad was always bringing home.  My dad used to get mad at her for catering to my sissy-boy pickiness, but she did it, anyway.”

      He frowns for a moment but then his face softens into a smirk.  “When I learned that bologna was named after a french city, I thought it was something fancy.  I started pronouncing it that way, instead, until a kid at school humiliated me in front of the whole class when he told me bologna was for poor people and it was made from all the gross, leftover parts of different animals.  I never took it to school again, but I still love it.”

      “What about you, Liam?” I smile up at him.

      “Well, believe it or not, I never ate a bologna sandwich till I was away at college.  My parents were never willing to buy it; they said it was a worthless, disgusting byproduct.”  He chuckles.  “My mother used to put things like chilled salmon in my lunch when all I really wanted was peanut butter and jelly.  I do love a nice slice of foie gras, though.”

      Jude makes pretend gagging sounds and holds his hand over his mouth.

      Liam ignores him and looks at me.  “What about you, Coral?”

      “Red snapper, maybe?”  I shrug.  Food is simple under the water.  We catch something and eat it.  We don’t cook or combine different foods together into complicated recipes like I’ve seen in the guys’ minds. I like some fish better than others, but there’s not that much difference between them.  It seems kind of strange to me how much effort humans put into their meals.

      “Well, I’m going to make it my mission to teach you all about good food when we get off this island.”  Jude waves the bone he’s been chewing on at me.

      “All this talk about food is making me hungry.  Have we got any left?”  Gio picks a tiny morsel off the carcass.

      Unsatisfied, he gets up and heads for the spot where I left my last catch of fish.  There are a few left over, and Gio grabs one and skewers it, holding it over the fire.  He doesn’t have the patience to wait for it, barely warming it up before taking a bite.  He makes a face when he swallows, but he chews a few more bites before tossing the fish away.

      “Hey, I taught Coral a song today.  Why don’t you sing it for them?”  Jude winks at me, and my eyes go wide.  After the way Jude responded earlier, I don’t ever want to risk singing around them again.

      I shake my head and stare at my lap, pretending to be too embarrassed.  “No, you sing it.”

      “Aww, come on, Coral!  You know I’m terrible.  They want to hear you, not me.”  Jude sticks out his lower lip and begs.

      I clench my fingers nervously in my lap and keep my head down.  Avery glances at me and puts a reassuring hand on my leg.

      “You know who’s a good singer?  Gio.  I heard him in the shower once,” he says, trying to take the attention off me.

      “First of all, why the hell were you in the bathroom while I was showering?”  Gio complains.

      Avery rolls his eyes and snickers.  “I wasn’t in the bathroom; that deep, manly voice of yours just carries a long way.”

      I giggle.  “Sing for me, Gio.  I want to hear it.  Please?”  I gaze up at him, and his stern expression softens, his wrinkled brow relaxing, his frown turning into a grin as he shakes his head.

      He opens his mouth, sucking in a deep breath, and belts out a peppy tune about the moon and pizza pie and a world that shines.  The other guys gape at him as he performs, his voice deep and throaty, and he hams it up, throwing his head back and his arms out wide as he ends with, “That’s amore!”

      I clap, laughing and bouncing on my calves that are tucked under me.  I don’t know a lot of the words, but the tune is happy and makes me smile.  “Gio, I loved it!  But…what is amore?”

      “Amore, my sweet Coral, is the Italian word for love, and nobody knows love like the Italians.”  He wiggles his eyebrows at me in an uncharacteristically silly way, and I understand what the song is saying.  Love makes you feel all kinds of wonderful that you just can’t explain.

      “I like music.”  I smile and bob my head to the tune still repeating in my mind.

      “You know what’s even better than good music, Coral?”  Avery grins at me, and I gape at him and cover my mouth with my hand, thinking he’s talking about mating.

      Avery throws his head back laughing.  “Get your mind out of the gutter, girl!  I’m talking about dancing.”  His eyes twinkle, and he holds out a hand.

      I look at him curiously but take his hand, and he pulls me to my feet.  “Dancing is a good excuse to get close to somebody you like.”  He pulls my body closer till I’m skin to skin with him then wraps an arm around my waist and holds up my other hand near our shoulders.

      “Sing it again, Gio.  Slower this time.”

      When Gio starts singing, Avery moves my body around in time to the music with swooping steps.  My feet tangle in his at first, but soon I figure out the pattern and move with him.  Eventually, he steps back and holds my hand high, urging me to twirl around, then grabs me around the waist and dips me before bringing me back up for a kiss.  I laugh as my body melts in his arms.

      “That called a waltz, Coral, and it’s a dance every princess should know.  Too bad you don’t have a silk gown and a tiara.”

      He imagines me dressed in long layers of shiny fabric, the skirt swirling around my feet as we dance in what a human palace must look like.  The image is enchanting, and I’m suddenly longing for something I’d never even imagined a few moments ago.  Will I ever get to experience these magical things the boys dream of, or will I spend the rest of my life on this island?  I wouldn’t mind staying here, except the images I see in their heads make me realize how much I’m missing.

      I try to put the fantasies out of my mind and focus on the moment, enjoying the cool, ocean breeze and the warm, flickering fire, the birds chirping, Gio’s deep voice echoing around me, and the waves of pleasure that pulse through me as I dance with Avery.  This is good, this is enough.  I’m happy here, with them.

      When the song is over, I beg for another, but Gio complains that his stomach is upset and heads off for the trees.  He comes back a short while later looking a little unsettled.

      “Are you okay, Gio?”  I stare at him as he sits down slowly, rubbing his stomach.

      He waves me off.  “Yeah, I’ll be fine.  Probably shouldn’t have eaten that leftover fish.”

      Jude takes over the dance lessons, putting a twang in his voice and singing a song about an achy-breaky heart that makes me laugh.  The moves are fun and fast, but I like Avery’s dance better only because it kept me in his arms.

      “Now, these dances are good if you go to a ball or a country bar, but if we take you to a club, you gotta learn to bump and grind, baby girl.”  Jude makes strange sounds with his lips and mouth, creating a fast beat, and starts gyrating his body against mine.

      “Come on, Coral.  Let loose and feel the music.  Do whatever you like.”

      I copy Jude’s movements at first, eventually feeling confident enough to make up a few of my own.  When he sidles up behind me, I rub myself against him, and he grabs my hips and pulls me even closer.  “Damn, girl.  You’ve got moves.  I better not take you to a club or somebody else might take you home.”

      I glance at the other guys and notice that Liam and Avery are watching with interest, but Gio’s face is red and damp, and he’s clutching his stomach again.

      I stop dancing and drop to my knees beside Gio, rubbing a hand across his sweaty brow.  His forehead feels hot, yet his body is shivering.  “Gio, are you okay?”

      He looks up at me with glazed eyes then his body convulses.  He turns his head away and vomits into the sand.  Long strings of saliva dangle from his mouth as he wretches over and over again.  When he’s done, he flops onto his back and closes his eyes, groaning.

      “What’s wrong with him?” I cry.

      Liam walks over to the half-eaten fish that Gio discarded, leaning over to peer at it.  “Probably scombroid poisoning, possibly ciguatera.  He’ll be okay, but it might take a few days.”

      I hold one of the water containers up to Gio to drink, helping him lift his head so he can take a sip.  He groans as he flops his head back down.  I dunk a shirt in the water and wipe the sweat off his face.

      “How can I help him?” I look up at Liam.

      “That’s about all you can do for him.”  He motions towards the water.  “If we had some Benadryl I’d give him one of those because the scombroid bacteria releases histamines, but otherwise, all you can do is keep him comfortable and hydrated.”

      “Gio, do you want to go to the raft?”  The soft, air-filled boat would be more comfortable than the cold, hard sand.

      “I don’t think I can make it that far, Princess.”  Gio’s voice is hoarse and weak.

      “The guys can help you,” I suggest, but Gio just shakes his head.

      I grab some clothes from the duffel bag and fold up some shirts to place under his head.  The others I drape over his curled up body.  I wrap myself around his back, trying to warm him, and run my fingers through his hair.  The barely-there fuzz has grown out just enough to soften his appearance.

      “Princess?” he mumbles, barely loud enough for me to hear.  “Will you lay on this side?”

      I climb to my feet and walk around to his front then settle down right next to him.  He snakes an arm around my waist and pulls me tight against his middle, and I bury my face in his chest.  He tucks his head down against mine, and his breath is warm on my scalp.  A short while later, Gio is snoring.  It’s time for Avery and me to go to the lookout, but I don’t feel right leaving Gio.

      Avery takes one look at me curled up with Gio and says, “Hey Jude, you want to go to the lookout with me tonight?” I’m grateful he understands.  “Liam should probably stay down here to keep an eye on Gio, since he knows what to watch out for.”

      I make eye contact with him and whisper, “I’m sorry.”

      Avery gives me a gentle smile.  “It’s okay, Coral.  I’m glad he’s got you.”
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      “There’s a boat!” I wake to Liam hollering and whistling as loud as he can, tossing more logs on the fire.

      The flames shoot higher, and smoke billows up into the sky.  He races to the other fire and stokes it as well.  When I turn my head towards our lookout spot, I can see that Jude and Avery are doing the same and have even set the shelter on fire.  The sun is just starting to peek over the horizon, so hopefully the fires are still easy to see.

      Gio gasps and sits up, holding his stomach.  He’s too weak to do anything but gaze out into the water, hope and disbelief warring on his face.  Liam starts jumping up and down, waving and screaming as the boat comes closer, and Jude and Avery come barreling out of the trees, whooping and hollering.

      The ship drops anchor a little ways away from the shoreline, and soon a smaller boat appears and motors towards us.  Liam, Jude, and Avery all rush to the water’s edge, laughing and yelling, while Gio clings to me, excitement thrumming through his body.

      “We’re going home, Princess.  We’re finally going home,” he whispers to me, and fear and excitement crash into me in overlapping waves.  I’m not ready for this yet!

      An older, heavyset man climbs out of the boat, his clothes faded by the sun and sea.  His eyes scan the guys by the shoreline then glance towards Gio and me.  He runs a hand over his scraggly, gray-streaked beard and adjusts the battered hat on his head.

      “Here, put this shirt on, Princess,” Gio mumbles, handing me a tee shirt.  I stare at it for a moment in confusion but then do what Gio says.  The man from the boat watches with interest.

      I get up and hang the duffel bag over my shoulder.  Gio can barely walk, so he leans heavily on me as we hobble over to the others.  His body is burning up and covered in sweat, and he presses a hand against the lower right half of his abdomen.

      “He’s getting worse, Liam.”

      Liam looks at Gio and nods tersely.  “I’m worried he has appendicitis.  He needs to see a doctor as soon as possible.”  I don’t know what any of that means, but I can tell it’s serious by Liam’s expression.

      “Captain James Hendricks.”  The man tugs on the brim of his hat as he saunters closer.  “Saw your fires.  You folks in need of some assistance?”

      Liam steps forward and sticks out a hand.  “Yes!  Our boat went down about three months ago.  We’ve been shipwrecked here ever since.  I’m Liam, and this is Jude, and Avery.  Gio and Coral.”  Liam points towards us.

      “Well, I’ll be damned.”  The man raises an eyebrow and shakes their hands.  “You all look pretty good for being out here so long.  Don’t even look hungry.  Musta had damn good luck to wash up in a halfway decent place.”

      “It didn’t feel like good luck when our boat sank and our emergency beacon failed, but we survived.  Can you get us back to the Keys?”  Jude blurts out.

      “Can’t hardly say no, now can we?  Especially when there’s a lady in need.”  James’ eyes rove up and down my body, and I cower into Gio’s side.

      “You’re a godsend.”  Liam nods at him.

      “Ladies first?”  The captain holds out a hand to me, and I go still as a stone, suddenly petrified.

      “Go on, Coral,” Gio whispers.  I look at him and see confidence in his eyes, and it inspires mine.

      I take the man’s hand, carefully avoiding the water as I step into the small boat.  His skin is rough and cracked and smells strongly of dead fish and smoke, but different than the campfire.  I let go as soon as I’m in the boat.  It wobbles under me, and I teeter off-balance and plop down on one of the benches.

      “No sea legs, eh?”  He chuckles at me.

      “Looks like we came just in time for you.”  The man eyes Gio.  “Let’s get you into the skiff.”  He reaches out a hand and helps Gio climb into the small boat, and Gio immediately collapses on the seat beside me, his eyes glazed, his body shaking.

      “Let me get these two aboard, then I’ll come back for you three.”  He climbs in and starts up the motor, dropping down on the seat across from us.

      I stare at the island as we putter away, emotions flooding my mind.  I’m desperate to see the rest of the world, to experience all that the human world has to offer, but I’m also terrified.  Will things stay the same between me and the guys, or will I lose them when they return to their lives?  I know the guys each have their own homes and families, but where will I live, and what will I do?  Will I be able to fit in there?  My fear grows as we get farther away.

      My worry must be obvious because Gio takes my hand and squeezes.  “It’s gonna be okay, Coral.  I’ll take care of you, I promise.”  At this point, he needs someone to take care of him, but his words reassure me nonetheless.

      In moments, we’re at the boat, and two other men are hovering above us on the deck.  One is short and trim, just a little older than Gio, with tanned skin and sandy hair, and the other is middle-aged with a medium build.

      “Sam, Roy, we’ve got some shipwreck survivors that need a ride back to civilization.”

      They mutter curiously as they stare at me and Gio, lust swelling in their minds.  “What’s a pretty, little thing like you doing out here in the middle of nowhere with a crew of guys?”  Sam, the younger one, asks with a cocky smile.

      “Treasure hunting.”  I smile, pretending I was part of Gio’s team.  Gio flinches, and I stiffen, wondering what’s wrong.

      “Treasure hunting, eh?  Did you find any?”  James stands up and holds out a hand to help me.  I sway as I try to balance in the rocking boat with the heavy duffel bag on my shoulder.  “Here, darling, why don’t you let me send that bag up first?”

      James lifts the bag off my shoulder, and his arm immediately drops with the weight of it.  His face registers surprise, and he uses both hands to lift it up to the other guys.

      “What on earth have you got in here, sweetheart?  Bricks?” Sam asks as he takes the duffel.  The other man reaches for me, helping me onto the deck.  He wears dulled gold jewelry around his neck and wrist, and a large ring on his hand.

      “Gold,” I say, and everything around me stills as all four men stop and stare at me.  Gio’s face is twisted with anxiety, and the others are gaping in surprise.

      Sam drops the duffel to the deck and bends down to unzip it.  He rummages through the clothing, eventually pulling out the gold bar and holding it up with both hands, a mesmerized look on his face.  “She’s not kidding.”

      “Holy shit, would ya look at that!”  Roy hurries over to take a look at the bar in Sam’s hands.  He reaches out and caresses the gold, whistling.  “What else did you find?”  He glances at me.

      Gio has a wild look in his eyes, and the things he imagines these guys doing to us is enough to scare me silent.  “That and a few coins was all we found there,” he says.

      My hand reaches for the pearl necklace I found, but it’s tucked under the shirt I’m wearing.  I drop my hand and hope no one noticed.

      “Now, that seems highly unlikely to me, Son.  I imagine there were at least a few more bars like this one.  I think we ought to make a little side trip to wherever you got this from.”  James gives Gio a menacing stare.

      Gio shakes his head and raises his hands.  “Look, even if there is more to be found there, I couldn’t tell you where to look.  A storm destroyed our boat along with all our navigational equipment and logs.”

      The three men look at him with skepticism, malice bubbling in their eyes.

      Gio clutches his middle and grits his teeth.  “Please, I need a doctor.  Just take us to shore and the gold is yours.”

      James narrows his rheumy, grey eyes at Gio.  “Ain’t nobody gonna give up half a million dollars in gold that easily unless he knows how to get his hands on a bunch more.  I think you know exactly where the rest of it is.”

      Gio cries out as a sharp pain pulses through his abdomen, and he grits his teeth and doubles over.  “I’m not going to make it that long.  I think my appendix is about to burst.  Get me to a doctor, and I’ll bring you back out here when I’m well and help you find the treasure.”

      “All right.  But we’re leaving your pals on the island and keeping your woman with us to make sure you keep your end of the bargain.”

      James shoves a shoulder under Gio’s arm and hefts him, up, pushing him up the ladder.  Sam and Roy help pull him up onto the boat.  Gio collapses as soon as his feet touch the deck, and I rush to his side.

      Roy cranks up the skiff, and James heads to the helm.  I stare at the island as we pull away, my chest squeezing as the three figures on the shore get smaller and smaller.  Do the others think we’ve abandoned them?  These men seem dangerous, and I don’t trust anything they say.  Will I ever see the others again?

      Eventually, Sam and Roy help get Gio into a bunk in the cabin.  I sit next to him and wipe his forehead with cool water, holding a rusted, metal bucket to his chin when he needs to vomit.  His skin is hot and clammy, and he moans with each roll of the boat, shivering violently.

      I have no idea how long the trip will take or if he’ll even make it, but I can’t think of anything else I can do for him.  I wrack my brain, trying to come up with a plan, but I have no idea where we’re at, where we’re going, or how to pilot a boat, so, for the meantime, we’re subject to our captors.

      I stare at the objects around me, curious about everything, but I don’t want to leave Gio’s side even for a minute, and I can’t work up enough energy to focus on anything but his well-being.  Eventually, the sun sets, draping the cabin in shadows.  I fall asleep, my head on Gio’s chest.

      I’m jolted awake when the boat slows and lurches to a stop, and I hear noises above deck.  Roy comes through the door, followed by several strangers in crisp, matching outfits.  They carry a long, flat board, and they surge towards Gio.  I move out of the way and watch them lift him onto the board and strap him down.

      I scurry behind as they carry him out of the cabin and lift his body off of the boat and into the waiting hands of several others.  One of them holds out a hand to me, and I climb onto the dock.  James climbs down behind me and grabs me, scowling.

      “Where do you think you’re going, sweetheart?  You’ve got somewhere else to be.”

      I yank my arm out of his grasp.  “I need to stay with Gio.”

      “Are you his wife?  Girlfriend?”  One of the uniformed strangers asks me, and I nod.  “We’ll need some information from you and maybe a few signatures.  Hop in the ambulance.”
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      “I’m coming, too,” James says, and the two of us climb up into the back of the large vehicle.

      I’m confused and terrified, but I don’t dare show it, so I just hold on to Gio’s hand and try to keep my balance as the ambulance takes off.  A loud wail pierces the air, startling me.  The people inside are barking out gibberish as they monitor Gio.  I don’t know any of the words they’re saying.  They stick something sharp in his arm, and liquid flows from a small bag, down a tube, and into his body.

      “What’s his name?” one of them asks me.

      “Gio.  Giovanni Romano.”

      “Age?”

      I shrug my shoulders.

      “How long have his symptoms been going on?”

      “Since last night, but he’s worse now.”

      “Nausea, vomiting, abdominal pain in the lower right quadrant?”  I nod, not completely sure about all the words he’s saying.  The pictures in his head seem right, though.

      “Has he taken any medicine?”  I shake my head at the image.

      Before long, the ambulance stops, and the doors swing open.  More people help move Gio, and one of them holds out a hand to help me down.  The ground is hard like rock beneath my feet, but completely flat, and I blink in surprise as I realize it extends out as far as I can see.

      A giant building is in front of us, and the see-through walls slide open as they push Gio forward.  Inside, the ground is still hard and flat, but white instead of black, and perfectly smooth and shiny like the inside of a shell.  The white walls are smooth, too, nothing like the stone walls of Grandfather’s palace.  Cold air blows from the ceiling, and I shiver and wrinkle my nose at the strange smells.

      People are everywhere, more shapes and sizes and colors than we have in the shoal.  All of them seem to be wearing a lot more clothing than I am.  I glance down at my ragged appearance and realize I look very out of place.  My hair is wild and tangled, my feet are bare, and I’m wearing a large, blue tee shirt that covers up most of the dingy, white shirt I have tied around my waist.

      The others talk and laugh and cry and scuttle around in every direction, making a lot of noise, but my pulse pounds like the ocean in my ears, drowning them out as my anxiety builds.

      The people pushing Gio approach another group and start talking, and soon the first group leaves.  A woman lays her hand on my arm, stopping me as they wheel Gio away.  “He’s probably going to need surgery.  Can we ask you a few questions?”

      I nod and hope that I can answer them.  James hovers nearby, making me nervous.

      “What’s your name, hun?”

      “Coral.”  My voice cracks and trembles.

      She smiles at me, her serious expression softening.  Her lips are bright red and shiny, her eyelids sparkle, and her orange hair is pouffy and stiff.  She glances at my appearance and raises an eyebrow, but all she says is, “That’s a pretty name.  Never heard that one before.”

      “Thank you,” I whimper.

      “Coral, is Giovanni your husband — boyfriend?”

      “Boyfriend,” I say, remembering the guys using the word to describe a person you loved but weren’t married to.

      “Okay, great.  What’s Gio’s date of birth and address?”

      Panic seizes me at the words I don’t understand.  Even the pictures in her mind are no use.  I want to help Gio, but what if I say the wrong thing?  I wring my hands and glance back and forth between the woman and the direction they took Gio.

      “I don’t know.  I don’t know much English.”  I admit.

      The woman smiles at me and pats me on the shoulder.  “That’s okay, hun.  Is there anybody else we should call?”

      I shake my head and shrug my shoulders, and the woman nods.  “Okay.  Why don’t you wait in the waiting room over there, and the doctor will come talk to you shortly.  They’re going to take good care of your boyfriend.”

      She nudges me towards a room where other people are sitting and takes off in a different direction.  I walk towards it, but James stops me.

      “No way, sweetheart.  I’m not spending the night in the hospital.  We’re heading back to the boat, and you’re going to show us where the treasure is.”

      “I don’t know where it is!”

      “Well, let’s hope one of your other friends does, then.  Come on.”  He grabs my arm and ushers me out the way we came.  I don’t want to leave Gio, but I want to get back to the others and let them know what’s going on.

      I follow James without a fight and hope that Gio will be okay, hope that I’ll be able to come back here.

      James takes a small device out of his pocket and taps at it then holds it to his ear and starts talking to Sam, even though I can’t see him anywhere.  I gape at him, and he looks at me strangely.

      “We’re ready to go.  Come pick us up at the emergency entrance.  Maritime Hospital.”

      We wait by the doors until the device in James’ hand makes a sound.  James glances at it then grabs my arm.

      Sam is waiting in a smaller vehicle outside, and James opens the door and pushes me into the back seat.  It feels soft and squishy like a sea sponge, and I rub my hands over the material.  It reminds me of the texture of Gio’s hair when it was shorter.

      The upper half of the vehicle is see-through, and my mouth falls open as I watch other vehicles speed by us, bright lights blinding me.  I’ve seen images like this in the guys’ minds, but it’s so much more overwhelming in person.  We’re moving so fast my stomach rolls, and I grab onto the seat in front of me for stability.  Tall building surround us, and lit-up signs, and the vehicle starts and stops for no discernible reason, then turns and zooms forward again.

      Sound echoes in the small space, and I realize it’s music.  Sam taps his finger on a button in the front, and the music changes.  “Achy-Breaky Heart!” I cry out, when the notes remind me of Jude’s song.

      Sam laughs and turns the volume up.  “You like that country stuff?”

      The words aren’t the same, even though the melody is similar, but I focus on the beat, letting it distract me from the terror threatening to overwhelm me.

      Soon, the vehicle stops, and James and Sam lead me back onto the boat.

      “Keep an eye on her,” James commands.

      Sam sits me down and watches me as James pulls the boat away from the dock.  I curl up on the bench, holding my knees to my chest.

      Sam sits down next to me, too close, and lets his eyes roam up and down my body.  “So, Coral, huh?  Strange name.  Pretty though, like you.”  He winks at me and lays a hand on my leg, and I flinch and pull away from him.

      I close my eyes, trying to block him out, but I can still feel him staring at me, wanting me.  Odd how the same thoughts that please me when my guys think them turn my stomach when these strangers do.

      What will happen when we get back to the island?  The guys don’t know where to find the treasure.  Will James and his crew hurt them when they realize the truth?  My mind swims with the possibilities, none of them promising.

      The ride back to the island feels even longer with nothing to busy my hands, and plenty of worries to occupy my mind, but eventually I fall asleep.  When I wake the sun is rising.  My body is stiff and tight, and I stretch, trying to relax the kinks.

      James is dropping the skiff.  We must be back at the island!  He starts to climb down the ladder, and I get up to go with him, but he holds out a hand to stop me.

      “You stay here, darling.”  I stand at the railing and watch as he motors up to the island again.  They guys are standing on the beach, huddled in a circle, and I lift a hand to wave to them, but they don’t wave back, so I’m not sure they can see me.  James approaches them, and I hold my breath but nothing bad happens.  A few moments later they’re climbing into the small boat and heading our way.

      “Coral!”  Avery rushes over to me as soon as they board the ship.  “Are you okay?  We thought we’d never see you again.” He looks me up and down then glances back at the others.  I nod and hug him, my shaking body betraying me.

      “Don’t trust them,” I whisper.  Avery’s eyes go big, and he gives me a half nod to show he understands.

      “Alrighty, boys… and lady.”  James winks at me.  “We’ll get you all back to shore to check on your sick friend, but first we’ve got some business to attend to.”

      Suddenly, Sam pulls a small, dark object out of the back of his shorts and holds it to my head, wrapping his arms around me.  I don’t know what it is, but his tight grip and the sounds that Jude, Liam, and Avery make tell me I’m in danger.  Hot blood rushes through my veins, adrenaline riding on the currents, making my body vibrate with anxiety.  I try to wiggle out of his grasp, but his hold is too tight.

      “Now, we know that you all found some treasure.  Your sick friend was kind enough to give us what you had in exchange for a ride to shore.  But your ride is gonna cost you a little more.  Take us to where you found the gold if you ever want to see land again.”

      The guys glance at each other, and I can feel the tension rise up in them like a giant wave.  Liam takes a small step forward, and Sam tightens his grip on me.  His mouth is near my face, blowing hot, smelly breath against my cheek.

      Liam holds up his hands.  “Listen, we’d be happy to take you to the treasure if we knew where it was, but we lost all our charts when our boat sank.”

      James slams a hand down on the deck railing, huffing, his scraggly beard wagging.  “Nonsense!  You didn’t come out here just hoping to run across a treasure.  You knew where the wreck was when you set out.  Now one of you needs to tell us where it’s at.”

      I can see Liam’s mind working like crazy, trying to figure out what to do.  The guys never found the wreck they had been looking for originally, and they don’t know how to get to the wreck where I found the gold.  They certainly can’t explain how I found it.  If they lead the other men astray, they’re only going to make the situation worse.  The silence stretches as Liam contemplates a solution.

      When James starts to fume, Liam blurts out a suggestion.  “Look, Gio was the captain.  He was in charge of navigation, but let me look at your charts, okay?  Maybe I can figure it out.”

      “Fine.”  James waves him towards the wheelhouse.  When James and Liam start moving, Liam gives Jude and Avery a look, and suddenly they fly into motion, simultaneously attacking the man closest to each of them.

      Jude moves toward me and Sam, and Avery heads for Roy.  Liam turns and throws a punch at James, catching him by surprise.  James doubles over for a moment but then roars back up, intent on pummeling Liam.

      Avery and Roy are locked in a fight hold, their muscular arms straining as they grip each other.  Roy’s body is larger and stronger, but Avery is young and fit, and he slips out of Roy’s grasp.  The two tussle back and forth, neither one of them gaining.

      Meanwhile, Sam loosens his grip on me and swings the gun towards Jude as Jude rushes towards him, his normally happy, smiling face fierce with rage as he barges towards Sam.

      Jude hollers at me.  “Coral, get out of here!  Jump in the water!”

      What?!  I can’t abandon them!  They’re too equally matched to James’ crew, and they need an advantage.  But what can I do?  I’m too weak to fight any of them.  Maybe I can distract them.  Is that why Jude told me to jump in the water?

      I watch in slow motion, horrified, as the weapon in Sam’s hand sweeps a path towards Jude, but Jude keeps barreling towards him, mindless of the danger.  It reminds me of how he looked when I sang, and suddenly I know what to do.

      I open my mouth and let the notes fly out — no particular tune, just a random melody, but I sing as loud as I can.  At first, the sound startles them, and a few heads turn my way.

      The sound quickly billows around them like octopus ink, blinding and stunning everyone.  Suddenly, all six of the men are motionless, mindless, waiting for me to make the next move.

      My pulse pounds and my body shakes as I reach for the weapon, but Sam doesn’t even flinch when I take it from him.  This is working!  I quickly shove it in Jude’s pocket, my hands shaking at the weight of it.  Then I grab some rope that’s lying in a pile on the deck.

      Still singing as forcefully as I can, I head down into the cabin.  All the guys follow me, their faces blank, their minds empty.

      My fingers quiver, my heart races, and my voice wavers, but I keep singing as I tie up Sam, James, and Roy.  I secure their hands behind their backs then wrap the rope around their ankles before tying it to the railing, suddenly grateful that Gio taught me how to tie knots.

      Only once I’m sure they can’t escape do I finally let my song die.  The men rouse back to life as the notes dissipate, blinking their eyes and shaking their heads, and my body trembles as the adrenaline flows out of me.  I drop to the bunk, exhausted, and Jude, Liam, and Avery rush to my side.
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      “Holy shit, what just happened?!”  Jude’s voice carries loudly over all the others.  James and his crew are yelling and yanking on the ropes, and Liam and Avery are staring at me in shock.

      “Did you do this, Princess?”

      I nod my head and give a small, proud smile.

      “How… what…”  He stumbles over the words, rubbing his eyes as he tries to make sense of what he remembers versus what he sees.

      Avery grabs me and squeezes till I yelp, then pulls back sheepishly.  “I’m sorry, I’m sorry!  But that was freakin’ amazing, Coral!”

      Liam just shakes his head in disbelief and stares at me with wonder in his eyes.

      “Can we go see Gio now?” I croak out a whisper, too fatigued to speak.  The adrenaline rush has dissipated, and I feel weak and exhausted, even though I just slept.

      “Liam, please tell us you know how to navigate.”  Jude says.

      “I’ll do my best to figure it out.”

      Liam double checks my knots to make sure they’re secure, and Jude and Avery stay down in the cabin, keeping an eye on our captives, while Liam heads to the wheelhouse.  I follow him, not wanting to give James and his men the opportunity to stare at me.  Their thoughts are offensive enough.

      Liam scans the electronics in the wheelhouse and consults the charts, and soon he thinks he knows how to get us back to port.  I stand by his side and stare out at the ocean as we travel, the sun crossing the sky.

      The sea stretches endlessly behind and before us, and I marvel at how the land touches the sea, yet the two worlds are completely separate.  Is it really possible for someone who’s lived their whole life in the sea to start a new life on the land?

      The island was like an intermediate realm straddling the two worlds, but I have a feeling the world the guys come from will be much different.  Can I really survive there?  I know I can’t do it without their help, but will they forget about me once their lives return to normal?

      I play back Gio’s promise to take care of me over and over again, trying to keep the words alive, but I don’t even know what will become of Gio.  How serious is his sickness?  I don’t know if he’ll be able to take care of himself, let alone me.  And what about the others?  If I stay with Gio will I ever see them again?  I can’t stand the thought of losing them.

      “Coral, you’re so quiet.  Is everything okay?”  Liam’s words rouse me from my worries.

      “I’m scared, Liam.”  I admit, my voice barely a whisper.

      His eyes soften, and he turns to me and wraps me in his arms, pressing my head to his chest.  “It’s going to be okay, Princess.  You’ll see.  I promise.”

      When the land finally comes into view, I gasp and stare at the sight of the coastline.  The sun is setting, and the sky is vivid with bright colors — pinks, purples, yellows, and oranges.  It forms a beautiful backdrop to the fleet of boats docked around the inlet, their masts piercing the sky at different heights.  Birds float through the air, diving and squawking.

      “It’s so beautiful!” I exclaim, and Liam smiles at me.

      I expect Liam to pull the boat up to where the others are, but instead, he stops quite a ways away.  “I’m going to go get Jude and Avery,” he says then heads down into the cabin.  The three guys come up a few moments later, Jude carrying the duffel bag.

      “We can’t afford any questions from the police or the Coast Guard right now with Coral here, so we need to take the skiff into port and get her out of here.  I’m going to go see if I can borrow someone’s phone to arrange a ride for us.  Stay here, and I’ll be back as soon as I can,” Liam says.

      The others nod in agreement and help Liam crank down the dinghy.  I perch on the bench, and Avery sits down next to me and rubs my back as we wait anxiously for Liam to return.  My heart pounds like the surf, and sweat beads on my forehead.  Jude paces and keeps looking at the cabin where James and his crew are making a racket like he’s expecting them to burst out of the door any moment.

      Finally, we hear the sound of the boat motoring back towards us, and we rush to the ladder.  “All right, guys, a cab is on the way.  Let’s go check on Gio,” Liam says.

      Tiny bubbles float up from my belly and lodge in my throat at his words, and my hands shake as I climb down the ladder into the small boat.  Liam grabs my waist and steadies me as I step into the boat, and I quickly sit down on one of the benches, clutching it with sweaty hands.

      The others climb in, and Liam maneuvers us away from the ship and heads for the dock.

      “Hallelujah, we made it!  Civilization!”  Jude yelps when we near the dock, and Jude and Avery jump out, chattering, energized with excitement.

      Jude wraps a rope around a hook then holds out a hand to me.  Liam stands behind me with his hands out to catch me if I slip, and I take Jude’s hand and let him pull me out of the skiff.

      When everyone is out, Jude starts to pull me down the dock, but I stop and turn around, staring at the sea.  The water is dark, opaque in the sun’s shadow, and it’s hard to imagine there’s a whole other world that lies beneath the surface, but it pulls at me.  Memories flash through my mind, pictures of the ones I love, the ones I’ve left behind, and I whisper goodbye to them as I stare at the tiny ripples, the only indication that there’s life beneath the surface.

      Avery comes up beside me and takes my other hand, and Liam touches my back.  “Are you sure you want to come with us, Coral?” Liam asks.

      His voice draws my attention away from the sea, and I turn to look at him.  All three of them surround me, their kind, loving faces promising me a better life, and I nod my head.
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      “She’ll stay with me.”  Liam stares down the others with an intense glare, his green eyes flashing.

      “Like hell she will!  The last time she spent the night alone with you, you punched her V card.”  Jude puffs up his chest and barrels over to Liam, emphasizing his extra height and weight.

      My belly clenches, and I hold my breath.  Liam’s nose is still swollen from the last time they got in a fight over me.

      Liam’s voice stays calm despite Jude’s posturing.  “Do you even have a place to stay, Jude?  Your roommates probably rented your room to someone else when you disappeared.”

      Jude deflates some, but he doesn’t back off.  “I guess you don’t have to worry about that since your mommy and daddy pay for your swanky apartment.”

      Avery winces.  “Are you sure they didn’t let it go, Liam?  We’ve been gone for months.  Most people probably think we’re dead.”

      “I’m sure.  But even if they did, I can just take her to their house; there’s plenty of room.”  Liam’s tone is dismissive, and Jude and Avery both sneer at him.

      “And how are you going to explain her to your parents?”  Jude puts his hands on his hips and smirks.

      I glance at Gio to see his reaction.  Normally, he’d be taking the lead, settling the fight between them, but instead he’s just lying there with a pained look on his face.  With pale, clammy skin, dark shadows under his eyes, a tube running into his arm, and blankets pulled up to his armpits, he’s practically unrecognizable.  I can’t stand the thought of leaving him alone like this.

      “I want to stay here tonight.  Gio needs me, and I want to be with him,” I blurt out, taking Gio’s limp hand in mine.  The corner of his lips lift in the slightest smile, and he squeezes my fingers.  The others swivel their heads to look at us, their fight forgotten, overridden by my concern for Gio.

      “One family member can stay the night.”  A soft, round woman with skin darker than I’ve ever seen before and curly, black hair enters the room, tapping on something flat and glossy cradled in her arm.  Everything here is smooth and shiny like that, so different from the island and the sea.

      My heart plummets in disappointment.  I’m not family, I’m not Gio’s mate, I’m not even human.  When the woman glances curiously at the four of us hovered around Gio and raises an eyebrow, I feel exposed, like she knows all this with one look.

      “My girlfriend, Coral, is the closest thing I have to family.  I want her to stay with me.”  Gio’s voice sounds as weak as he looks, but it makes him seem desperate and needy.  Can she deny him?  I know I couldn’t.  We both turn to the woman with pleading looks on our faces.

      She nods and gives a small smile, and my heart surges with blood again.  “That’s fine.  Just take it easy, okay?  No hanky-panky till the doctor says so.  He’ll be by to check on you tomorrow morning, and he’ll probably release you.”

      “There, it’s settled.  You three go figure out where you’re staying tonight, and Coral will keep me company.  Come here, Princess.”  Gio pats the space next to him.

      When the woman leaves the room, I climb up beside him.  He gingerly lifts the arm with the tube in it and wraps it around me.  His skin feels cold and dry against mine, and his masculine scent is buried under a sharp odor I don’t recognize, but I burrow into his chest, anyway, relieved that he’s alive and healing.  He wraps an arm around me and sighs.  The only good thing about Gio being sick is that he’s a lot more interested in cuddling.

      “Fair enough.  I’ll get a vehicle and come back for you both in the morning,” Liam says, running a hand through his black hair, smoothing it.

      Avery tosses his messy, blond locks out of his eyes with a flick of his head.  “Coral is going to need some clothes.  I want to take her shopping tomorrow.”

      “I’ll take care of it.”  Liam waves him off, and Avery frowns at him.

      “That’s my thing, Liam.  Just because you have money doesn’t put you in charge here.  We all have money now, remember?”

      Gio’s face perks up.  “You managed to get the gold from those divers?  That’s a story I’m gonna want to hear.”

      “It’s a doozy, that’s for sure,” Avery says, grinning and shaking his head at me.

      “Oh yeah?  Will you tell me what happened, Coral?”  Gio looks curiously at me.

      My cheeks get warm, and I dip my head.  “They can tell it.  I don’t know enough words yet.”

      “Sure you do, Coral.  Your English is amazing.”  The compliment, especially coming from Liam, makes me blush again.  He’s so smart, it’s hard to imagine anyone impressing him.

      “They wanted us to find more treasure for them; they had a gun.  But when I sang, they followed me.”

      Gio tilts his head at me, confused, and Jude jumps in, his floppy, brown curls bobbing as he flings his arms around.

      “She freakin’ mesmerized them is what she did!  It was incredible.  The young guy put a gun to her head, the rest of us jumped to attack them, and Coral started singing.  The next thing I knew, Coral had them hogtied in the cabin!”

      Gio glances at Liam and Avery for confirmation.

      “It’s true.  We were all under her spell, with no memory of what happened.  Apparently, Coral’s ability to transform her body isn’t her only talent.”  Liam’s voice is awed, and he looks at me with fascination.

      “We better stay on her good side is all I got to say about that.”  Jude smirks at me.

      Gio squeezes my shoulder and shakes his head.  “You really are something, aren’t you, Princess?  What happened after that?”

      Liam answers for me, flashing a rare, mischievous grin.  “I commandeered their boat and sailed back to shore.  We took enough cash from them to cover our cab fair and left them tied up in the cabin.  I imagine someone will find them eventually.”

      Gio smiles weakly and closes his eyes.  “Wish I coulda been there.”

      “Hey, I think Gio needs some sleep.  We should get out of here.”  Avery nudges the others.

      I tense as I realize they’re about to leave.  It will be the first night I’ve been away from them since the second day I met them.  I shudder as I remember the awful night I lay bruised and broken in the bottom of the chasm, how terrified I was that I would die without ever seeing them again.  But I survived, despite the curse that should’ve killed me or sent me back to the sea.  And the guys found me and rescued me, even when I thought all hope was lost.

      “Are you going to be okay, Coral?”  Avery frowns and runs a soothing hand over my hair.

      “Of course she will.  I’ll take care of her.”  Gio pulls me closer.

      “I’ll miss you,” I whisper, looking up at the others.  I can feel wetness pooling in my eyes, blurring my vision.

      “Aw, Princess, we’ll miss you, too.”  Avery reaches out to hug me.  I wrap my arms around him and bury my face in his neck.

      When he lets go, Liam takes his place, capturing my lips with his.  My insides follow when he pulls away.

      “You promise you’ll be back tomorrow?  You too, Jude?”  I look to him, and he grabs me and squeezes tight, lifting me off the bed a little.

      “Of course, I will.  I’m not giving you up that easy.  These yahoos and I will figure out a way to share you.  Like joint custody, or something.”

      I don’t know what that means, but his confidence reassures me.  They wave goodbye, giving me a few more kisses, and soon I’m alone with Gio.

      The room feels cold and empty now, filled with strange objects and sounds I’ve never heard before — a whooshing sound that reminds me of the ocean but brings a chilly rush of air with it, beeping that mimics the dots of light flashing on the machine next to Gio, the squeak of shoes out in the hallway.  Everything but the bed is hard and unnatural.  Even the light feels cold, like moonlight, only brighter.  I miss the sand and the sunshine and the comfort of knowing what’s to come.  Here, every moment holds the threat of something unfamiliar.

      When I shiver, Gio says, “Are you cold, Coral?  Why don’t you get under the blanket?”

      He lifts the covers, and I slip in beside him, turning on my side so I can snuggle up to him.  His hand drapes around my shoulder and strokes my arm.  He winces when I rest a hand on his belly, so I jerk it away.

      “Sorry!”  I sit up and pull back the covers so I can look at his abdomen.

      Gio lifts the gown to show me three white rectangles stuck to his skin with something clear and shiny.  “These are bandages covering the wounds from the surgery — laparoscopic appendectomy.  It’s a little tender.”

      I wince when Gio imagines metal instruments gouging into his belly.  He pulls his gown back down and covers up with the blanket again.  I put my hand on his arm so I won’t accidentally touch his stomach.

      “What do merfolk do when they get sick, Coral?  Do you have doctors or healers of some kind?”

      “We don’t get sick much, but if we do, there are foods we eat to feel better.  But sometimes merfolk die before they should.”

      “Here, we have doctors and special tests and medicine and surgery, but sometime humans die young, too.”  Sadness furrows his face as his mind flashes back to memories of his parents’ bloody bodies lying dead in the managed wreckage of their vehicle.

      My eyes widen, and I sit up and suck in a breath.  “Are you going to die, Gio?”

      He makes a face, shaking his head.  “No, no!  I’ll be fine.  I’ll be better in no time,” he insists, but I can’t help but wonder if he’s just saying that to keep me from worrying.

      His hand gently pushes my head back down onto his chest, his fingers grazing along my cheek.  We lay like that, lightly stroking each other and listening to the sounds of the hospital, until exhaustion finally claims me.

      I wake up to an empty bed, and fear immediately jolts me upright.
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